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We do not what we ought;

What we ought not, we do;

And lean upon the thought

That chance will bring us through.

—MATTHEW ARNOLD


PART One

    

Kate


ONE

I FIRST SAW HER standing near my mother’s coffin. She was in her seventies—a tall, angular woman, with fine gray hair gathered in a compact bun at the back of her neck. She looked the way I hope to look if I ever make it to her birthday. She stood very erect, her spine refusing to hunch over with age. Her bone structure was flawless. Her skin had stayed smooth. Whatever wrinkles she had didn’t cleave her face. Rather, they lent it character, gravitas. She was still handsome—in a subdued, patrician way. You could tell that, once upon a recent time, men probably found her beautiful.

But it was her eyes that really caught my attention. Blue-gray. Sharply focused, taking everything in. Critical, watchful eyes, with just the slightest hint of melancholy. But who isn’t melancholic at a funeral? Who doesn’t stare at a coffin and picture themselves laid out inside of it? They say funerals are for the living. Too damn true. Because we don’t just weep for the departed. We also weep for ourselves. For the brutal brevity of life. For its ever-accumulating insignificance. For the way we stumble through it, like foreigners without a map, making mistakes at every curve of the road.

When I looked at the woman directly, she averted her gaze in embarrassment—as if I had caught her in the act of studying me. Granted, the bereaved child at a funeral is always the subject of everybody’s attention. As the person closest to the departed, they want you to set the emotional tone for the occasion. If you’re hysterical, they won’t be frightened of letting rip. If you’re sobbing, they’ll just sob too. If you’re emotionally buttoned up, they’ll also remain controlled, disciplined, correct.

I was being very controlled, very correct—and so too were the twenty or so mourners who had accompanied my mother on “her final journey”—to borrow the words of the funeral director who dropped that phrase into the conversation when he was telling me the price of transporting her from his “chapel of rest” on 75th and Amsterdam to this, “her eternal resting place” . . . right under the LaGuardia Airport flight path in Flushing Meadow, Queens.

After the woman turned away, I heard the reverse throttle of jet engines and glanced up into the cold blue winter sky. No doubt several members of the assembled graveside congregation thought that I was contemplating the heavens—and wondering about my mother’s place in its celestial vastness. But actually all I was doing was checking out the name of the descending jet. US Air. One of those old 727s they still use for short hauls. Probably the Boston shuttle. Or maybe the Washington run . . .

It is amazing the trivial junk that floats through your head at the most momentous moments of your life.

“Mommy, Mommy.”

My seven-year-old son, Ethan, was tugging at my coat. His voice cut across that of the Episcopalian minister, who was standing at the back of the coffin, solemnly intoning a passage from Revelations:

God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes;

And there shall be no more death, neither sorrow

Nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain;

For the former things are passed away.

I swallowed hard. No sorrow. No crying. No pain. That was not the story of my mother’s life.

“Mommy, Mommy . . .”

Ethan was still tugging on my sleeve, demanding attention. I put a finger to my lips and simultaneously stroked his mop of dirty blond hair.

“Not now, darling,” I whispered.

“I need to wee.”

I fought a smile.

“Daddy will take you,” I said, looking up and catching the eye of my ex-husband, Matt. He was standing on the opposite side of the coffin, keeping to the back of the small crowd. I had been just a tad surprised when he showed up at the funeral chapel this morning. Since he left Ethan and me five years ago, our dealings with each other had been, at best, businesslike—whatever words spoken between us having been limited to our son, and the usual dreary financial matters that force even acrimoniously divorced couples to answer each other’s phone calls. Even when he’s attempted to be conciliatory, I’ve cut him off at the pass. For some strange reason, I’ve never really forgiven him for walking right out of our front door and into the arms of Her—Ms. Talking Head News-Channel-4-New-York media babe. And Ethan was just twenty-five months old at the time.

Still, one must take these little setbacks on the chin, right? Especially as Matt so conformed to male cliché. But there is one thing I can say in my ex-husband’s favor: he has turned out to be an attentive, loving father. And Ethan adores him—something that everyone at the graveside noticed, as he dashed in front of his grandmother’s coffin and straight into his father’s arms. Matt lifted him off the ground and I saw Ethan whisper his urination request. With a quick nod to me, Matt carried him off, draped across one shoulder, in search of the nearest toilet.

The minister now switched to that old funeral favorite, the 23rd Psalm.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

I heard my brother Charlie choke back a sob. He was standing in the back of this sparse congregation of mourners. Without question, he had won the award for the Best Surprise Funeral Appearance—as he arrived at the chapel this morning off the red-eye from LA, looking ashen, spent, and deeply uncomfortable. It took me a moment to recognize him—because I hadn’t seen him in over seven years, and because time had worked its nasty magic, rendering him middle-aged. Okay, I’m middle-aged too—just!—but Charlie (at fifty-five, nearly nine years my senior) really looked . . . well, I guess mature would be the right word, though world weary might be a little more accurate. He’d lost most of his hair, and all of his physique. His face had become fleshy and loose. His waist bulged heavily at both sides—a spare tire that made his ill-fitting black suit appear even more of a sartorial misjudgment. His white shirt was open at the collar. His black tie was dappled with food stains. His entire countenance spoke of bad diet and a certain disappointment with life. I was certainly on cordial terms with the last of these concepts . . . but I was still stunned at just how badly he had aged, and that he had actually crossed the continent to say goodbye to a woman with whom he had only maintained nominal contact for the past thirty years.

“Kate,” he said, approaching me in the lobby of the funeral chapel.

He saw my face register shock.

“Charlie?”

There was an awkward moment when he reached to hug me, then thought better of it and simply took my two hands in his. For a moment we didn’t know what to say to each other. Finally I managed a sentence.

“This is a surprise . . .”

“I know, I know,” he said, cutting me off.

“You got my messages?”

He nodded. “Katie . . . I’m so sorry.”

I suddenly let go of his hands.

“Don’t offer me condolences,” I said, my voice curiously calm. “She was your mother too. Remember?”

He blanched. Finally he managed to mumble, “That’s not fair.”

My voice remained very calm, very controlled.

“Every day for the last month—when she knew she was going—she kept asking me if you had called. Toward the end, I actually lied, and said you were phoning me daily to see how she was doing. So don’t talk to me about fair.”

My brother stared down at the funeral home linoleum. Two of my mother’s friends then approached me. As they made the requisite sympathetic noises, it gave Charlie the opportunity to back away. When the service began, he sat in the last row of the funeral chapel. I craned my neck to check out the assembled congregation—and briefly caught his eye. He turned away in acute discomfort. After the service, I looked around for him, as I wanted to offer him the chance to ride with me in the so-called “family car” to the cemetery. But he was nowhere to be found. So I traveled out to Queens with Ethan and my aunt Meg. She was my father’s sister—a seventy-four-year-old professional spinster who has been devoted to the destruction of her liver for the past forty years. I was pleased to see that she had remained sober for the occasion of her sister-in-law’s send-off. Because on those rare occasions when she was practicing temperance, Meg was the best ally you could have. Especially as she had a tongue on her like a pissed-off wasp. Shortly after the limo pulled away from the funeral home, the subject turned to Charlie.

“So,” Meg said, “the prodigal schmuck returns.”

“And then promptly disappears,” I added.

“He’ll be at the cemetery,” she said.

“How do you know that?”

“He told me. While you were pressing the flesh with everyone after the service, I caught him on the way out the door. ‘Hang on for a sec,’ I told him, ‘and we’ll give you a ride out to Queens.’ But he went all mealy-mouthed, saying how he’d rather take the subway. I tell you, Charlie’s still the same old, sad asshole.”

“Meg,” I said, nodding toward Ethan. He was sitting next to me in the limo, deeply engrossed in a Power Rangers book.

“He’s not listening to the crap I’m talking, are you, Ethan?”

He looked up from his book. “I know what asshole means,” he said.

“Attaboy,” Meg said, ruffling his hair.

“Read your book, darling,” I said.

“He’s one smart kid,” Meg said. “You’ve done a great job with him, Kate.”

“You mean, because he knows bad language?”

“I love a girl who thinks so highly of herself.”

“That’s me: Ms. Self-Esteem.”

“At least you’ve always done the right thing. Especially when it comes to family.”

“Yeah—and look where it’s gotten me.”

“Your mother adored you.”

“On alternate Sundays.”

“I know she was difficult . . .”

“Try genteelly impossible.”

“Trust me, sweetie—you and this guy here were everything to her. And I mean everything.”

I bit my lip, and held back a sob. Meg took my hand.

“Take it from me: parents and children both end up feeling that they’re the ones who landed the thankless job. Nobody comes out happy. But at least you won’t suffer the guilt that your idiot brother is now feeling.”

“Do you know I left him three messages last week, telling him she only had days left, and he had to come back and see her.”

“He never called you back?”

“No—but his spokesperson did.”

“Princess?”

“The one and only.”

“Princess” was our nickname for Holly—the deeply resistible, deeply suburban woman who married Charlie in 1975, and gradually convinced him (for a long list of spurious, self-serving reasons) to detach himself from his family. Not that Charlie needed much encouragement. From the moment I had been aware of such things, I always knew that, for a mother and son, Mom and Charlie had a curiously cool relationship—and that the root cause of their antipathy was my dad.

“Twenty bucks says Charlie-Boy breaks down at the graveside,” Meg said.

“No way,” I said.

“I mightn’t have seen him in . . . when the hell did he last pay us a visit?”

“Seven years ago.”

“Right, it may have been seven years ago, but I know that kid of old. Believe me, he’s always felt sorry for himself. The moment I laid eyes on him today I thought: poor old Charlie is still playing the self-pity card. Not only that, he’s also got hot-and-cold running guilt. Can’t bring himself to talk to his dying mom, but then tries to make up for it by putting in a last-minute appearance at her planting. What a sad act.”

“He still won’t cry. He’s wound too tight for that.”

Meg waved the bill in front of me.

“Then let’s see the color of your cash.”

I fiddled around in my jacket pocket until I found two tens. I brandished them in front of Meg’s eyes. “I’m going to enjoy taking your twenty off you,” I said.

“Not as much as I’m going to enjoy watching that pitiful shithead weep.”

I cast a glance at Ethan (still buried in his Power Rangers book), then threw my eyes heavenward.

“Sorry,” Meg said, “it just kind of slipped out.”

Without looking up from his book, Ethan said, “I know what shithead means.”

Meg won the bet. After a final prayer over the coffin, the minister touched my shoulder and offered his condolences. Then, one by one, the other mourners approached me. As I went through this receiving-line ritual of handshakes and embraces, I caught sight of that woman, staring down at the headstone adjoining my mother’s plot, studying the inscription with care. I knew it off by heart:

John Joseph Malone
August 22, 1922–April 14, 1956

John Joseph Malone. Also known as Jack Malone. Also known as my dad. Who suddenly left this world just eighteen months into my life—yet whose presence has always shadowed me. That’s the thing about parents: they may physically vanish from your life—you may not have even known them—but you’re never free of them. That’s their ultimate legacy to you—the fact that, like it or not, they’re always there. And no matter how hard you try to shake them, they never let go.

As my upstairs neighbor, Christine, embraced me, I glanced over her shoulder. Charlie was now walking toward our father’s grave. The woman was still standing there. But once she saw him coming (and evidently knowing who he was), she immediately backed away, giving him clear access to Dad’s plain granite monument. Charlie’s head was lowered, his gait shaky. When he reached the gravestone, he leaned against it for support—and suddenly began to sob. At first he tried to stifle his distress, but within a moment he lost that battle and was sobbing uncontrollably. I gently removed myself from Christine’s embrace. Instinctively, I wanted to run right over to him—but I stopped myself from such an outward show of sibling sympathy (especially as I couldn’t instantly forgive the pain that my mother silently suffered about his absence over all those years). Instead, I slowly walked toward him, and lightly touched his arm with my hand.

“You okay, Charlie?” I asked quietly.

He lifted up his head. His face was tomato red, his eyes awash in tears. Suddenly he lurched toward me, his head collapsing against my shoulder, his arms clutching me as if I was a life preserver in high seas. His sobbing was now fierce, uninhibited. For a moment I stood there, arms at my side, not knowing what to do. But his grief was so profound, so total, so loud that, eventually, I simply had to put my arms around him.

It took him a good minute before his cries subsided. I stared ahead into the distance, watching Ethan (having just returned from the toilet) being gently restrained by Matt from running toward me. I winked at my son, and he repaid me with one of those hundred-watt smiles that instantly compensates for all the exhausting, endless stress that is an essential component of parenthood. Then I looked to the left of Ethan, and saw that woman again. She was standing discreetly in an adjoining plot, watching me comfort Charlie. Before she turned away (again!), I momentarily saw the intensity of her gaze. An intensity which made me wonder: how the hell does she know us?

I turned back to look at Ethan. He pulled open his mouth with two fingers and stuck out his tongue—one of the repertoire of funny faces he pulls whenever he senses I am getting far too serious for his liking. I had to stifle a laugh. Then I glanced back to where the woman was standing. But she was no longer there—and was instead walking alone down the empty graveled path that led to the front gates of the cemetery.

Charlie gulped hard as he tried to control his sobbing. I decided it was time to end the embrace, so I gently disentangled myself from his grip.

“Are you okay now?” I asked.

He kept his head bowed.

“No,” he whispered, then added: “I should’ve, I should’ve . . .”

The crying started again. I should’ve. The most agonizing, self-punitive expression in the English language. And one we all utter constantly throughout this farce called life. But Charlie was right. He should’ve. Now there was nothing he could do about it.

“Come back to the city,” I said. “We’re having some drinks and food at Mom’s apartment. You remember where it is, don’t you?”

I immediately regretted that comment, as Charlie began to sob again.

“That was dumb,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

“Not as sorry as me,” he said between sobs. “Not as . . .”

He lost control again, his crying now ballistic. This time, I didn’t offer him solace. Instead, I turned away and saw that Meg was now hovering nearby, looking dispassionate, yet waiting to be of assistance. When I turned toward her, she nodded in the direction of Charlie and arched her eyebrows, as if to ask, “Want me to take over here?” You bet. She approached her nephew, and said, “Come on, Charlie-Boy,” linking her arm through his, “let’s you and I take a little walk.”

Matt now relaxed his grip on Ethan, who ran toward me. I crouched down to scoop him up in my arms.

“You feeling better?” I asked.

“The toilet was yucky,” he said.

I turned toward my mother’s grave. The minister was still standing by the coffin. Behind him were the cemetery’s groundskeepers. They were keeping a discreet distance from the proceedings, but I could still tell they were waiting for us to leave so they could lower her into subterranean Queens, bring out the earthmovers, plug the hole, then head off to lunch . . . or maybe the nearest bowling alley. Life really does go on—whether you’re here or not.

The minister gave me a small telling nod, the subtext of which was: it’s time to say goodbye. Okay, Rev., have it your way. Let’s all join hands and sing.

Now it’s time to say goodbye to all our company . . .

M-I-C . . . See you real soon . . .

K-E-Y . . . Why? Because we like you . . .

M-O-U-S-E . . .

For a nanosecond, I was back in the old family apartment on 84th Street between Broadway and Amsterdam. Six years old, home from first grade at Brearley, watching Annette, Frankie, and all the Mouseketeers on our crappy Zenith black-and-white set, with the round picture tube and rabbit-ears antenna, and the imitation mahogany cabinet, and my mom staggering toward me with two Welch’s grape jelly glasses in her hand: Strawberry Kool-Aid for me, a Canadian Club highball for her.

“How’s Mickey and his pals?” she asked, the words slurring.

“They’re my friends,” I said.

She sank down next to me on the couch.

“Are you my friend, Katie?”

I ignored the question. “Where’s Charlie?”

She suddenly looked hurt.

“Mr. Barclay’s,” she said, mentioning a dancing school to which adolescent prep school boys like Charlie were dispatched, once a week, screaming.

“Charlie hates dancing,” I said.

“You don’t know that,” Mom said, throwing back half of her drink.

“I heard him tell you,” I said. “I hate dancing school. I hate you.”

“He didn’t say he hated me.”

“He did,” I said, and turned my attention back to the Mouseketeers.

Mom threw back the rest of her drink.

“He didn’t say that.”

I think it’s a game.

“Oh yes he did.”

“You never heard him . . .”

I cut her off. “Why is my daddy in heaven?”

She went ashen. Though we’d been down this road before, I hadn’t asked about my dead father for nearly a year. But this afternoon, I had arrived home with an invitation to a Father/Daughter evening at my school.

“Why did he have to go to heaven?” I demanded.

“Darling, as I told you before, he didn’t want to go to heaven. But he got sick . . .”

“When can I meet him?”

Her face now betrayed despair.

“Katie . . . you are my friend, aren’t you?”

“You let me meet my daddy.”

I heard her stifle a sob. “I wish I could . . .”

“I want him to come to school with me . . .”

“Tell me, Katie, that you’re my friend.”

“You get my daddy back from heaven.”

Her voice was weak, tiny, diminished.

“I can’t, Katie. I . . .”

Then she began to cry. Pulling me close to her. Burying her head in my small shoulder. Scaring the hell out of me. And making me run out of the room, terrified.

It was the only time I ever saw her drunk. It was the only time she ever cried in front of me. It was the last time I asked her to get my father back from the celestial beyond.

“Are you my friend, Katie?”

I never answered her question. Because, truth be told, I never really knew the answer.

“Mommy!”

Ethan was squeezing my hand. “Mommy! I want to go home!”

I snapped back to Queens. And the sight of my mother’s coffin. I said, “Let’s first say goodbye to Grandma.”

I led Ethan forward, sensing that all eyes were on us. We approached the shiny teak coffin. Ethan knocked on it with his small fist.

“Hello, Grandma. Goodbye, Grandma.”

I bit hard on my lip. My eyes filled up. I glanced at my father’s grave. This is it. This is it. An orphan at last.

I felt a steadying hand on my shoulder. I turned around. It was Matt. I shrugged him off. And suddenly knew: it’s me and Ethan, and no one else.

The minister gave me another of his telling glances. All right, all right, I’ll move it along.

I put my hand on the coffin. It felt cold, like a refrigerator. I pulled my hand away. So much for grand final gestures. I bit my lip yet again, and forced myself to stay controlled. I reached for my son. I led him toward the waiting car.

Matt was waiting by the door. He spoke quietly.

“Katie, I just wanted to . . .”

“I don’t want to know.”

“All I was going to say . . .”

“Do you speak English?”

“Would you please listen . . .”

I started grabbing the car door. “No, I will not listen to you . . .”

Ethan tugged my sleeve. “Daddy said he’d take me to the IMAX movie. Can I go, Mommy?”

It was then that I realized just how shipwrecked I was.

“We have a party . . . ,” I heard myself saying.

“Ethan will have a better time at the movies, don’t you think?” Matt said.

Yeah, he would. I put my face in my hands. And felt more tired than I had ever felt in my life.

“Please can I go, Mommy?”

I looked up at Matt. “What time will you have him home?”

“I was thinking he might like to spend the night with us.”

I could see that he instantly regretted the use of that last pronoun. Matt continued talking.

“I’ll get him to school in the morning. And he can stay the next couple of nights if you need . . .”

“Fine,” I said, cutting him off. Then I crouched down and hugged my son. And heard myself saying, “Are you my friend, Ethan?”

He looked at me shyly, then gave me a fast kiss on the cheek. I wanted to take that as an affirmative answer, but knew I’d be brooding about his lack of a definite response for the rest of the day . . . and night. And simultaneously wondering why the hell I’d asked that dumb question in the first place.

Matt was about to touch my arm, but then thought better of it.

“Take care,” he said, leading Ethan off.

Then I felt another hand on my shoulder. I brushed it off, as if it was a fly, saying to whoever was behind me, “I really can’t take any more sympathy.”

“Then don’t take it.”

I covered my face with my hand. “Sorry, Meg.”

“Say three Hail Marys, and get into the car.”

I did as ordered. Meg climbed in after me.

“Where’s Ethan?” she asked.

“Spending the rest of the day with his dad.”

“Good,” she said. “I can smoke.”

While reaching into her pocketbook for her Merits, she knocked on the glass partition with one hand. The driver hit a button and it slowly lowered.

“We’re outta here, fella,” Meg said, lighting up. She heaved a huge sigh of gratification as she inhaled.

“Must you?” I asked.

“Yeah, I must.”

“It’ll kill you.”

“I never knew that.”

The limo pulled out on to the main cemetery drive. Meg took my hand, locking her thin, varicose fingers with mine.

“You hanging in there, sweetheart?” she asked.

“I have been better, Meg.”

“A couple more hours, this entire fucking business’ll be over. And then . . .”

“I can fall apart.”

Meg shrugged. And held my hand tighter.

“Where’s Charlie?” I asked.

“Taking the subway back into town.”

“Why the hell is he doing that?”

“It’s his idea of penance.”

“Watching him break down like that, I actually felt sorry for him. If he’d just picked up the phone toward the end, he could have straightened out so much with Mom.”

“No,” Meg said. “He wouldn’t have straightened anything out.”

As the limo approached the gates, I caught sight of that woman again. She was walking steadily toward the cemetery entrance, moving with fluent ease for someone her age. Meg saw her as well.

“Do you know her?” I asked.

Her answer was a couldn’t-care-less shrug.

“She was at Mom’s grave,” I said. “And hung around during most of the prayers.”

Another shrug from Meg.

I said, “Probably some kook who gets her giggles loitering in cemeteries.”

She looked up as we drove by, then lowered her eyes quickly.

The limo pulled out into the main road, and turned left in the direction of Manhattan. I fell back into the seat, spent. For a moment there was silence. Then Meg poked me with her elbow.

“So,” she said, “where’s my twenty bucks?”


TWO

AFTER THE CEMETERY, fifteen of the twenty graveside mourners returned to my mother’s place. It was quite a squeeze—as Mom had spent the last twenty-six years of her life in a small one-bedroom apartment on 84th Street and West End Avenue (and even on those truly rare occasions when she entertained, I can’t remember more than four people in her home at any given time).

I had never liked the apartment. It was cramped. It was badly laid out. Its southwest position on the fourth floor meant that it overlooked a back alleyway, and was rarely in contact with the sun. The living room was eleven feet by eleven, there was a bedroom of equal size, there was a small en suite bathroom, there was a ten-by-eight kitchen with elderly appliances and scuffed linoleum. Everything about the apartment seemed old, tired, in desperate need of updating. Three years ago, I’d managed to convince Mom to get the place repainted—but, like so many old West Side apartments, this new coat of emulsion and gloss simply added another cheap veneer to plasterwork and moldings that were already an inch thick with decades-worth of bad paint. The carpets were getting threadbare. The furniture was in need of recovering. What few so-called luxury items she owned (a television, an air conditioner, an all-in-one stereo unit of indeterminate Korean origin) were all technologically backward. Over the past few years, whenever I had a bit of spare cash (which, it has to be said, wasn’t very often), I’d offer to update her TV or buy her a microwave. But she always refused.

“You have better things to be spending your money on,” she’d always say.

“You’re my mom,” I’d retort.

“Spend it on Ethan, spend it on yourself. I’m fine with what I’ve got.”

“That air conditioner is asthmatic. You’re going to boil in July.”

“I have an electric fan.”

“Mom, I’m just trying to help.”

“I know that, dear. But I am just fine.” She’d give the last two words such pointed, tetchy emphasis that I knew it was useless to pursue the issue. This topic of conversation was closed.

She was always denying herself everything. She hated the idea of turning into a burden. And—being a genteel, yet fiercely self-respecting WASP—she loathed the notion of being a suitable case for charity. Because, to her, it implied personal failure; a collapse of character.

I turned around from where I was standing in the living room, and caught sight of a cluster of framed family photos on an end table next to the sofa. I walked over and picked up a snapshot I knew all too well. It was of my father in his Army uniform. It was taken by my mother at the base in England where they met in 1945. It had been her one overseas adventure—the only time in her life that she ever left America. Having volunteered for the Red Cross after college, she’d ended up as a typist, working at an outpost of Allied Command HQ in suburban London. That’s where she encountered the dashing Jack Malone, cooling his Brooklyn heels after covering the Allied liberation of Germany for Stars and Stripes—the U.S. Army newspaper. They had a fling—of which Charlie was the by-product. And they suddenly found their destiny spliced together.

Charlie approached me. He looked down at the photograph I was holding.

“Do you want to bring this back with you?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I’ve got a copy at home,” he said. “It’s my favorite photo of Dad.”

“I think I’ll take it then. I don’t have too many pictures of him.”

We stood there for a moment, wondering what to say next. Charlie chewed nervously on his lower lip.

“You feeling better?” I asked.

“Fine, yeah,” he said, averting his eyes as usual. “You bearing up?”

“Me? Sure,” I said, trying to sound unfazed by having just buried our mom.

“Your son’s a great-looking kid. Was that your ex?”

“Yeah—that’s the charmer. You’ve never met him before?”

Charlie shook his head.

“Oh yes, I forgot—you missed my wedding. And Matt was out of town during your last trip here. Nineteen ninety-four, wasn’t it?”

Charlie ignored that question, and instead posed another:

“He’s still something in television news, isn’t he?”

“He’s now something very big. Like his new wife.”

“Yeah, Mom did tell me about the divorce.”

“Really?” I said, sounding surprised. “When did she tell you? During your annual phone call in nineteen ninety-five?”

“We spoke a little more than that.”

“Sorry, you’re right. You also called her every Christmas. So, it was during one of your biannual phone calls that you discovered Matt had left me.”

“I was really sad to hear about that.”

“Hey, it’s ancient history now. I’m over it.”

Another awkward silence.

“The place doesn’t look very different,” he said, glancing around the apartment.

“Mom was never going to make it into the pages of House & Garden,” I said. “Mind you, even if she’d wanted to do up the apartment—which she didn’t—money was always rather tight. Thank God the place was rent-stabilized—otherwise she wouldn’t have been able to stay on.”

“What’s it now a month?”

“Eighteen hundred—which isn’t bad for the neighborhood. But it was always a scramble for her to meet.”

“Didn’t she inherit anything from Uncle Ray?”

Ray was Mom’s well-heeled brother—a big-deal Boston-based lawyer who maintained a starchy distance from his sister. From what I could gather, Mom was never particularly close to him when they were growing up—and they grew even further apart after Ray and his wife, Edith, voiced their disapproval of the Brooklyn mick she had married. But Ray did live according to the WASP code of Doing the Proper Thing. So after my dad’s premature death, he came to the financial aid of his sister by offering to pay for the education of her two children. The fact that Ray and Edith had no kids of their own (and that Mom was Ray’s only sibling) probably made it easier for them to foot this hefty bill over the years—even though, when we were younger, it was pretty clear to Charlie and me that our uncle didn’t really want anything to do with us. We never saw him. Mom never saw him. We each received a twenty-dollar savings bond from him every Christmas. When Charlie was at Boston College, Ray never once invited him over to his Beacon Hill town house. I also got the cold shoulder while I was at Smith and dropping into Boston once a month. Mom explained his aloofness away by telling us, “Families can be odd.” Still, fair credit to the guy: thanks to him, Charlie and I were able to attend private schools and private colleges. But as soon as I graduated from Smith in ’76, Mom saw no more money from her brother—and she was always short of cash for the rest of her life. When Ray died in ’98, I expected Mom to come into a little money (especially as Edith had predeceased her husband by three years). But she received nothing from his estate.

“You mean, Mom never told you that Ray left her zilch?” I asked.

“All she said was that he had died.”

“That was during your nineteen ninety-eight phone call, right?”

Charlie stared down at his shoes. “Yes—that’s right,” he said quietly. “But I didn’t know she’d been cut out of his will like that.”

“Yeah—Ray left everything to the nurse who’d been looking after him ever since Edith went to that big Episcopalian church in the sky. Poor old Mom—she always got shortchanged on everything.”

“How did she manage to pay the bills?”

“She had a small pension from the school. There was social security . . . and that was it. I offered to help her out, but, of course, she refused me. Even though I could have afforded it.”

“You still with the same ad agency?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“But you’re some senior executive now, aren’t you?”

“A senior copywriter, that’s all.”

“Sounds pretty okay to me.”

“The money’s not bad. But there’s a saying in my business: a happy copywriter is an oxymoron. Still, it passes the time and pays the bills. I just wish Mom had let me pay some of her bills. But she was adamant she wanted nothing from me. The way I figure it, she was either running an illegal canasta game, or she had a lucrative Girl Scout Cookie racket going on the side.”

“You planning to close up this place now?” Charlie asked.

“I’m certainly not going to maintain it as a museum.”

I looked at him squarely. “You know you’re out of the will.”

“I’m, uh, not surprised.”

“Not that there’s much in her estate. Just before she went, she told me there was a bit of life insurance and some stock. Maybe fifty grand tops. Too bad you didn’t make contact with her six months ago. Believe me, she didn’t want to cut you out—and she kept hoping against hope that you’d make that one call. After they told her the cancer was terminal, she wrote you, didn’t she?”

“She never mentioned in the letter that she was dying,” he said.

“Oh, that would have changed things, would it?”

Another of his evasive over-my-shoulder glances. My voice remained level.

“You didn’t answer her letter, and you didn’t answer the messages I left for you when she was in her final days. Which, I have to say, was strategically dumb. Because had you shown your face in New York, you would now be splitting that fifty grand with me.”

“I would never have accepted my share . . .”

“Yeah, right. Princess would have insisted . . .”

“Don’t call Holly that.”

“Why the hell not? She’s the Lady Macbeth in this story.”

“Kate, I’m really trying to . . .”

“Do what? ‘Heal wounds’? Achieve ‘closure’?”

“Look, my argument was never with you.”

“I’m touched. Too bad Mom’s not here to see this. She always had these far-fetched romantic notions about everyone making up, and maybe seeing her West Coast grandkids again.”

“I meant to call . . .”

“Meant isn’t good enough. Meant means shit.”

My voice had jumped a decibel or two. I was suddenly aware that the living room had emptied. So too was Charlie, as he whispered, “Please, Kate . . . I don’t want to go back to the coast with such bad . . .”

“Charlie, what the hell did you expect today? Instant reconciliation? Field of Dreams? You reap what you sow, pal.”

I felt a steadying hand on my arm. Aunt Meg.

“Great sermon, Kate,” she said. “And I’m sure Charlie now completely understands your point of view.”

I took a deep steadying breath. And said, “Yeah, I guess he does.”

“Charlie,” Meg said, “why don’t you go find yourself something alcoholic in the kitchen.”

Charlie did as commanded. The squabbling children had been separated.

“You okay now?” Meg asked.

“No,” I said. “I am definitely not okay.”

She motioned me toward the sofa. Sitting down next to me, her voice became conspiratorially quiet:

“Back off the guy,” she said. “I had a little talk with him in the kitchen. It seems he’s been juggling some very major problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“He was downsized four months ago. Fitzgibbon was taken over by some Dutch multinational, and they immediately canned half their Californian sales force.”

Fitzgibbon was the pharmaceuticals giant which had employed Charlie for the last twenty years. Charlie had started out as a San Fernando Valley sales rep, then gradually worked his way up to being Regional Sales Director for Orange County. And now . . .

“Exactly how bad are his problems?” I asked.

“Put it this way—he had to borrow money from a friend to buy the plane ticket back here.”

“Jesus.”

“And with two kids in college, financially speaking, things are hitting critical mass. He’s in really grim shape.”

I suddenly felt a pang of guilt. The poor idiot. Nothing ever seemed to work out Charlie’s way. He always had this unerring talent for making the wrong call.

“From what I gather, the marital front is also pretty choppy. Because Princess isn’t exactly being the most supportive of spouses . . .”

Meg suddenly stopped talking and gave me a fast nudge with her elbow. Charlie had reentered the room, his raincoat over his arm. I stood up.

“What’s with the coat?” I asked.

“I’ve got to get back to the airport,” he said.

“But you just arrived a couple of hours ago,” I said.

“I’ve got a big meeting first thing tomorrow,” he said sheepishly. “A job interview. I’m, uh, kind of between things at the moment.”

I caught Meg’s glance—imploring me not to let on that I knew about Charlie’s unemployed status. Isn’t it amazing how family life is an ever-widening web of petty confidences and “please don’t tell your brother I told you . . .”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Charlie,” I said. “And I’m sorry I boxed your ears before. It’s a bad day and . . .”

Charlie silenced me by leaning forward and giving me a fast buzz on the cheek.

“Let’s keep in touch, eh?” he said.

“That’s really up to you, Charlie.”

My brother didn’t respond to that comment. He simply shrugged sadly and headed to the front door. When he got there, he turned back toward me. A look passed between us. It only lasted a nanosecond, but it said it all: please forgive me.

In that sad nanosecond, I felt a surge of pity for my brother. He appeared so bloated and battered by life; as trapped and cornered as a deer staring straight into the oncoming headlights. Life had not worked out for him—and he now radiated disappointment. I could certainly sympathize with his sense of letdown. Because, with the serendipitous exception of my son, I was not exactly a walking advertisement for personal fulfilment.

“Goodbye, Katie,” Charlie said. He opened the front door. I turned away from my brother and disappeared into the bathroom. When I came out two minutes later, I was relieved to see that he’d left.

Just as I was also relieved that the rest of the assembled mourners began to make their goodbyes. There were a couple of people from the building, and some old friends of Mom—increasingly frail women in their seventies, trying to make pleasant chitchat, and appear reasonably spirited, and not think too much about the fact that, one by one, their contemporaries were vanishing.

By three, everyone had gone—except for Meg and Rozella, the large, cheerful, middle-aged Dominican woman I had hired, two years ago, to clean Mom’s apartment twice a week. She ended up being a full-time nurse after Mom checked herself out of Sloan-Kettering.

“I’m not dying in some beige room with fluorescent lighting,” she told me the morning her oncologist informed her the cancer was terminal.

I heard myself saying, “You’re not dying, Mom.”

She reached out from the bed and took my hand.

“You can’t fight City Hall, dear.”

“The doctor said it could be months . . .”

Her voice remained calm, strangely serene.

“At the very outset. From where I’m sitting, I would say three weeks maximum. Which, quite frankly, is better than I expected . . .”

“Must you always, always look on the bright side, Mom?” Oh Christ, what am I saying here? I grasped her hand tighter. “I didn’t mean that. It’s just . . .”

She stared at me critically.

“You’ve never really figured me out, have you?” she said.

Before I had a chance to offer up some weak refutation, she reached out and hit the call button by her hospital bed.

“I’m going to ask the nurse to get me dressed and help me pack up my things. So if you wouldn’t mind giving me fifteen minutes . . .”

“I’ll get you dressed, Mom.”

“No need, dear.”

“But I want to.”

“Go get yourself a cup of coffee, dear. The nurse will take care of everything.”

“Why won’t you let me . . . ?” I suddenly sounded like a whiny fourteen-year-old. My mom simply smiled, knowing she’d checkmated me.

“You run along now, dear. But don’t be longer than fifteen minutes—because if I’m not gone by noon, they charge another full day for the room.”

“So what?” I felt like yelling. “Blue Cross is picking up the tab.” But I knew what her response would be.

It’s still not fair to take advantage of a good, dependable company like Blue Cross.

And I would then wonder (for around the zillionth time) why I could never win an argument with her.

You’ve never really figured me out, have you?

Damn her for knowing me too well. As usual, she was right on the money. I never understood her. Never understood how she could be so equanimous in the face of so many disappointments, so many adversities. From the few hints that she had dropped (and from what Charlie told me when we used to talk), I sensed that her marriage hadn’t exactly been happy. Her husband had died young. He’d left her no money. Her only son had estranged himself from the family. And her only daughter was Ms. Discontented who couldn’t understand why her mom refused to scream and shout about life’s many letdowns. Or why, now, at the end of her life, she was so damn accepting, and would think it bad manners to rage against the dying of the light. But that was always her fortitudinous style. She never showed her hand, never articulated the inherent sadness which so clearly lurked behind her stoical veneer.

But she was certainly right about the timetable of her illness. She didn’t last months. She lasted less than two weeks. I hired Rozella on a twenty-four-hour-care basis—and felt guilty about not being with Mom full time. But I was under insane pressure at work with a big new account, and I had Ethan to look after (being pigheaded, I also didn’t want to ask Matt for any favors). So I could only squeeze in three hours a day with her.

The end was fast. Rozella woke me at four AM last Tuesday, and simply said, “You must come now.”

Fortunately I had already worked out an emergency plan for this exact moment with a newfound friend named Christine—who lived two floors above me in my building, and was a fellow member of the Divorced Moms Club. Though Ethan loudly objected, I managed to get him out of bed and delivered him to Christine, who immediately put him back to bed on her sofa, relieved me of his school clothes, and promised to deliver him to Allen-Stevenson that morning.

Then I raced downstairs, got the doorman to find me a cab, and told the driver that I’d tip him five bucks if he could make it across town to 84th and West End in fifteen minutes.

He did it in ten. Which was a good thing—as Mom went just five minutes after I walked through the door.

I found Rozella standing at the foot of her bed, sobbing quietly. She put her arms around me, and whispered, “She’s here, but not here.”

That was a nice way of saying she had slipped into a coma. Which, honestly, was something of a relief to me—because I was secretly terrified of this deathbed scene. Of saying the right, final thing. Because there is no right or final thing to say. Anyway she couldn’t hear me now—so any melodramatic “I love you, Mom!” proclamations would have been for my benefit alone. At a momentous moment like this one, words are less than cheap. And they couldn’t assuage the guilt I was feeling.

So I simply sat on the bed, and took Mom’s still-warm hand, and gripped it tightly, and tried to remember my first recollection of her, and suddenly saw her as an animated, pretty young woman holding my four-year-old hand as we walked to the playground in Riverside Park, and thought how this wasn’t a significant or crucial memory, just something ordinary, and how back then she was fifteen years younger than I am now, and how we forget all those walks to the park, and the emergency trips to the pediatrician with tonsillitis, and getting picked up after school, and being schlepped around town for shoes or clothes or Girl Scout meetings, and all the other scheduling minutiae that comes with being a parent, and how my mom always tried so hard with me, and how I could never really see that, and how I hated my neediness toward her, and wished that I could have somehow made her happier, and how, back when I was four, she would always go on the slide with me, always sit in the adjoining swing, rocking back and forth, and how, suddenly, there we were, mother and daughter swinging higher into the sky, an autumn day in ’59, the sun shining, my world cozy, secure, loving, my mother laughing, and . . .

She took three sharp intakes of breath. Then there was silence. I must have sat there for another fifteen minutes, still holding her hand, feeling a gradual chill drift into her fingers. Eventually, Rozella gently took me by the shoulders and stood me upright. There were tears in her eyes, but none in mine. Perhaps because I was just too paralyzed to cry.

Rozella leaned over and shut Mom’s eyes. Then she crossed herself and said a Hail Mary. I engaged in a different sort of ritual: I went into the living room, poured myself a large Scotch, threw it back, then picked up the phone and dialed 911.

“What kind of emergency do you want to report?” asked the operator.

“It’s not an emergency,” I said. “Just a death.”

“What sort of death?”

“Natural.” But I could have added: “A very quiet death. Dignified. Stoic. Borne without complaint.”

My mother died the way she lived.

I stood by the bed, listening to Rozella wash up the dishes from the wake. Just three days ago Mom lay here. Out of nowhere I suddenly remembered something that a guy named Dave Schroeder recently told me. He was a freelance magazine writer: smart as hell, well traveled, but still trying to make a name for himself at forty. I’d gone out with him twice. He dropped me when I wouldn’t sleep with him after the second date. Had he waited until the third date, he might have gotten lucky. But anyway . . . he did tell me one great story: about being in Berlin on the night the Wall was breached, then coming back a year later to find that that monstrous structure—the defining, bloodstained rampart of the Cold War—had simply vanished from view. Even the famous Customs Shed at Checkpoint Charlie had been dismantled, and the old Bulgarian Trade Mission on the eastern side of the Checkpoint had been replaced by an outlet of Benetton.

“It was like this terrible thing, this crucial cornerstone of twentieth-century history, never existed,” Dave told me. “And it got me thinking: the moment we end an argument is the moment we obliterate any history of that argument. It’s a basic human trait: to sanitize the past, in order to move on.”

I looked down again at my mother’s bed. And remembered the soiled sheets, the sodden pillows, the way she would almost claw the mattress before the morphine kicked in. Now it was neatly remade, with laundered sheets and a bedspread that had just come back from the dry cleaner’s. The idea that she died right here already seemed surreal, impossible. A week from now—after Rozella and I packed up the apartment, and the Goodwill Industries people hauled off all the furniture I planned to give away—what tangible evidence would be left of my mom’s time on the planet? A few material possessions (her engagement ring, a brooch or two), a few photographs, and . . .

Nothing else—except, of course, the space she would permanently occupy inside my head. A space she now shared with the dad I never knew.

And when Charlie and I both died . . . ping. That would be it for Dorothy and Jack Malone. Their impact on human life rubbed right out. Just as my lasting imprint will be Ethan. For as long as he’s here . . .

I shuddered, and suddenly felt very cold, and in need of another Scotch. I walked into the kitchen. Rozella was at the sink, dealing with the final dishes. Meg was at the little formica kitchen table, a cigarette smoldering in a saucer (my mom had no ashtrays in the house), a bottle of Scotch next to a half-filled glass.

“Don’t look so disapproving,” Meg said. “I did offer to help Rozella.”

“I was thinking more about the cigarette,” I said.

“It doesn’t bother me,” Rozella said.

“My mom hated smoking,” I said. Pulling back a chair, I sat down, then reached for Meg’s packet of Merits, fished one out, and lit up. Meg looked stunned.

“Should I alert Reuters?” she said, “Or maybe CNN?”

As I laughed, I exhaled a lung full of smoke.

“I treat myself to one or two a year. On special occasions. Like when Matt announced he was leaving. Or when Mom rang me up in April to say that she had to go into hospital for tests, but she was sure it was nothing . . .”

Meg poured me a large slug of whiskey, and pushed the glass toward me.

“Down the hatch, honey.”

I did as ordered.

“Why don’t you go off with your aunt,” Rozella said. “I’ll finish up here.”

“I’m staying,” I said.

“That’s dumb,” Meg said. “Anyway, my Social Security check just cleared yesterday, so I’m feeling flush, and in the mood for something high in cholesterol . . . like a steak. So how about I book us a table at Smith and Wollensky’s? Have you ever seen the martinis they serve there? They’re the size of a goldfish bowl.”

“Save your money. I’m staying here tonight.”

Meg and Rozella exchanged a worried look.

“What do you mean, tonight?” Meg asked.

“I mean—I’m planning to sleep here tonight.”

“You really shouldn’t do that,” Rozella said.

“Understatement of the goddamn year,” Meg added.

“My mind’s made up. I’m sleeping here.”

“Well, if you’re staying, I’m staying,” Meg said.

“No, you’re not. I want to be here by myself.”

“Now, that’s nuts,” Meg said.

“Please listen to your aunt,” Rozella said. “Being by yourself here tonight . . . it is not a good idea.”

“I can handle it.”

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Meg said.

But I wasn’t going to be talked out of this. After paying off Rozella (she didn’t want to accept any additional money from me, but I shoved a hundred dollars into her hand and refused to take it back), I finally managed to dislodge Aunt Meg from the kitchen table around five. We were both just a little bit tipsy, as I had matched Meg Scotch for Scotch . . . and lost track somewhere after the fourth shot.

“You know, Katie,” she said as I helped her into her coat, “I really do think you are a glutton for punishment.”

“Thank you for such a frank assessment of my shortcomings.”

“You know what I’m talking about here. The last thing you should do tonight is be alone in your dead mother’s apartment. But that’s exactly what you’re doing. And it baffles the hell out of me.”

“I just want some time by myself. Here. Before I clear the place out. Can’t you understand that?”

“Sure I can. Just like I can understand self-flagellation.”

“You sound like Matt. He always said I had a real talent for unhappiness.”

“Well, fuck that social-climbing bozo. Especially as he has a proven talent for creating unhappiness.”

“Maybe he has a point. Sometimes I think . . .”

I trailed off, not really wanting to finish the sentence. But Meg said, “Go on, spill it.”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I think I get things really wrong.”

Meg threw her eyes heavenward.

“Welcome to the human race, sweetheart.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No—actually I don’t. You’re successful at what you do, you’ve got a great kid . . .”

“The best kid.”

Meg pursed her lips—and a momentary flicker of sadness crossed her face. Though she rarely spoke about it, I knew that her childlessness had always been a quiet source of regret for her. And I remembered what she said after I announced I was pregnant: “Take it from me. I mightn’t have tied the knot, but I’ve never been short of guys. And the vast majority of them are useless, weak-kneed assholes who run a mile when they work out you’re an independent broad. In fact, the only good thing a guy can ever give you is a kid.”

“Then why didn’t you get yourself knocked up?”

“Because back in the fifties and sixties—when I could have done it—the idea of a single-parent family was about as socially acceptable as supporting the Russian space program. An unmarried mom was immediately labeled an outcast—and I just didn’t have the balls to handle the heat. I guess I’m a coward at heart.”

“I think the last thing I’d ever call you is a coward. I mean, when you get right down to it, I’m the coward in the family . . .”

“You got married. You’re having a kid. From where I sit, that’s brave.”

She immediately changed conversational tack. We never spoke about her childlessness again. In fact, the only time she let down her guard on the subject was at moments like this one—when mention of Ethan would be accompanied by a hint of ruefulness, which she would then banish in a New York second.

“Damn right, he’s the best kid,” she said. “And, okay, the marriage tanked. But, hey, look what you got out of it.”

“I know . . .”

“So why get so down about things?”

Because . . . oh God . . . I don’t know how to begin explaining that most ambiguous, yet all-encompassing of emotions—a pervading frustration with yourself, and with the place you’ve landed yourself in life.

But I was too tired—and too blotto—to get into this issue. So I simply nodded in agreement, and said, “I hear ya, Meg.”

“Too bad your mother didn’t raise you a Catholic. You’d make one hell of a penitent.”

We headed downstairs in the elevator. As we crossed the lobby, Meg slid her arm through mine, and leaned on me for support. The doorman hailed a cab. He opened the door and I helped her inside.

“I hope to hell all that Scotch will knock you out cold,” she said, “ ’cause I really don’t want you to be sitting up there, thinking, thinking, thinking . . .”

“There’s nothing wrong with thinking.”

“It’s dangerous to your health.” She clutched me. “Call me tomorrow—when you’ve emerged from the Twilight Zone. Promise?”

“Yeah—I promise.”

She looked at me straight in the eye.

“You’re my kid,” she said.

I went back upstairs. I must have stood in front of the apartment door for at least a minute before my nerve returned. Then I let myself back in.

The silence inside was overwhelming. My initial thought was, flee. But I forced myself to go into the kitchen and put away the last of the dishes. I wiped down the formica table twice, then dealt with all the kitchen surfaces. I got out some Comet and gave the sink a good scrub. I found a can of Pledge and dusted every item of furniture in the apartment. I went into the bathroom. I tried to ignore the peeling wallpaper and the large damp patches on the ceiling. I picked up a toilet brush and went to work. Then I turned my attention to the bath, scouring it for a good fifteen minutes, but was unable to lift the deeply ingrained rust stains around the drain. The sink was even more rusted. I must have spent another quarter of an hour manically scrubbing it . . . oblivious to the fact that I was doing all these domestic chores while still dressed in a really good black suit (an absurdly expensive, absurdly chic Armani number with which Matt surprised me five Christmases ago—and which I later realized was a major guilt gift, as Matt hit me with Suprise Number Two on January second by announcing he was in love with a certain Blair Bentley, and had decided to terminate our marriage, effective immediately).

Eventually I could take no more of this washer-woman act, and slumped against the sink, my white blouse drenched, my face beaded with sweat. The heating in Mom’s apartment was always turned up to subsauna levels, and I suddenly felt in desperate need of a shower. So I opened her medicine chest to see what soaps and shampoos I might purloin. I was suddenly confronted with around ten bottles of Valium, and a dozen vials of morphine, and packs of hypodermic needles, and boxes of enemas, and the long thin catheter which Rozella had to insert in Mom’s urethra to draw out her urine. Then I noticed the packages of Depends Adult Diapers stacked in a corner under her vanity table, on top of a plastic bedpan. I found myself thinking: somebody, somewhere, manufactures and markets all this stuff. And, Jesus, their stock price must always be buoyant. Because if there’s one great certainty to life, it’s this: if you live long enough, you will end up in a Depends. Even if you get unlucky and, say, contract uterine cancer at forty, chances are that, toward the end of your terminal drama, you too will need a Depends. And . . .

I was suddenly doing what I swore I wouldn’t do all day.

I can’t remember just how long I cried—because I was inconsolable. The emotional brakes were finally off. I had surrendered to grief’s unbridled rage. A relentless deluge of anguish and guilt. Anguish because I was now all by myself in the Big Bad World. And guilt because I had spent most of my adult life trying to dodge my mother’s clutches. Now that I had permanently escaped her, I wondered: what the hell was the argument between us?

I gripped the sink tightly. I felt my stomach surge. Falling to my knees, I just managed to reach the toilet in time. Scotch. More Scotch. And a surfeit of bile.

I staggered to my feet, brownish drool dripping from my lips on to my good black suit. I returned to the sink, turned on the cold tap, shoved my mouth under it, and rinsed it free of vomit. I grabbed the king-sized bottle of Lavoris mouthwash on the vanity table—why is it that only little old ladies buy Lavoris?—unscrewed the big plastic cap, poured around half a pint of that astringent cinnamon-flavored gargle into my mouth, swirled it around, spat the lot into the sink. Then I lurched to the bedroom, pulling my clothes off on the way.

By the time I reached Mom’s bed, I was down to my bra and tights. I rifled through her chest of drawers, looking for a T-shirt . . . but then remembered that my mom wasn’t exactly a member of the Gap generation. So I settled for an old cream-colored crew-necked sweater: very Going-with-Tad-to-the-Harvard/Yale-Game-Fall-’42 vintage. Pulling off my underwear, I pulled on the sweater, stretching it down to just above my knees. It reeked of moth balls, and the wool felt itchy against my skin. I didn’t care. I threw off the bedspread and crawled in. Despite the Florida-like heat of the apartment, the sheets felt eerily cold. I grabbed a pillow and clutched it against me, clinging on to it as if it was the only thing on earth right now that could give me ballast.

I suddenly had an overwhelming need to hold my son. I suddenly started to cry. I suddenly felt like Little Girl Lost. I suddenly loathed myself for this burst of self-pity. I suddenly wondered why the room was beginning to tilt and keel like a boat in choppy waters. I suddenly fell asleep.

Then the phone started to ring.

It took me a moment or two to drift back into consciousness. The bedside light was still blazing. I squinted at the elderly digital clock by the bed—so 1970s that it had mechanically flipping numbers. 9:48 PM. I had been asleep for around three hours. I lifted the phone. I managed to mumble . . .

“Hello?”

. . . but my voice was so thick with groggy sleep that I must have sounded semi-comatose. There was a long pause on the other end. Then I heard a woman’s voice.

“Sorry, wrong number.”

The line went dead. I put the receiver down. I turned off the light. I pulled the covers over my head. And called an end to this fucking awful day.


THREE

I WOKE AT SIX. For about ten seconds, I felt curiously elated. Because, for the first time in around five months, I had actually slept for eight unbroken hours. But then everything else flooded in. And I found myself wondering: what deranged, grief-stricken despondency made me want to stay in Mom’s bed overnight?

I got to my feet, careened into the bathroom, took one look at myself in the bathroom mirror, and decided not to make that mistake again. I peed, baptized my face with cold water, and gargled with Lavoris: three basic ablutions that enabled me to leave the apartment without feeling like a total fire sale.

My suit stank of vomit. As I dressed, I tried to ignore the smell and paid no notice to its trashed condition. Then I made the bed, grabbed my coat, turned out all the lights, and slammed the door behind me. Meg was right: I really was a glutton for punishment. I decided: the next time I see this apartment again is the time I pack it up.

The early hour meant that I didn’t run into any of Mom’s neighbors in the elevator or the lobby. This was a relief, as I don’t think I could have handled another heartfelt expression of condolence (I was also worried that people might think I was auditioning for a female remake of The Lost Weekend). The night doorman—slumped in an armchair by the lobby’s fake electric fireplace—didn’t even seem to notice me walking briskly by. There must have been two dozen empty cabs cruising West End Avenue. I hailed one, gave the driver my address, and collapsed across the backseat.

Even to a jaundiced native like myself, there is still something wondrous about Manhattan at dawn. Maybe it’s the emptiness of the streets. Or the commingling of streetlamp light and the emerging sunrise. Everything’s so tentative, so hushed. The city’s manic rhythms are momentarily stilled. There’s a sense of equivocation and expectation. At dawn, nothing seems certain . . . yet everything appears possible.

But then night drops away. Manhattan begins to shout at the top of its lungs. Reality truly bites. Because in the harsh light of day, possibilities vanish.

I live on 74th Street between Second and Third Avenues. It’s an ugly, squat, white brick apartment building—of the sort favored by developers in the 1960s, and which now grimly define that bland Upper East Side cityscape between Third and the River. Being a West Side girl (born and bred!), I always considered this part of town to be the urban equivalent of vanilla ice cream: dull, insipid, devoid of edge. Before I got married, I lived for years on 106th Street and Broadway—which was anything but monotonous. I loved the exuberant grime of the neighborhood—the Haitian grocery stores, the Puerto Rican bodegas, the old Jewish delis, the good bookshops near Columbia University, the no cover/no minimum jazz at the West End Café. But my apartment—though insanely cheap—was tiny. And Matt had this rent-controlled two-bedroom place on East 74th Street, which had been in the family for years (he’d taken it over after his grandfather died). It was a steal at $,1600 a month, not to mention a hell of a lot more spacious than my single cell up in Jungleland.

But we both hated the apartment. Especially Matt—who was seriously embarrassed about living at such an unhip address, and kept telling me we’d move to the Flatiron District or Gramercy Park as soon as he left lowly paid PBS and got his senior producer gig at NBC.

Well, he got the big NBC job. He also got the big Flatiron pad—with that cropped-blond talking head, Blair Bentley. And I ended up with the much-hated rent-controlled apartment on 74th Street—which I now cannot leave, because it is such a bargain (I have friends with kids who can’t even find a two-bed place in Astoria for $1,600 a month).

Constantine, the morning doorman, was on duty when I got out of the cab. He was around sixty; a first-generation Greek immigrant, who still lived with his mom in Astoria, and who really didn’t like the idea of divorced women with children . . . especially those vulgar harpies who actually have to go out and earn a living. He also had the proclivities of a village stoolie—always checking up on people, always asking the sort of leading questions which made you understand that he was keeping tabs on you. My stomach sank when he opened the door of the taxi. I could see that he was interested in my trashy state.

“Late night, Miss Malone?” he asked.

“No—early morning.”

“How’s the little guy?”

“Fine.”

“Upstairs asleep?”

Yeah, that’s right. He’s been home alone all night, playing with my collection of hunting knives, while working his way through my extensive library of S&M videos.

“No—he’s staying with his dad tonight.”

“Say hi to Matt for me, Miss Malone.”

Oh, thank you. And yeah, I did catch the way you stressed Miss.

There goes your Christmas tip, malacca (the only Greek profanity I know).

I took the elevator to the fourth floor. I unlocked the three dead bolts on my door. The apartment was appallingly silent. I went straight into Ethan’s room. I sat on his bed. I stroked his Power Rangers pillow case (okay, I think the Power Rangers are totally dumb—but try having a discussion about aesthetics with a seven-year-old boy). I looked at all the guilt gifts Matt had recently bought him (an iMac computer, dozens of CD-ROMs, top-of-the-line roller blades). I looked at all the guilt gifts I had recently bought him (a walking Godzilla, a complete set of Power Ranger action figures, two dozen jigsaw puzzles). I felt a stab of sadness. All this booty, all this crap—all given in an attempt to ease parental remorse. The same remorse I feel when—two or three times a week—I have to stay late at the office or go out to some business dinner, and am therefore forced to get Claire (the part-time Australian nanny who picks up Ethan from school and looks after him until I come home) to stay on. Though Ethan rarely chides me for these evening absences, I always feel lousy about them . . . a megaguilt fear that, if Ethan turns out to be a sociopath (or develops a taste for crack at the age of sixteen), it will be due to all those nights I was out working late. Working, I might add, to pay the rent, to meet my half of his tuition, to meet the bills . . . and (I also might add) to give my own life some definition and purpose. I tell you, women like me can’t win these days. You have all these post-feminist “family values” creeps playing the “kids need stay-at-home moms” card. Then you have the depressing example of certain members of my generation who have decided to do the Soccer Mom thing in the ’burbs, and are silently going gaga.

When you’re a divorced working mom, you have stereophonic guilt . . . because not only are you not at home when your son comes back from school, but you also feel partially to blame for undermining your child’s sense of security. I can still see Ethan’s wide-eyed confusion, his terrified bewilderment, when, five years ago, I tried to explain to him that his daddy would now be living elsewhere.

I glanced at my watch. Six forty-eight. I was tempted to jump a cab downtown to Matt’s place. But then I saw myself loitering like a deranged stalker outside of Matt’s building, waiting for them to emerge. I also feared running into Her, and maybe losing my much-heralded cool (ha!). Anyway, Ethan might be rattled to see me outside his dad’s building—and might think (as he has intimated recently on several occasions) that Mommy and Daddy were getting back together. Which is not going to happen. Ever.

So I went into my bedroom and stripped off my disgusting suit, and stood under a very hot shower for around ten minutes. Then I put on a bathrobe, wrapped my hair in a towel, and went out to the kitchen to make coffee. As I waited for the kettle to boil, I rewound the answering machine and listened to yesterday’s accumulated messages.

There were nine altogether—five from assorted friends and people at work, offering solace and all finishing up with that standard what-do-you-say-to-a-bereaved-person line: if there’s anything we can do. (Which, though formulaic, was still rather touching to hear.) There was a message from Matt—at eight thirty last night, telling me that Ethan was just fine, that they’d had a great day out, and he was now tucked up in bed, and . . . “if there’s anything I can do.”

It’s too late for that, chum. Far too late.

Naturally enough, there was a call from my aunt. It was classic Meg.

“Hi, it’s just me, thinking you might have finally gotten some sense and come home. I thought wrong. Now I’m not going to bother you at your mom’s place, because (a) you might chew my ear off, and (b) you probably want to be left the hell alone. But if you have decided that you’ve done enough penance for one evening, and have come home, give me a call . . . as long as it’s a reasonable hour. Which, for me, means anytime before three a.m. Love ya, sweetheart. Kiss Ethan for me. And keep taking the medicine.”

Medicine being a Meg synonym for whiskey.

Finally, there were two messages where the caller failed to leave a message. The first came (according to the answering machine, which electronically tags the time of the call) at 6:08; the second at 9:44 PM. Both were marked by an eerie moment or two of silence . . . when it was clear that the person on the line was deciding whether or not to say something. I hate it when people do that. Because it makes me feel vulnerable, spooked. And on my own.

The kettle began to whistle. I turned down the gas flame, grabbed the cafetière and a vacuum jar of freshly ground, extrastrength French Roast, and shoveled enough coffee into the cafetière for seven cups. I added the boiling water and pushed down the plunger. I poured out a large mug. I drank it down quickly. I poured out another cup. After one more charring gulp of coffee (I have an asbestos mouth), and a quick glance at my watch (7:12 AM), I decided I could face calling Matt’s place.

“H . . . e . . . l . . . l . . . o . . . ?”

The voice at the end of the line sounded half awake, and female. Her.

“Uh, hi . . . ,” I said, stumbling badly. “Is, uh, Ethan there?”

“Ethan? Who’s Ethan?”

“Who do you think Ethan is?”

That woke her up. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. Ethan. Of course I know who . . .”

“Could I speak with him?”

“Is he still here?” she asked.

“Well, I don’t really know the answer to that question,” I said, “because I’m not there.”

She now sounded totally flustered. “I’ll just see if . . . Is that you, Kate?”

“That’s right.”

“Hey, I was going to write you . . . but now that you’re here, like, I just wanted to say . . .”

Cut to the chase, doofus.

“Like . . . I was real, real sorry to hear about your mom.”

“Thank you.”

“And, well, uh, if there’s anything I can do . . .”

“Just put Ethan on, please.”

“Uh . . . sure.”

I could hear Her whispering in the background. Then Matt picked up the phone.

“Hi there, Kate. I was just wondering how the rest of yesterday went.”

“Terrific. I haven’t had such fun in years.”

“You know what I mean.”

I took another sip of coffee. “I got through it. Can I speak with Ethan now, please?”

“Sure,” he said. “He’s right here.”

I heard Matt pass the phone over to him.

“Sweetheart, you there?” I asked.

“Hi, Mom,” Ethan said, sounding half awake. My heart immediately lifted. Ethan, for me, is instant Prozac.

“How are you doing, big guy?”

“The IMAX movie was cool. These people were climbing a mountain, and then it started to snow, and they got into trouble.”

“What was the name of the mountain they were climbing?”

“I forget.”

I laughed.

“And after the movie, we went to the toy shop.”

Figures.

“What did Daddy get you?”

“A Power Rangers CD-ROM.”

Great.

“And a Lego spaceship. Then we went to the television station—”

Wonderful. Just what I needed to hear.

“—and Blair was there. And she brought me and Dad into the room where they talk to the cameras. And we watched her on television.”

“Sounds like a terrific afternoon.”

“Blair was real cool. Then we all went out to a restaurant afterward. The one in the World Trade Center. You could see all the city at night. And this helicopter came by. And a lot of people came to our table to ask Blair for her autograph . . .”

“You missing me, sweetheart . . . ?” I blurted out.

“Yeah, sure, Mom,” he said, sounding deflated. I suddenly felt like a needy idiot.

“I love you, Ethan.”

“Bye, Mom,” he said and hung up.

Jerk, jerk, jerk. You should never expect a child to make you feel wanted.

I stood by the phone for several minutes, willing myself not to break down again (I had done enough of that in the last twenty-four hours). When I felt myself under control again, I refilled my mug of coffee, walked out into the living room, and flopped down on the big cushy sofa—the last major domestic purchase that Matt and I made before his dramatic exit.

But he hasn’t really vanished from my life. That’s part of the problem. If we didn’t have Ethan, the breakup would have been far easier. Because—after the initial period of shock, anger, grief, and mourning—I could have at least taken solace in the fact that I would never have to see the guy again.

But Ethan means that, like it or not, we must continue to interact, coexist, acknowledge each other’s presence (take your pick). As Matt said during that predivorce horse-trading process known as “mediation”: “For everyone’s sake, we really have to establish a little détente between us.” By and large, this détente has been achieved. Five years after the event, we’ve long since stopped screaming at each other. We deal with each other in (more or less) a correct manner. I have decided that the marriage was, from the outset, a huge mistake. But, despite my best efforts at so-called “closure,” the wound still remains curiously raw.

When I recently mentioned this to Meg during one of our weekly drunken dinners, she said, “Sweetheart, you can tell yourself over and over again that he wasn’t the guy for you, and that it was all one big blooper. But the fact remains that you’re not going to totally get over it. It’s just too big, too consequential. The pain will always be there. It’s one of the many rotten things about life: the way it becomes an accumulation of griefs, both big and small. But survivors—and, sweetheart, you definitely fall into that category—figure out how to live with all that grief. Because, like it or not, grief is kind of interesting, and kind of essential. Because it gives things real import. And it’s also the reason why God invented booze.”

Trust Meg to articulate a cheerful Irish-Catholic view of life.

For everyone’s sake, we really have to establish a little détente between us.

Yeah, Matt—I do think that. But after all this time I still don’t know how to pull it off. Whenever I sit in this living room, the thought strikes me: everything is so random, isn’t it? Take the interior decor of this apartment. A large, cushy Pottery Barn sofa in stylish cream-colored upholstery (I think the name of the actual shade was Cappuccino). Two matching armchairs, a pair of smart Italian floor lamps, and a low-slung coffee table with a collection of magazines fanned across its beechwood top. We spent a significant amount of time deliberating about all this furniture. Just as we also debated the veneered beechwood floors that we eventually had installed in this room. And the high-tech gray-steel kitchen units we chose at IKEA in Jersey City (yes, we were so serious about this life we were building together that we actually made a trip to New Jersey to size up a kitchen). And the oatmeal knit carpet which replaced that dreadful aquamarine shag which your grandfather lived with. And the Shaker-style four-poster bed which set us back $3,200.

That’s why the sight of the living room still astonishes me. Because it’s a testament to a lot of rational discussion about that thing known as “a joint future” even though the two people involved secretly didn’t believe in that future. We just happened to meet up at a certain juncture in time when we both wanted to be attached. And we both quickly convinced ourselves that we were compatible, worthy of being spliced together.

It is extraordinary how you can talk yourself into situations which you know aren’t durable. But neediness can make just about anything seem right.

The house phone rang, interrupting my reverie. I jumped up from the sofa, crossed over to the kitchen, and answered it.

“Hi there, Miss Malone.”

“Yes, Constantine?”

“I’ve got a letter here for you.”

“I thought the mail didn’t arrive until eleven.”

“Not that kind of a letter . . . a hand-delivered letter.”

“What do you mean, hand-delivered?”

“What I mean is: a letter that was delivered by hand.”

Urgh!

“That part I get, Constantine. What I’m asking is: when was it delivered, and by whom?”

“When was it delivered? Five minutes ago, that’s when.”

I looked at my watch. Seven thirty-six. Who sends a messenger around with a letter at this hour of the morning?

“And by whom, Constantine?”

“Dunno. A cab pulled up, a woman rolled down the window, asked if you lived here, I said yes, she handed me the letter.”

“So a woman delivered the letter?”

“That’s right.”

“What kind of woman?”

“Dunno.”

“You didn’t see her?”

“She was in the cab.”

“But the cab has a window.”

“There was a glare.”

“But surely you caught a glimpse . . .”

“Look it, Miss Malone—I saw what I saw, which was nothin’, okay?”

“Fine, fine,” I said, wanting to put an end to this Abbot and Costello routine. “Send the letter up.”

I stalked off to the bedroom, pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, then ran a brush through my tangled hair. The doorbell rang, but when I opened it (keeping the chain on in true New York paranoid style), there was no one there. Just a small envelope at the foot of the door.

I picked it up and shut the door behind me. The envelope was postcard-sized and made of good-quality paper. A grayish blue paper with a ridged surface that made it exceedingly tactile. My name and address were written on the front. The calligraphy was small, precise. The words By Hand were written in the upper right-hand corner of the envelope.

I opened the envelope with care. As I lifted up the flap, it revealed the top part of a card with an embossed address:

346 West 77th Street
Apt. 2B
New York, New York 10024
(212) 555-0745

My first thought was: that’s close to home. Then I pulled out the card.

It was written in the same precise, controlled handwriting. It was dated yesterday. It read:

Dear Ms. Malone,

I was deeply saddened to read of your mother’s death in the New York Times.

Though we’ve not met face-to-face in years, I knew you as a little girl, just as I knew both your parents back then . . . but sadly fell out of touch with your family after your father died.

I simply wanted to express my condolences to you at what must be a most difficult juncture, and to say that I’m certain someone is watching over you now . . . as he has been for years.

Yours,

Sara Smythe

I read through the letter again. And again. Sara Smythe? Never heard of her. But what really threw me was the line “someone is watching over you now . . . as he has been for years.”

“Let me ask you something,” Meg said, an hour or so later when I woke her up at home to read her this letter. “Did she write he with a capital H?”

“No,” I said. “It was a lowercase h.”

“Then we’re not dealing with a religious nut here. A big H means the guy upstairs. Mr. Almighty. The Alpha and the Omega. Laurel and Hardy.”

“But you’re sure you never heard Mom or Dad mention a Sara Smythe?”

“Hey, it wasn’t my marriage—so I wasn’t exactly privy to everybody your parents met. I mean, I doubt if your mom or dad ever knew Karoli Kielsowski.”

“Who was Karoli . . . how do you say his name?”

“Kielsowski. He was a Polish jazz musician I picked up one November night in fifty-one at Birdland. A catastrophe in bed—but good company, and not a bad alto sax player.”

“I’m not following this . . .”

“My point is a simple one. Your dad and I liked each other, but we didn’t live in each other’s pockets. So, for all I know, this Sara Smythe was one of their best friends. Of course, as it was all around forty-five years ago . . .”

“Okay, point taken. But what I don’t get is, why did she drop the letter off by hand at my apartment house? I mean, how did she know where I live?”

“Do you have an unlisted number?”

“Uh, no.”

“Well, that answers that question. As to why she dropped it off . . . I dunno. Maybe she saw the funeral announcement in yesterday’s Times, realized she’d missed the planting, didn’t want to appear overdue with the condolence note, and therefore decided to drop it off on her way to work.”

“Don’t you think there’s a lot of coincidence at work there?”

“Sweetheart, you want a hypothesis, I’m giving you a hypothesis.”

“You think I’m over-reacting?”

“I think you’re understandably tired and emotional. And you’re blowing this perfectly innocuous card out of all proportion. But, hey, if you need to know more, call the dame up. I mean, her phone number’s on the card, right?”

“I don’t need to call her up.”

“Then don’t call her up. While you’re at it, promise me you won’t spend another night alone at your mom’s apartment.”

“I’m ahead of you on that one.”

“Glad to hear it. Because I was starting to worry that you might turn into some deranged Tennessee Williams character. Putting on Mommy’s wedding dress. Drinking neat bourbon. Saying stuff like, “His name was Beauregard, and he was the married boy who broke my heart . . .”

She cut herself off. “Oh sweetheart,” she said. “I am one dumb big mouth.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said.

“Sometimes I just don’t know when to shut the hell up.”

“It’s a Malone family trait.”

“I’m so damn sorry, Katie . . .”

“Enough. I’ve forgotten about it already.”

“I’m going to go say three acts of contrition.”

“Whatever makes you happy. I’ll call you later, okay?”

I refilled my coffee cup, and returned to the big cushy sofa. I downed half the coffee, then parked the mug on the table and stretched out, putting the heels of my hands against my eyes, in an effort to black out everything.

His name was Beauregard, and he was the married boy who broke my heart . . .

Actually, his name was Peter. Peter Harrison. He was the guy I was with before meeting Matt. He also happened to be my boss. And he was married.

Let’s get something straight here. I am not a natural romantic. I do not swoon easily. I do not fall head-over-heels at the drop of a dime. I spent most of my four years at Smith without a boyfriend (though I did have the occasional fling whenever I felt in need of some body heat). When I hit New York after college—and picked up a temporary job at an advertising agency (an alleged one-month gig which accidentally turned into a so-called career)—I was never short of male company. But several of the mistakes I’d slept with during my twenties accused me of First Degree Aloofness. It wasn’t that I was a cool customer. It was just that I had not met anyone about whom I could feel truly, madly, deeply passionate.

Until I met Peter Harrison.

Oh, I was so stupid. Oh, it was all so damn predictable. I was edging toward my midthirties. I had just joined a new agency—Harding, Tyrell and Barney. Peter Harrison hired me. He was forty-two. Married. Two kids. Handsome (of course). Smart as hell. For the first month at the office, there was this curious unspoken thing going on between us; a sense that we were both aware of each other’s presence. When we did meet—in the corridors, in the elevator, once at a departmental meeting—we were perfectly pleasant with each other. Yet there was an undercurrent of nervousness to our trivial chat. We became shy around each other. And neither of us was, by any means, the shy type.

Then he poked his head into my office late one afternoon. He asked me out for a drink. We repaired around the corner to a little bar. As soon as we started talking we couldn’t stop. We talked for two hours—gabbing away like people destined to be gabbing to each other. We connected, spliced, fused. When he eventually threaded his fingers through mine, and said, Let’s get out of here, I had no second thoughts on the matter. By that point, I wanted him so desperately I would have jumped him right there in the bar.

Only much later that night—lying next to him in bed, telling him just how much I’d fallen for him (and hearing him admit the same to me)—did I raise the one question which I hadn’t wanted to ask earlier. He told me that there wasn’t anything terribly wrong between his wife, Jane, and himself. They’d been together eleven years. They were reasonably compatible. They loved their girls. They had a nice life. But a nice life doesn’t mean a passionate life. That part of the marriage had ebbed away years ago.

I asked him, “Then why not accept its cozy limitations?”

“I had, sort of,” he said. “Until I met you.”

“And now?”

He pulled me closer. “Now I’m not going to let you go.”

That’s how it started. For the next year, he didn’t let me go. On the contrary, he spent every possible hour he could with me. Which, from my standpoint, was never enough . . . but which also fueled the intensity of the affair. I actually loathe that word, “affair”—because of its cheap, sordid connotations. This was love. Pure, undiluted love. Love that took place between six and eight p.m., twice a week, at my apartment. And frequently at lunchtime in a midtown hotel, three blocks away from our office. Of course I wanted to see more of him. When he wasn’t with me—especially late at night—I actually pined for him. The longing was insane. Because I knew that I had found the one person on the planet destined for me. Yet I was determined to remained outwardly disciplined about my feelings for Peter. We both knew what a dangerous game we were playing—and how everything could fall apart if we became the hot subject of office gossip . . . or worst yet, if Jane found out.

And so, at the office, we remained rather formal with each other. He covered his tracks carefully on the home front—never arousing suspicion by staying out later than expected, keeping at my place the same toiletries he used at home, never letting me dig my nails into his back.

“That’s the first thing I’m going to do on the first night we move in together,” I said, gently caressing his bare shoulders. It was a December evening, just before Christmas. We were lying in bed, the sheets askew, our bodies still damp.

“I’ll hold you to that,” he said, kissing me deeply. “Because I’ve decided to tell Jane.”

My adrenalin went into overdrive. “You serious?”

“As serious as I’ve ever been.”

I took his face between my hands. “Are you absolutely sure?”

Without hesitation he said, “Yes, absolutely.”

We agreed that he wouldn’t break the news to Jane until after Christmas—which was, after all, just four weeks off. We also agreed that I’d start apartment hunting for us straight away. After wearing out a lot of shoe leather, I actually found us a really cute two-bedroom place with a partial river view on Riverside and 112th. It was a few days before Christmas. I decided to give Peter a big surprise the next night (when, per usual, we were due to meet at my apartment around six) by bringing him to see our future home. He was over an hour late getting to my place. As soon as he walked in, I was scared. Because I could see that something was very wrong. He slumped down into my sofa. I immediately sat down next to him, and took his hand.

“Tell me, darling.”

He refused to meet my eye. “It seems . . . I’m moving to L.A.”

It took a moment or two to register. “L.A.? You? I don’t understand.”

“Yesterday afternoon, around five, I got a call at my office. A call from Bob Harding’s secretary, asking if I could pay our company chairman a little visit. Like tout de suite. So up I went to the thirty-second floor, and into the great man’s office. Dan Downey and Bill Maloney from Corporate Affairs were both there. Harding asked me to sit down, and cut straight to the chase. Creighton Anderson—the head of the L.A. office—just announced that he was off to London to run some big division of Saatchi & Saatchi. Which meant the job of L.A. boss was now open, and Harding had had his eye on me for some time, and . . .”

“They offered you the job?”

He nodded. I took his hand. “But this is wonderful, darling. This is, in a way, what we wanted. A clean break. A way to establish our own life. And, of course, if there’s a conflict about you hiring me to work in the L.A. office, no problem. It’s a big market, L.A., I’ll find something. I can do L.A. . . .”

He interrupted this manic, scared rant. “Katie, please . . .”

His voice was barely a whisper. He finally turned toward me. His face was drawn, his eyes red. I suddenly felt ill.

“You told her first, didn’t you?” I said.

He turned away from me again. “I had to. She is my wife.”

“I don’t believe this.”

“Bob Harding said that I had to give him a decision by the end of today—and that he knew I’d need to talk things over with Jane first . . .”

“You were about to leave Jane, remember? So why didn’t you talk first to the person with whom you were planning to start a new life? Me.”

He just shrugged sadly and said, “You’re right.”

“So what exactly did you tell her?”

“I told her about the offer, and how I felt this would be a great career move . . .”

“You said nothing about us?”

“I was about to . . . but she started to cry. Started saying how she didn’t want to lose me, how she knew we’d been growing apart, but was terrified of even talking about it. Because . . .”

He broke off. Peter—my confident, secure, dauntless, always articulate man—was suddenly tongue-tied and sheepish.

“Because what?” I asked.

“Because—” he swallowed hard, “—she thought there might be someone else in my life.”

“So what did you say?”

He turned away—as if he couldn’t bear to look at me.

“Peter, you have to tell me what you said.”

He stood up and walked to the window, staring out into the black December night.

“I assured her . . . that there was no one else but her.”

It took a moment or two for this to register.

“You didn’t say that,” I said, my voice hushed. “Tell me you didn’t say that.”

He kept looking out the window, his back to me. “I’m sorry, Katie. I’m so damn sorry.”

“Sorry’s not good enough. Sorry is an empty word.”

“I am in love with you . . .”

That’s when I stormed off into the bathroom, slammed the door, bolted it, then sank down to the floor, crying wildly. Peter pounded on the door, begging me to let him in. But my anger, my grief, were so volcanic that I blanked him out.

Eventually the banging stopped. Eventually I regained a modicum of control. I forced myself back on to my feet, unbolted the door, and staggered back to the sofa. Peter had gone. I sat on the edge of the sofa, feeling as if I had just been in a major car crash—that same weird, extra-worldly shock, during which you find yourself wondering: did that just happen?

Operating on autopilot, I remembered putting on my coat, grabbing my keys, and leaving.

The next thing I knew, I was in a cab, heading southbound. I didn’t remember much of the ride. But when we arrived at 42nd and First Avenue—pulling up in front of a large elderly apartment complex called Tudor City—it took me a moment or two to recall why I was here, and who I was planning to visit.

I got out of the cab, I walked into the lobby. When the elevator reached the seventh floor, I marched down the corridor and pressed the bell by a door marked 7E. Meg opened it, dressed in a faded light blue terry-cloth robe, the usual cigarette plugged into the side of her mouth.

“So, to what do I owe this surprise . . . ?” she said.

But then she got a proper look at me, and turned white. I walked forward, and laid my head against her shoulder. She put her arms around me.

“Oh, sweetheart . . . ,” she said softly. “Don’t tell me he was married?”

I came inside. I burst into tears again. She fed me Scotch. I recounted the entire stupid saga. I spent the night on her sofa. The next morning I couldn’t face the office, so I asked Meg to call up work and tell them I was out sick. She disappeared into her bedroom to use the phone.

When she emerged, she said, “You’ll probably call me a meddlesome old broad after I tell you this . . . but you’ll be pleased to hear that you’re not expected in the office again until the second of January.”

“What the hell did you do, Meg?”

“I spoke to your boss . . .”

“You called Peter?”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Oh Jesus Christ, Meg . . .”

“Hear me out. I called him and simply explained that you were a little under the weather today. Then he said that, “under the circumstances,” you should not worry about coming in until January second. So there you go—eleven days off. Not bad, eh?”

“It’s especially not bad for him—as it gives him a real easy out. He doesn’t have to see me before he vanishes to L.A.”

“Do you really want to see him?”

“No.”

“The defense rests.”

I hung my head.

“This is going to take time,” Meg said. “A lot of time. Longer than you think.”

I knew that. Just as I knew that I was heading into the longest Christmas of my life. The grief hit me in waves. Sometimes dumb, obvious things—like seeing a couple kiss on the street—would trigger it. Or I might be riding uptown on the subway (in reasonably cheerful form after happily squandering an afternoon at the Museum of Modern Art, or engaging in some retail therapy at Bloomingdale’s)—and then, out of nowhere, I’d feel as if I was falling into this deep abyss. I stopped sleeping. I lost a lot of weight. Every time I castigated myself for over-reacting, I quickly fell apart again.

What disturbed me most was the fact that I swore, vowed, pledged never to lose myself to a man—and was always less than sympathetic (if not downright contemptuous) of friends and acquaintances who turned a breakup into an epic tragedy; a Manhattan Tristan and Isolde.

But now there were moments when I wondered how I would get through the day. And I felt like such a stupid cliché. Especially when—in the middle of a Sunday brunch at a local restaurant with my mother—I suddenly burst into tears. I retreated to the Ladies’ until I got the Joan Crawford melodramatics under control. When I returned to the table, I noticed that Mom had ordered coffee for us.

“That was very worrying, Katherine,” she said quietly.

“I’ve been having a bad week, that’s all. Don’t ship me off to Bellevue yet.”

“It’s a man, isn’t it?” she asked.

I sat up, blew on my coffee, and eventually nodded.

“It must have been serious if it’s causing you this much upset.”

I shrugged.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” she asked.

“No.”

She bowed her head—and I could see how deeply I had just hurt her. Who was it who once said that mothers will break arms and legs to remain needed?

“I wish you could confide in me, Kate.”

“I wish I could too.”

“I don’t understand why . . .”

“It’s just how things between us have turned out.”

“You sadden me.”

“I’m sorry.”

She reached over and gave my hand a quick squeeze. There was so much I wanted to say just then—how I could never penetrate her protective coating of gentility; how I’d never been able to confide in her because I always felt that she sat in judgment on me; how I did love her . . . but there was just so much baggage between us. Yes, it was one of those moments (much beloved of Hollywood) when mother and daughter could have reached out to each other over the divide, and after shedding some mutual tears, reconciled. But life doesn’t work that way, does it? We always seem to balk, hesitate, flinch at these big moments. Maybe because, in family life, we all build protective shields around ourselves. As the years evaporate, these defenses solidify. They become hard for others to penetrate; even harder for us to tear down. Because they turn into the way in which we protect ourselves—and those closest to us—from assorted truths.

I spent the rest of my week off in movie theaters and museums. On January second I returned to work. Everyone at the office was very solicitous about my “terrible flu”—and did I hear about Peter Harrison’s transfer to L.A.? I kept to myself, I did my work, I went home, I laid low. The outbursts of grief lessened; the sense of loss didn’t.

In mid-February, one of my copywriting colleagues, Cindy, suggested lunch in a little Italian place near the office. We spent most of the meal talking through a campaign we were still fine-tuning. As coffee arrived, Cindy said, “Well, I guess you heard the big gossip from the L.A. office.”

“What big gossip?”

“Peter Harrison just left his wife and kids for some account executive. Amanda Cole, I think her name was . . .”

The news detonated in front of me like a stun grenade. For several moments I really didn’t know where I was. I must have looked shell-shocked, because Cindy took my hand and said, “Are you all right, Kate?”

I withdrew my hand angrily and said, “Of course I’m okay. Why are you asking?”

“No reason,” she said nervously. Turning away, she scanned the restaurant, made eye contact with the waiter, and motioned for the check. I stared down at my coffee.

“You knew, didn’t you?” I asked.

She poured Sweet’n Low into her coffee, then stirred it. Many times.

“Please answer the question,” I said.

Her spoon stopped its manic agitation.

“Honey,” she said, “everybody knew.”

I wrote three letters to Peter—in which I called him assorted names, and accused him of upending my life. I sent none of them. I stopped myself (on several occasions) when the urge to ring him at four AM was overpowering. In the end I scribbled a postcard. It contained a three-word message:

Shame on you.

I tore up the postcard around two seconds before I mailed it . . . and then broke down—sobbing like an idiot on the southwest corner of 48th and Fifth, becoming an object of nervous, fleeting fascination for the passing lunchtime horde.

Matt knew that I was still in brittle shape when we started going out. It was eight months after Peter had moved to the coast. I’d switched agencies—moving to another big shop, Hickey, Ferguson and Shea. I met Matt when he invaded our offices one afternoon. He was accompanied by a PBS crew, filming part of a feature for the MacNeill/Lehrer NewsHour on advertising agencies that were still hawking the demon weed, tobacco. I was one of the copywriters he interviewed—and we got schmoozing afterward. I was surprised when he asked me out—as there had been nothing flirtatious about our banter.

After we’d been seeing each other for around a month, I was even more surprised when he told me that he was in love with me. I was the wittiest woman he’d ever met. He adored my “zero tolerance for bullshit.” He respected my “strong sense of personal autonomy,” my “smarts,” my “canny self-assurance” (ha!). Game, set, and match—he’d collided with the woman he’d always envisaged marrying.

Naturally, I didn’t capitulate on the spot. On the contrary, I was deeply confused by this sudden confession of love. Yeah, I liked the guy. He was smart, ambitious, knowing. I was attracted to his metropolitan acumen . . . and to the fact that he seemed to get me—because, of course, we were both cut from the same urban cloth. A fellow native Manhattanite. A fellow preppy (Collegiate, then Wesleyan). A fellow wisealeck—and, in true New York style, a possessor of a world-class entitlement complex.

They say that character is destiny. Perhaps—but timing plays one hell of a big role too. We were both thirty-six. He had just been evicted from a five-year relationship with an über-ambitious CNN correspondent named Kate Brymer (she dumped him for some big network talking head)—so we both knew a thing or two about romantic car crashes. Like me, he hated that inane neurotic dance called dating. Like me, he dreaded the idea of flying solo into forty. He even wanted kids—which made his attractiveness increase one hundredfold, as I was beginning to hear predictably ominous ticking noises from my biological clock.

On paper, we must have looked great. An ideal meeting of worldly equals. The perfect New York professional couple.

There was just one problem: I wasn’t in love with him. I knew that. But I convinced myself otherwise. Part of this self-deception was brought about by Matt’s persistent entreaties to marry him. He was persuasive without being gauche—and I guess I eventually bought his flattery. Because, after the Peter business, I needed to be flattered, adulated, wanted. And because I was secretly scared of ending up alone and childless in middle age.

“A lovely young man,” my mother said after first meeting Matt. “I think he’d make you very happy” . . . which was her way of saying that she approved of his WASP credentials, his preppy sheen. Meg was a little less effusive.

“He’s a very nice guy,” she said.

“You don’t exactly seem overwhelmed,” I said.

“That’s because you don’t seem exactly overwhelmed.”

I paused, then said, “I am very happy.”

“Yeah—and love is a wonderful thing. You are in love, aren’t you?”

“Sure,” I said tonelessly.

“You sound very convincing.”

Meg’s sour comment returned to rattle around my head four months later. I was in a hotel room on the Caribbean island of Nevis. It was three in the morning. My husband of thirty-six hours was asleep beside me in bed. It was the night after our wedding. I found myself staring at the ceiling, thinking, what am I doing here?

Then my mind was flooded with thoughts of Peter. Tears started streaming down my face. And I castigated myself for being the most absurd idiot imaginable.

We usually mastermind our own predicament, don’t we?

I tried to make it work. Matt seriously tried to make it work. We cohabited badly. Endless petty arguments about endless petty things. We instantly made up, then started squabbling again. Marriage, I discovered, doesn’t coalesce unless the two parties involved figure out how to establish a domestic détente between themselves. The will needed is huge. We both lacked it.

Instead, we dodged the growing realization: we are a bad match. On the morning after fights, we bought each other expensive presents. Or flowers would arrive at my office, accompanied by a witty, conciliatory message:

They say the first ten years are the hardest.

I love you.

Matt

There were a couple of let’s-rekindle-the-spark weekends away in the Berkshires, or Western Connecticut, or Montauk. During one of these, Matt drunkenly convinced me to dispense with my diaphragm for the night. I was seriously loaded too—so I agreed. And that is how Ethan came into our lives.

He was, without question, the best drunken accident imaginable. Love at first gasp. But after the initial postnatal euphoria, the usual domestic discontentment reappeared. Ethan didn’t believe in the restorative virtues of sleep. For the first six months of his life, he refused to conk out for more than two hours at a time—which quickly rendered us both quasicatatonic. Unless you have the disposition of Mary Poppins, exhaustion leads to excessive crankiness. Which—in the case of Matt and myself—turned into open warfare. As soon as Ethan was weaned, I wanted us to establish a rotation for night feeds. Matt refused, saying that his high-pressure job demanded eight full hours of sleep. This was battle music to my ears—as I accused him of putting his own career above mine. Which, in turn, sparked further confrontations about parental responsibility, and acting like a grown-up, and why we always seemed to fight about everything.

Inevitably, when it comes to kids, it’s the woman who ends up carrying the can—so when Matt arrived home one night and said that he’d just accepted a three-month transfer to PBS’s Washington bureau, all I could say was:

“How convenient for you.”

He did promise to hire (and pay for) a full-time nanny—as I was now back at work. He did promise to come home every weekend. And he hoped that the time apart might do us some good—lessening the bellicose atmosphere between us.

So I was left holding the baby. Which actually pleased me hugely—not simply because I couldn’t get enough of Ethan (especially as my time with him was limited to after-work late evenings), but also because I too was debilitated by all the constant bush fighting with Matt.

Intriguingly enough, as soon as he moved to Washington, two things happened: (a) Ethan began to sleep through the night, and (b) Matt and I began to get along again. No—this wasn’t an “absence makes the heart grow fonder” situation; rather, a mutual lightening of tone. Freed from each other’s constant presence, our ongoing antagonisms de-escalated. We actually started talking again—talking, as in: being able to have a conversation which did not eventually veer into angry exchanges. When he returned home at weekends, the fact that we only had forty-eight hours together kept us on good behavior. Gradually, a certain collegial rapport was reestablished—a sense that we could get along together; that we did enjoy each other’s company; that there was a future for us.

Or, at least, that’s what I thought. During the final month of Matt’s Washington bureau stint, a breaking story (the early days of the Whitewater scandal) kept him in DC for three straight weeks. When he finally made it back to Manhattan, I sensed that something was seriously askew as soon as he walked through the door. Though he strived to act naturally in my presence, he became cagey and vague when I asked a couple of innocent questions about the long hours he was working in Washington. Then he nervously changed the subject. That’s when I knew. Men always think they can mask these things—but, when it comes to infidelity, they’re as transparent as Saran Wrap.

After we got Ethan to bed and collapsed in the living room with a bottle of wine, I decided to risk bluntness.

“What’s her name?” I asked.

Matt turned the sort of chalky color I associate with Kaopectate.

“I’m not following you . . . ,” he said.

“Then I’ll repeat the question slowly: What . . . is . . . her . . . name?”

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do,” I said, my tone still mild. “I simply want to know the name of the woman you’ve been seeing.”

“Kate . . .”

“That’s my name. I want to know her name. Please.”

He exhaled loudly.

“Blair Bentley.”

“Thank you,” I said, sounding totally reasonable.

“Can I explain . . . ?”

“Explain what? That it was ‘just one of those things’? Or that you got drunk one night, and the next thing you knew, you tripped and found this woman on the end of your penis? Or maybe it’s love . . .”

“It is love.”

That shut me up. It took me a moment or so to regain the power of speech. “You’re not serious?” I finally said.

“Completely serious,” he said.

“You asshole.”

He left the apartment late that night. He never slept there again. And I became bitter. Maybe he wasn’t the love of my life—but there was a child involved. He should have considered Ethan’s stability. Just like he should have recognized that the separation had actually done us some good—that we had laid down our weapons of mass destruction and established an armistice with each other. An affectionate armistice—to the point where I had actually started to miss Matt. They always say the first year or two of marriage is hell. But, damn it, we’d turned the corner. We had started to become a common cause.

When I discovered that Ms. Blair Bentley was twenty-six—and a leggy, cropped blonde with perfect skin and a cliff of capped white teeth (not to mention a local news anchor on the leading NBC-affiliate station in DC, about to be transferred to big-time New York)—my bitterness quadrupled. Matt had found himself a trophy wife.

But, of course, the real bitterness I felt was toward myself. I had blown it. I had done everything I vowed never to do—from falling for a married man, to obeying the imperatives of my goddamn biological clock. We all talk about “building a life”—finding the fulfilling career, the fulfilling relationship, the fulfilling balance between the professional and the personal. Glossy magazines are full of spurious strategies for constructing this perfectly synchronized, made-to-measure existence. But the fact is, when it comes to the big stuff (the man who breaks your heart, the man with whom you end up having children), you’re just a hostage to fortune like the next jerk. Say I’d never joined Harding, Tyrell and Barney? Say I hadn’t agreed to that after-work drink with Peter? Say I’d never changed agencies, and Matt had never walked into our office? A chance meeting here, a hasty decision there . . . then one morning you wake up in early middle age, a divorced single parent. And you find yourself wondering: how the hell did I ever end up in this life?

The phone began to ring, jolting me out of my extended reverie. I glanced at my watch. It was nearly nine a.m. How had I managed to lose so much track of time?

“Is that you, Kate?”

The voice surprised me. It was my brother. It was the first time he’d phoned my home in years.

“Charlie?”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep. Uh, I just wanted to, uh . . . it was good seeing you, Kate.”

“I see.”

“And I don’t want another seven years to go by . . .”

“As I said yesterday, that’s up to you, Charlie.”

“I know, I know.”

He fell silent.

“Well,” I said, “you know my number. So call me, if you like. And if you don’t like, I’ll live. You broke off communication. If you want to get it started again, it’s over to you. Fair enough?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Good.”

Another of his damn nervous silences.

“Well then . . . I’d better be going, Charlie. See you . . .”

He interrupted my goodbye by blurting out, “Can you lend me five thousand dollars?”

“What?”

His voice became shaky. “I’m, uh, real sorry . . . I know you probably hate me for asking, but . . . you know that I mentioned I was up for a job . . . sales rep for Pacific Floral Service. Biggest flower delivery company on the West Coast. Only thing I could find out here where they’d even consider a guy in his mid-fifties . . . that’s how bad things are in the job market these days, if you’re well into middle age.”

“Don’t remind me. Isn’t the job interview today?”

“It was supposed to be. But when I got back home last night, there was a message from someone at Pacific Floral’s Human Resources department. Telling me they’d decided to fill the post internally, so the interview was off.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not as sorry as me. Not as goddamn sorry as me, because . . . because . . . it wasn’t even a managerial job . . . it was a fucking sales rep . . . it was . . .”

He broke off.

“Are you all right, Charlie?”

I could hear him take a deep steadying breath. “No. I am not all right. Because if I don’t find five thousand dollars by Friday, the bank is threatening to take my house.”

“Will the five grand solve the problem?”

“Not really . . . because I actually owe the bank another seven.”

“Jesus, Charlie.”

“I know, I know—but you start building up those kind of debts when you’re out of work for six months. And, believe me, I’ve tried borrowing money everywhere. But there are already two mortgages on the house to begin with . . .”

“What does Holly say?”

“She . . . she doesn’t realize how bad things are.”

“You mean, you haven’t told her?”

“No . . . it’s just . . . I just don’t want to worry her.”

“Well, she’s going to be a little worried when you’re evicted from the house.”

“Don’t say that word, evicted.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. What little savings we had . . . and some stock . . . it’s all spent.”

Five thousand dollars. I knew that I had eight grand in a savings account . . . and that Mom had a money market account with around eleven-five, which was part of the estate I’d inherit once the will was probated. Five thousand dollars. That was serious money to me. It didn’t even cover a term’s tuition for Ethan at Allen-Stevenson. Or it was nearly three months’ rent. I could do a lot with five thousand dollars.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Charlie said. “After all these years, his first proper phone call to me is to bum money.”

“Yes, Charlie—that is exactly what I’m thinking. Just as I’m also thinking how badly you hurt Mom.”

“I was wrong.”

“Yes, Charlie. You were very wrong.”

“I’m sorry.” His voice was barely a whisper. “I don’t know what to say except, I’m sorry.”

“I don’t forgive you, Charlie. I can’t. I mean, I know she could be overbearing and just a little interfering. But you still cut her off.”

I could hear his throat contract, as if he was stifling a sob. “You’re right,” he said.

“I don’t care whether or not I’m right—it’s a little late to be arguing about that anyway. What I want to know, Charlie, is why.”

“We never got along.”

This was, indeed, true—as one of my abiding memories of childhood was the endless arguments between my mother and brother. They could not agree on anything, and Mom had this habit of being endlessly meddlesome. But whereas I figured out a way of deflecting (or even ignoring) her encroaching tendencies, Charlie was constantly threatened by her intrusions. Especially as they underscored the fact that Charlie so desperately missed (and needed) his father. He was almost ten when Dad died—and the way he always spoke to me about him let it be known that he idolized him, and somehow blamed Mom for his early death.

“She never liked him,” he once told me when I was just thirteen. “And she made his life so miserable that he was away most of every week.”

“But Mom said he was away every week working.”

“Yeah—he was always out of town. It meant that he didn’t have to be with her.”

Because Dad died when I was just eighteen months old, I was denied any memories (let alone knowledge) of him. So whenever Charlie spoke about our father, I hung on to every syllable . . . especially as Mom constantly skirted the subject of the late Jack Malone, as if it was either far too painful to deal with, or she just didn’t want to talk about him. In turn, this meant that I bought Charlie’s view on our parents’ fractious marriage—and silently attributed its unhappiness to Mom and her meddlesome ways.

At the same time, however, I never understood why Charlie couldn’t work out a strategy for dealing with her. God knows, I also fought with her constantly. I too found her maddening. But I would never have shut her out the way Charlie did. Then again, I did get the sense that Mom was a bit ambivalent about her only son. Of course she loved him. But I did wonder if she also silently resented him for being the reason why she ended up in an unhappy marriage with Jack Malone. Charlie, in turn, never got over Dad’s death. Nor did he like being the only man in the house. As soon as he could, he fled—straight into the arms of a woman who was so controlling, so autocratic that Mom suddenly seemed libertarian by comparison.

“I know you never got along, Charlie,” I said. “And yeah—she had her pain-in-the-ass moments. But she didn’t deserve the punishment you and Princess meted out.”

Long pause.

“No,” he said. “She didn’t deserve it. What can I say, Kate? Except that I allowed myself to be wrongly influenced by . . .” He cut himself off, and lowered his voice. “Put it this way: the argument was always presented in ‘It’s either her or me’ terms. And I was so weak, I bought it.”

Another silence. Then I said, “Okay, I’ll FedEx you a check for five thousand today.”

It took a moment to sink in. “Are you serious?”

“It’s what Mom would have wanted.”

“Oh God, Kate . . . I don’t know what to . . .”

“Say nothing . . .”

“I’m overwhelmed . . .”

“Don’t be. It’s family business.”

“I promise, swear, I’ll pay it all back as soon as . . .”

“Charlie . . . enough. You’ll have the check tomorrow. And when you’re in a position to pay me back, you pay me back. Now I need to ask you . . .”

“Anything. Any favor you need.”

“It’s just a question I need answered, Charlie.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Did you ever know a Sara Smythe?”

“Never heard of her. Why?”

“I’ve received a condolence letter from her, saying she knew Mom and Dad before I was born.”

“Doesn’t ring any bells with me. Then again, I don’t remember most of Mom and Dad’s friends from back then.”

“That’s not surprising. I can’t remember who I met last month. Thanks anyway.”

“No—thank you, Kate. You don’t know what that five grand means to all of us . . .”

“I think I have an idea.”

“Bless you,” he said quietly.

After I hung up, a thought struck me: I actually missed my brother.

I spent the balance of the morning tidying the apartment and dealing with domestic chores. When I returned from the laundry room in the basement of the building, I found a message on my answering machine:

“Hello, Kate . . .”

It was a voice I hadn’t heard before; a deeply refined voice with a noticeable New England twang.

“It’s Sara Smythe here. I do hope you received my letter and I do apologize for calling you at home. But it would be nice to meet up. As I said in my letter, I was close to your family when your father was alive, and would very much like to renew contact with you after all these years. I know how busy you are, so whenever you have a chance please give me a ring. My number is five-five-five oh-seven-four-five. I am in this afternoon, if you’re around. Once again, my thoughts are with you at this difficult time. But I know you’re tough and resilient—so you’ll get through this. I so look forward to meeting you face-to-face.”

I listened to the message twice, my alarm (and outrage) growing by the second. I would very much like to renew contact with you after all these years . . . I know how busy you are . . . I know you’re tough and resilient . . . Jesus Christ, this woman was sounding like she was an old dear family friend, or someone on whose knee I climbed when I was five. And didn’t she have the decency to realize that, just having buried my mother yesterday, I wasn’t exactly in the mood for socializing?

I picked up the letter she had hand-delivered earlier today. I walked into Ethan’s room. I powered up his computer. I wrote:

Dear Ms. Smythe,

I was enormously touched both by your letter and by your kind message.

As I’m certain you know, grief affects people in such curious, singular ways. And right now, I simply want to withdraw for a while and be alone with my son and my thoughts.

I appreciate your understanding. And, once again, my thanks for your sympathy at this sad juncture.

Yours,

Kate Malone

I read the letter twice through before hitting the button marked Print, then signing my name at the bottom. I folded it, placed it in an envelope, scribbled Smythe’s name and address on the front, then sealed it. Returning to the kitchen, I picked up the phone, and called my secretary at the office. She arranged for our courier service to pick up the letter at my apartment and deliver it to Ms. Smythe’s place on West 77th Street. I knew I could have posted the letter, but feared that she might try to call me again tonight. I wanted to make certain I didn’t hear from her again.

Half an hour later, the doorman rang me to say that the courier was downstairs. I grabbed my coat and left the apartment. On my way out the front door, I handed the letter to the helmeted motorcycle messenger. He assured me that he’d deliver it across town within the next thirty minutes. I thanked him, and headed up toward Lexington Avenue. I stopped by our local branch of Kinko’s on 78th Street. I removed another envelope from my coat pocket and placed it inside a Federal Express folder. Then I filled out the dispatch form, requesting guaranteed next-day delivery to a certain Charles Malone in Van Nuys, California. I tossed it in the FedEx box. When he opened the letter tomorrow, he’d find a five-thousand-dollar check, and a very short note which read:

Hope this helps.

Good luck.

Kate

I left Kinko’s and spent the next hour or so drifting around my neighborhood. I shopped for groceries at D’Agostino’s, arranging to have the order delivered to my apartment later that afternoon. I walked around Gap Kids, and ended up buying Ethan a new denim jacket. I headed two blocks west and killed half an hour browsing in the Madison Avenue Bookshop. Then, realizing that I hadn’t eaten a thing since yesterday afternoon, I stopped at Soup Burg on Madison and 73rd Street, and ordered a double bacon-cheeseburger with fries. I felt immense high-caloric guilt as I gobbled it down. But it was still wonderful. As I nursed a cup of coffee afterward, my cell phone rang.

“Is that you, Kate?”

Oh God, no. That woman again.

“Who is this?” I asked, even though I knew the answer to that question.

“It’s Sara Smythe.”

“How did you get this number, Miss Smythe?”

“I called the Bell Atlantic cell-phone directory.”

“You needed to speak with me that urgently?”

“Well, I just received your letter, Kate. And . . .”

I cut her off. “I’m surprised to hear you calling me by my first name, as I don’t seem to remember ever meeting you, Ms. Smythe . . .”

“Oh, but we did. Years ago, when you were just a little . . .”

“Maybe we did meet, but it didn’t lodge in my memory.”

“Well, when we get together, I’ll be able to . . .”

I cut her off again. “Ms. Smythe, you did read my letter, didn’t you?”

“Yes, of course. That’s why I’m calling you.”

“Didn’t I make it clear that we are not going to be getting together?”

“Don’t say that, Kate.”

“And will you please stop calling me Kate?”

“If I could just explain . . .”

“No. I want to hear no explanations. I just want you to stop bothering me.”

“All I’m asking is . . .”

“And I suppose that was you who made all those message-less phone calls to my apartment yesterday . . .”

“Please hear me out . . .”

“And what’s this about being an old friend of my parents? My brother, Charlie, said he never knew you when he was young . . .”

“Charlie?” she said, sounding animated. “You’re finally talking to Charlie again?”

I was suddenly very nervous. “How did you know I hadn’t been speaking to him?”

“Everything will come clear if we could just meet . . .”

“No.”

“Please be reasonable, Kate . . .”

“That’s it. This conversation’s closed. And don’t bother calling back. Because I won’t speak with you.”

With that, I hit the disconnect button.

All right, I overreacted. But . . . the intrusiveness of the woman. And how the hell did she know about the breach with Charlie?

I left the restaurant, still fuming. I decided to squander the rest of the afternoon in a movie. I walked east and wasted two hours at the Loew’s 72nd Street watching some cheesy action film, in which intergalactic terrorists hijacked an American space shuttle, and killed all the crew—bar some beefcake astronaut who naturally foiled the baddies and single-handedly brought the damaged shuttle back to earth, landing it on top of Mount Rushmore. Ten minutes into this stupidity, I asked myself why on earth I ended up walking into this movie. I knew the answer to that question: because everything’s out of sync today.

When I got back to the apartment, it was nearly six o’clock. Constantine the doorman was thankfully off. Teddy, the nice night guy, was on duty.

“Package for you, Miss Malone,” he said, handing me a large bulky manila envelope.

“When did this arrive?” I asked.

“Around half an hour ago. It was delivered by hand.”

I silently groaned.

“A little old lady in a taxi?” I asked.

“How’d you guess?”

“You don’t want to know.”

I thanked Teddy and went upstairs. I took off my coat. I sat down at the dining table. I opened the envelope. Reaching inside, I pulled out a card. The same grayish blue stationery. Oh God, here we go again . . .

346 West 77th Street
Apt. 2B
New York, New York 10024
(212) 555-0745

Dear Kate,

I really think you should call me, don’t you?

Sara

I reached back into the envelope. I withdrew a large rectangular book. On closer inspection, it turned out to be a photo album. I opened the cover and found myself staring at a set of black-and-white baby photos, carefully displayed behind transparent sheeting. The photos were pure fifties—as the newborn infant was shown asleep in one of those huge old-fashioned strollers that were popular back then. I turned the page. Here, the infant was being held in the arms of her dad—a real 1950s dad, with a herringbone suit, a rep tie, a crew cut, big white teeth. The sort of dad who, just eight years earlier, was probably dodging enemy fire in some German town.

Like my dad.

I stared back at the photos. I suddenly felt ill.

That was my dad.

And that was me in his arms.

I turned the page. There were pictures of me at the age of two, three, five. There were pictures of me at my first day of school. There were pictures of me as a Brownie. There were pictures of me as a Girl Scout. There were pictures of me with Charlie in front of Rockefeller Center, circa 1963. Wasn’t that the afternoon when Meg and Mom brought us to the Christmas show at Radio City Music Hall?

I began to turn the pages with manic rapidity. Me in a school play at Brearley. Me at summer camp in Maine. Me at my first dance. Me on Todd’s Point Beach in Connecticut, during summer vacation. Me with Meg at my high school graduation.

It was an entire photographic history of my life—including pictures of me in college, at my wedding, and with Ethan, right after he was born. The remaining pages of the album were taken up with newspaper clippings. Clippings of stories I wrote for the Smith College newspaper. Clippings from the same newspaper, showing me in a college play (Murder in the Cathedral). Clippings of my assorted print ad campaigns. There was the New York Times announcement of my wedding to Matt. And the New York Times announcement of Ethan’s birth . . .

I continued flicking wildly through the album. By the time I reached the penultimate page, my head was reeling. I flipped over the final page. And there was . . .

No, this was unbelievable.

There was a clipping from the Allen-Stevenson newspaper, showing Ethan in gym clothes, running a relay race at the school gymkhana last spring.

I slammed the album shut. I shoved it under my arm. I grabbed my coat. I raced out the door, raced straight into an elevator, raced through the downstairs lobby, raced into the backseat of a cab. I told the driver, “West Seventy-seventh Street.”


FOUR

SHE LIVED IN a brownstone. I paid off the cab and went charging up the front steps, taking them two at a time. Her name was on the bottom bell. I held it down for a good ten seconds. Then her voice came over the intercom.

“Yes?” she said hesitantly.

“It’s Kate Malone. Open up.”

There was a brief pause, then she buzzed me in.

Her apartment was on the first floor. She was standing in the doorway, awaiting me. She was dressed in gray flannel pants and a gray crew-neck sweater that accented her long, delicate neck. Her gray hair was perfectly coiffed in a tight bun. Up close, her skin appeared even more translucent and smooth—with only a few crow’s feet hinting at her true age. Her posture was perfect, emphasizing her elegant stature, her total poise. As always, her eyes were sharply focused—and alive with pleasure at seeing me . . . something I found instantly unsettling.

“How dare you,” I said, brandishing the photo album.

“Good afternoon, Kate,” she said, her voice controlled and untroubled by my outburst. “I’m glad you came.”

“Who the hell are you? And what the hell is this?” I said, again holding up the photo album as if it was the smoking gun in a murder trial.

“Why don’t you come inside?”

“I don’t want to come inside,” I said, now sounding very loud. She remained calm.

“We really can’t talk here,” she said. “Please . . .”

She motioned for me to cross the threshold. After a moment’s nervous hesitation I said, “Don’t think I’m going to stay long . . .”

“Fine,” she said.

I followed her inside. We entered a small foyer. On one wall was a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf, heaving with hardcover volumes. There was a closet next to the shelf. She opened it, asking, “Can I take your coat?”

I handed it to her. As she hung it up, I turned around, and suddenly felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me. Because there—on the opposite side of the foyer—were a half-dozen framed photos of myself and of my father. There was that picture of my dad in his Army uniform. There was an enlargement of that photo of Dad cradling me when I was a newborn baby. There was a picture of me at college, and holding Ethan when he was just a year old. There were two black-and-white photos showing Dad in a variety of poses with a younger Sara Smythe. The first was an “at home” shot: Dad with his arms around her, standing near a Christmas tree. The remaining shot was of the happy couple in front of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington. From the age of the photos and the style of clothes they were wearing, I guessed they were taken in the early 1950s. I spun around and stared at Sara Smythe, wide-eyed.

“I don’t understand . . . ,” I said.

“I’m not surprised.”

“You’ve got some explaining to do,” I said, suddenly angry.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I do”

She touched my elbow, leading me into the living room.

“Come sit down. Coffee? Tea? Something stronger?”

“Stronger,” I said.

“Red wine? Bourbon? Harvey’s Bristol Cream? That’s about it, I’m afraid.”

“Bourbon.”

“On the rocks? With water?”

“Neat.”

She allowed herself a little smile. “Just like your dad,” she said.

She motioned for me to sit in an oversized armchair. It was upholstered in a dark tan linen fabric. The same fabric covered a large sofa. There was a Swedish modern coffee table, on top of which were neat stacks of art books and high-end periodicals (the New Yorker, Harper’s, Atlantic Monthly, New York Review of Books). The living room was small, but immaculate. Bleached wood floors, white walls, more shelves filled with books, a substantial collection of classical CDs, a large window with southerly exposure, overlooking a small back patio. Directly off this room was an alcove which had been cleverly fitted out as a small home office, with a stripped pine table on which sat a computer, a fax machine, and a pile of papers. Opposite this alcove was a bedroom with a queen-size bed (bleached headboard, a quilted old Americana bedspread), and a Shaker-style dresser. Like everything else in the apartment, the bedroom exuded style and subdued good taste. You could tell immediately that Sara Smythe was refusing to embrace the muted dilapidation of senior citizenship—and live out the final part of her life in an apartment that was, stylistically speaking, two decades out of date, and reeking of shabby gentility. Her home hinted at a quiet, but ferocious sense of pride.

Sara emerged from the kitchen, carrying a tray. On it was a bottle of Hiram Walker bourbon, a bottle of Bristol Cream, a sherry glass, a whiskey glass. She set it down on the coffee table, then poured us each a drink.

“Hiram Walker was your father’s favorite bourbon,” she said. “Personally I could never stand the stuff. Scotch was my drink—until I turned seventy, and my body decided otherwise. Now I have to make do with something dull and feminine like sherry. Cheers.”

She raised her sherry glass. I didn’t respond to her toast. I simply threw back my whiskey in one gulp. It burned my throat, but eased some of the serious distress I was feeling. Another small smile crossed Sara Smythe’s lips.

“Your dad used to drink that way—when he was feeling tense.”

“Like father, like daughter,” I said, pointing to the bottle.

“Please help yourself,” she said. I poured myself another slug of bourbon, but this time restricted myself to a small sip. Sara Smythe settled herself into the sofa, then touched the top of my hand.

“I do want to apologize for the extreme methods I used to get you over here. I know I must have seemed like an old nuisance, but . . .”

I quickly withdrew my hand.

“I just want to know one thing, Ms. Smythe . . .”

“Sara, please.”

“No. No first names. We are not friends. We are not even acquaintances . . .”

“Kate, I’ve known you all your life.”

“How? How have you known me? And why the hell did you start bothering me after my mom died?”

I tossed the photo album on to the coffee table, and opened it to the back page.

“I’d also like to know how you got this?” I said, pointing to the clipping of Ethan in the Allen-Stevenson school newspaper.

“I have a subscription to the school’s newspaper.”

“You what?”

“Just like I had a subscription to the Smith College paper when you were there.”

“You’re insane . . .”

“Can I explain . . .”

“Why should we be of interest to you? I mean, if your photo album is anything to go by, this hasn’t been a recent fixation. You’ve been tracking us for years. And what’s with all the old pictures of my dad?”

She looked at me straight on. And said, “Your father was the love of my life.”


PART Two



    Sara


FIVE

WHAT’S MY FIRST memory of him? A glance. A sudden over-the-shoulder glance across a packed, smoky room. He was leaning against a wall, a glass of something in one hand, a cigarette between his teeth. He later told me that he felt out of place in that room, and was looking across it in search of the fellow who had dragged him there. As his eyes scanned the guests, they suddenly happened upon me. I met his gaze. Only for a second. Or maybe two. He looked at me. I looked at him. He smiled. I smiled back. He turned away, still seeking out his friend. And that was it. Just a simple glance.

Fifty-five years on, I can still replay that moment—nanosecond by nanosecond. I can see his eyes—light blue, clear, a little weary. His sandy hair, buzz-cut down to short-back-and-sides. His narrow face with sharply etched cheekbones. The dark khaki Army uniform which seemed to hang so perfectly off his lanky frame. The way he looked so young (well, he was only in his early twenties at the time). So innocent. So quietly preoccupied. So handsome. So damn Irish.

A glance is such a momentary, fleeting thing, isn’t it? As human gestures go, it means nothing. It’s perishable. That’s what still amazes me—the way your life can be fundamentally altered by something so ephemeral, so transitory. Every day, we lock eyes with people—on the subway or the bus, in the supermarket, crossing the street. It’s such a simple impulse, looking at others. You notice someone walking toward you, your eyes meet for an instant, you pass each other by. End of story. So why . . . why? . . . should that one glance have mattered? No reason. None at all. Except that it did. And it changed everything. Irrevocably. Though, of course, neither of us knew that at the time.

Because, after all, it was just a glance.

We were at a party. It was the night before Thanksgiving. The year was 1945. Roosevelt had died in April. The German High Command had surrendered in May. Truman dropped the bomb on Hiroshima in August. Eight days later, the Japanese capitulated. Quite a year. If you were young and American—and hadn’t lost anybody you loved in the war—you couldn’t help but feel the heady pleasures of victory.

So here we all were—twenty of us, in a cramped third-floor walk-up apartment on Sullivan Street—celebrating the first Thanksgiving of peace by drinking too much and dancing too raucously. The average age in the room was around twenty-eight . . . which made me the kid of the group at twenty-three (though the fellow in the Army uniform looked even younger). And the big talk in the room was of that romantic notion called the Limitless Future. Because winning the war also meant that we’d finally defeated that economic enemy called The Depression. The Peace Dividend was coming. Good times were ahead. We thought we had a divine right to good times. We were Americans, after all. This was our century.

Even my brother, Eric, believed in the realm of American possibility . . . and he was what our father called “a Red.” I always told Father that he was judging his son far too harshly—because Eric was really more of an old fashioned Progressive. Being Eric, he was also a complete romantic—someone who idolized Eugene Debs, subscribed to The Nation when he was sixteen, and dreamed about being the next Clifford Odets. That’s right—Eric was a playwright. After he graduated from Columbia in ’37, he found work as an assistant stage manager with Orson Welles’s Mercury Theatre, and had a couple of plays produced by assorted Federal Theater Workshops around New York. This was the time when Roosevelt’s New Deal actually subsidized nonprofit drama in America—so there was plenty of employment opportunities for “theater workers” (as Eric liked to call himself), not to mention lots of small theater companies willing to take a chance on young dramatists like my brother. None of the plays he had performed ever hit the big time. But he wasn’t ever aiming for Broadway. He always said that his work was “geared for the needs and the aspirations of the working man” (like I said, he really was a romantic). And I’ll be honest with you—as much as I loved, adored, my older brother, his three-hour epic drama about a 1902 union dispute on the Erie-Lakawana Railroad wasn’t exactly a toe tapper.

Still, as a playwright, he did think big. Sadly, his kind of drama (that whole Waiting for Lefty sort of thing) was dead by the start of the forties. Orson Welles went to Hollywood. So too did Clifford Odets. The Federal Theatre Project was accused of being Communist by a handful of dreadful small-minded congressmen, and was finally closed down in ’39. Which meant that, in 1945, Eric was paying the rent as a radio writer. At first he scripted a couple of episodes of Boston Blackie. But the producer fired him off the show after he wrote an installment where the hero investigated the death of a labor organizer. (He’d been murdered on the orders of some big-deal industrialist—who, as it turned out, bore more than a passing resemblance to the owner of the radio network on which Boston Blackie was broadcast.) I tell you, Eric couldn’t resist mischief . . . even if it did hurt his career. And he did have a terrific sense of humor. Which is how he was able to pick up his newest job: as one of the gag writers on Stop or Go: The Quiz Bang Show, hosted every Sunday night at eight thirty by Joe E. Brown. I’d wager anything that nobody under the age of seventy-five now remembers Joe E. Brown. And with good reason. He made Jerry Lewis appear subtle.

Anyway, the party was in Eric’s place on Sullivan Street: a narrow one-bedroom railroad apartment which, like Eric himself, always struck me as the height of bohemian chic. The bathtub was in the kitchen. There were lamps made from Chianti bottles. Ratty old floor cushions were scattered around the living room. Hundreds of books were stacked everywhere. Remember: this was the forties . . . still way before the beatnik era in the Village. So Eric was something of a man ahead of his time—especially when it came to wearing black turtlenecks, and hanging out with Delmore Schwartz and the Partisan Review crowd, and smoking Gitanes, and dragging his kid sister to hear this newfangled thing called bebop at some club on 52nd Street. In fact, just a couple of weeks before his Thanksgiving party, we were actually present in some Broadway dive when a sax player named Charles Parker took the stage with four other musicians.

When they finished their first set, Eric turned to me and said, “S, you’re going to eventually brag about being at this gig. Because we have just witnessed ourselves a true revolution. After tonight, rhythm is never going to be the same again.”

S. That was his name for me. S for Sara or Sis. From the time Eric turned fourteen, he called me that—and though my parents both hated the nickname, I cherished it. Because my big brother had bestowed it on me. And because, in my eyes, my big brother was the most interesting and original man on the planet . . . not to mention my protector and defender, especially when it came to our deeply traditional parents.

We were born and raised in Hartford, Connecticut. As Eric was fond of pointing out, only two interesting people ever spent time in Hartford: Mark Twain (who lost a lot of money in a publishing house that went bust there), and Wallace Stevens, who coped with the tedium of being an insurance executive by writing some of the most experimental poetry imaginable.

“Outside of Twain and Stevens,” Eric told me when I was twelve, “nobody of note ever lived in this city. Until we came along.”

Oh, he was so wonderfully arrogant. He’d say anything outrageous if it upset our father, Robert Biddeford Smythe III. He fit his portentous name perfectly. He was a very proper, very Episcopalian insurance executive; a man who always wore worsted three-piece suits, believed in the virtues of thrift, and abhorred flamboyance or mischief-making of any kind. Our mother, Ida, was cut from the same stern material: the daughter of a Boston Presbyterian minister, ruthlessly practical, a triumph of domestic efficiency. They were a formidable team, our parents. Cut-and-dried, no-nonsense, reluctantly tactile. Public displays of affection were rare events in the Smythe household. Because, at heart, Father and Mother were true New England Puritans, still rooted in the nineteenth century. They always seemed old to us. Old and forbidding. The antithesis of fun.

Of course we still loved them. Because, after all, they were our parents—and unless your parents were savage to you, you had to love them. It was part of the social contract—or at least it was when I was growing up. Just as you had to accept their manifold limitations. I’ve often thought that the only time you truly become an adult is when you finally forgive your parents for being just as flawed as everyone else . . . and then acknowledge that, within their own boundaries, they did the best they could for you.

But loving your parents is far different from embracing their worldview. From the time Eric was in his teens he worked hard at infuriating Father (yes, he insisted we address him in that Victorian manner. Never Dad. Or Pop. Or anything hinting at easy conviviality. Always Father). Sometimes I think Eric’s radical politics were less rooted in ideological conviction, and more to do with raising Father’s blood pressure. The fights they used to have were legendary. Especially after Father discovered the copy of John Reed’s Ten Days That Shook the World under his son’s bed. Or when Eric presented him with a Paul Robeson record on Father’s Day.

My mother stayed out of all father/son arguments. To her, a woman had no business debating politics (one of the many reasons why she so hated Mrs. Roosevelt, calling her “a female Lenin”). She was always lecturing Eric about respecting Father. But, by the time he was ready to enter college, she realized that her stern words no longer carried any import; that she had lost him. Which saddened her greatly. And I sensed that she was always a bit baffled as to why her only son—whom she had raised so correctly—had turned into such a Jacobin. Especially as he was so astonishingly bright.

That was the only thing about Eric which pleased my parents—his exceptional intelligence. He devoured books. He was reading French by the age of fourteen, and had a working command of Italian by the time he entered Columbia. He could talk knowledgeably about such abstract, abstruse subjects as Cartesian philosophy or quantum mechanics. And he played a mean boogie-woogie piano. He was also one of those maddening whiz kids who got straight As in school with minimal work. Harvard wanted him. Princeton wanted him. Brown wanted him. But he wanted Columbia. Because he wanted New York, and all its ancillary freedoms.

“I tell you, S, once I get to Manhattan, Hartford won’t see me ever again.”

That wasn’t exactly true—because, despite his rebelliousness, he still remained a reasonably dutiful son. He wrote home once a week, he made brief visits to Hartford at Thanksgiving and Christmas and Easter, he never shoved Mother and Father out of his life. He simply reinvented himself completely in New York. To begin with, he changed his name—from Theobold Ericson Smythe to plain old Eric Smythe. He got rid of all those Ivy League Rogers Peet clothes that my parents bought him, and started shopping at the local Army/Navy store. His skinny frame got skinnier. His black hair grew thick, bushy. He bought himself a pair of narrow rimless spectacles. He looked like Trotsky—especially as he took to wearing an Army greatcoat and a battered tweed jacket. On the rare times my parents saw him, they were horrified by his transformed appearance. But, once again, his grades silenced them. Straight As. Elected to Phi Beta Kappa at the end of his junior year. High honors in English. Had he wanted to go to law school, or get a doctorate, he could have waltzed into any graduate program in the country. But instead, he moved downtown to Sullivan Street, swept floors for Orson Welles for $20 a week, and dreamed big dreams about writing plays that mattered.

By 1945, those dreams were dying. No one would even look at his plays anymore—because they belonged to another era. But Eric was still determined to break through as a playwright . . . even if it meant writing hack jokes for Joe E. Brown to keep a roof over his head. Once or twice, I dropped hints about maybe finding a teaching job in a college—which struck me as more worthy of Eric’s talents than churning out one-liners for a game show. But Eric refused to entertain such notions, saying things like, “The moment a writer starts teaching his trade, he’s finished. And the moment he enters academia, he slams the door on the real world . . . the place about which he’s supposed to be writing.”

“But the Quiz Bang Show isn’t the real world,” I countered.

“It’s more rooted in reality than teaching English composition to a bunch of prim little women at Bryn Mawr.”

“Ouch!” I said, having graduated from Bryn Mawr two years earlier.

“You know what I’m saying here, S.”

“Yes—that I am a prim little woman who probably should be married to some dreary banker, and living in some prim little town on the Philadelphia Main Line . . .”

Certainly that was the life my parents envisaged for me. But I was having none of it. After I graduated from Bryn Mawr in ’43, Mother and Father hoped that I would marry my steady back then—a Haverford graduate named Horace Cowett. He’d just been accepted into U. Penn law school, and had proposed to me. But though Horace wasn’t as prim and humorless as his name (he actually was a rather bookish fellow who wrote some halfway decent poetry for the Haverford literary magazine), I still wasn’t ready to impound myself in marriage at a premature age—especially to a man I liked, but about whom I felt no overwhelming passion. Anyway, I wasn’t going to squander my twenties by sequestering myself in dull old Philadelphia, as I had my sights set on the city ninety miles north of there. And nobody was going to stop me from going to New York.

Predictably, my parents tried to block my move there. When I announced—around three weeks before my graduation—that I had been offered a trainee job at Life, they were horrified. I was home for the weekend in Hartford (a trip I made deliberately to break the job news to them, and also to inform them that I wouldn’t be accepting Horace’s marriage proposal). Ten minutes into the conversation, the emotional temperature within our household quickly hit boiling point.

“I am not having any daughter of mine living by herself in that venal, indecent city,” my father pronounced.

“New York is hardly indecent—and Life isn’t exactly Confidential,” I said, mentioning a well-known scandal sheet of the time. “Anyway I thought you’d be thrilled with my news. Life only accepts ten trainees a year. It’s an incredibly prestigious offer.”

“Father’s still right,” my mother said. “New York is no place for a young woman without family.”

“Eric’s not family?”

“Your brother is not the most moral of men,” my father said.

“And what does that mean?” I said angrily.

My father was suddenly flustered, but he covered up his embarrassment by saying, “It doesn’t matter what it means. What matters is the simple fact that I will not permit you to live in Manhattan.”

“I am twenty-two years old, Father.”

“That’s not the issue.”

“You have no legal right to tell me what I can or cannot do.”

“Don’t hector your father,” my mother said. “And I must tell you that you are making a dreadful mistake by not marrying Horace.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

“Horace is a splendid young man,” my father said.

“Horace is a very nice young man—with a very nice, dull future ahead of him.”

“You are being arrogant,” he said.

“No—just accurate. Because I will not be pushed into a life I don’t want.”

“I am not pushing you into any life . . . ,” my father said.

“By forbidding me from going to New York, you are stopping me from taking control of my own destiny.”

“Your destiny!” my father said, with cruel irony. “You actually think you have a destiny! What bad novels have you been reading at Bryn Mawr?”

I stormed out of the room. I ran upstairs and fell on the bed, sobbing. Neither of my parents came up to comfort me. Nor did I expect them to. That wasn’t their style. They both had a very Old Testament view of parenthood. Father was our household’s version of The Almighty—and once He had spoken, all argument was silenced. So, for the rest of the weekend, the subject wasn’t raised again. Instead, we made strained conversation about the recent Japanese activity in the Pacific—and I stayed button-lipped when Father went into one of his jeremiads about FDR. On Sunday he drove me to the train station. When we arrived there he patted my arm.

“Sara, dear—I really don’t like fighting with you. Though we are disappointed that you won’t be marrying Horace, we do respect your decision. And if you really are that keen on journalism, I do have several contacts on the Hartford Courant. I don’t think it would be too difficult to find you something there . . .”

“I am accepting the job offer at Life, Father.”

He actually turned white—something Father never did.

“If you do accept that job, I will have no choice but to cut you off.”

“That will be your loss.”

And I left the car.

I felt shaky all the way to New York—and more than a little scared. After all, I had directly defied my father—something I had never attempted before. Though I was trying to be dauntless and self-confident, I was suddenly terrified of the thought that I might just lose my parents. Just as I was also terrified by the thought that—if I heeded Father’s wish—I would end up writing the “Church Notes” column in the Hartford Courant, and ruing the fact that I had allowed my parents to force me into a small life.

And yes, I did believe I had a destiny. I know that probably sounds vainglorious and absurdly romantic . . . but at this early juncture in so-called adult life, I had reached one simple conclusion about the future: it had possibilities . . . but only if you allowed yourself the chance to explore those possibilities. However, most of my contemporaries were falling into line, doing what was expected of them. At least fifty per cent of my class at Bryn Mawr had weddings planned for the summer after they graduated. All those boys trickling home from the war were, by and large, just thinking about getting jobs, settling down. Here we were—the generation who was about to inherit all that postwar plenty, who (compared to our parents) had infinite opportunities. But instead of running with those opportunities, what did most of us do? We became good company men, good housewives, good consumers. We narrowed our horizons, and trapped ourselves into small lives.

Of course, I only realized all these years later (hindsight always gives you perfect vision, doesn’t it?). Back in the spring of ’45, however, all that concerned me was doing something interesting with my life—which essentially meant not marrying Horace Cowett, and definitely taking that job at Life. But by the time I reached Penn Station after that horrible weekend with my parents, I had lost my nerve. Despite four years away at college, Father still loomed large in my life. I still desperately sought his approval, even though I knew it was impossible to receive it. And I did think he really would carry out his threat to disinherit me if I went to New York. How could I live without my parents?

“Oh, please,” Eric said when I related this fear to him. “Father wouldn’t dare cut you off. He dotes on you.”

“No, he doesn’t . . .”

“Believe me, the old fool feels he must play the stern Victorian paterfamilias—but, at heart, he’s a scared sixty-four-year-old who’s about to be put out to pasture by his company next year, and is terrified of the horrors of retirement. So do you really think he’s going to slam the door on his only beloved daughter?”

We were sitting in the cocktail lounge of the Hotel Pennsylvania, opposite Penn Station. Eric had arranged to meet me off the train from Hartford that Sunday afternoon (I had a two-hour wait for my connection back to Bryn Mawr, via Philadelphia). As soon as I saw him on the platform, I threw myself against his shoulder and started to weep, simultaneously hating myself for behaving so weakly. Eric held me until I calmed down, then said, “So, did you have fun at home?”

I had to laugh. “It was wonderful,” I said.

“I can tell. The Pennsylvania’s nearby. And the bartender there makes a mean Manhattan.”

That was the understatement of the decade. After two of those Manhattans, I felt like I was under anaesthetic—which, I must admit, isn’t a bad thing to feel on occasion. Eric tried to get a third drink into me—but I dug in my heels and insisted on a ginger ale. I didn’t want to say anything, but I was a little concerned when my brother downed his third Manhattan in four fast gulps, then called for another. Though we’d been in regular contact by letter (long-distance calls—even from New York to Pennsylvania—were expensive back then), I hadn’t seen him since Christmas. And I was genuinely taken aback by his physical state. His lanky frame had thickened. His complexion was pasty. A small, but noticeable roll of fat hung beneath his chin. He was chain-smoking Chesterfields and coughing loudly. He was only twenty-eight, but he was beginning to have that puffy look of a man who had been prematurely aged by disappointment. Of course his conversation was as fizzy and funny as ever, but I could tell that he was worried about work. I knew from his letters that his new play (something about a migrant worker revolt in southwest Texas) had just been rejected by every possible theater company in New York, and he was paying the rent by reading unsolicited scripts for the Theatre Guild (“It’s pretty depressing work,” he wrote me in March, “because it’s all about saying no to other writers. But it’s $30 a week—which just about pays my bills”). And when he threw back his fourth Manhattan in five gulps, I decided to stop being silent about his chain-drinking.

“One more of those Manhattans, and you’ll stand up on the table to sing ‘Yankee Doodle Dandy’.”

“Now you’re being a puritan, S. After I see you off to beautiful Philadelphia, I shall take the subway back to my Sullivan Street atelier and write until sunrise. Believe me, five Manhattans is nothing more than creative lubrication.”

“Okay—but you should also think about switching to filtered cigarettes. They’re much kinder to your throat.”

“Oh God! Listen to the Bryn Mawr ascetic! Ginger ale, filtered cigarettes. Next thing you’ll tell me is that, if he gets the nomination, you’re going to vote for Dewey against Roosevelt in the next election.”

“You know I would never do that.”

“I think I was making a joke, S. Though I must say Daddy would be boggled beyond belief were you to vote Republican.”

“He’d still insist that I return to Hartford like a good little girl.”

“You won’t be returning to Hartford after graduation.”

“He’s given me a pretty stark choice, Eric.”

“No—what he’s doing is playing the oldest poker ruse in the world. Putting all his chips into the pot, pretending that he holds a straight flush, and daring you to see his bet. So you’re going to call his bluff by taking the job at Life. And though he will grump and groan about it—and probably do a little of his Teddy Roosevelt saber-rattling—in the end he’s going to accept your decision. Because he has to. Anyway, he knows that I’ll look after you in the big bad city.”

“That’s what’s scaring him,” I said, and immediately regretted that comment.

“Why?”

“Oh, you know . . .”

“No,” Eric said, sounding unamused. “I don’t know.”

“He probably thinks you’ll turn me into a raging Marxist.”

Eric lit up another cigarette. His eyes were sharply focused, and he looked at me warily. I could tell that he was suddenly sober again.

“That’s not what he said, S.”

“Yes it was,” I said, sounding unconvincing.

“Please tell me the truth.”

“I told you—”

“—that he didn’t like the idea of me looking after you in New York. But surely he explained why he thought I might be a bad influence.”

“I really don’t remember.”

“Now you’re lying to me. And we don’t lie to each other, S.”

My brother took my hand, and quietly said, “You have to tell me.”

I looked up and met his stare. “He said he didn’t think you were the most moral of men.”

Eric said nothing. He just took a long, deep drag on his cigarette, coughing slightly as he inhaled.

“Of course, I don’t think that,” I said.

“Don’t you?”

“You know I don’t.”

He stabbed the cigarette into the ashtray, and threw back the remainder of his drink.

“But if it was true . . . if I wasn’t ‘the most moral of men’ . . . would that bother you?”

Now it was his turn to meet my gaze. I knew what we were both thinking: this was an issue that we’ve always dodged . . . even though it has always been lurking in the background. Like my parents, I too had had my suspicions about my brother’s sexuality (especially since there had never been a girlfriend in his life). But, back then, such suspicions were never discussed. Everything was closeted. Literally. And figuratively. To openly admit your homosexuality in forties America would have been an act of suicide. Even to the kid sister who adored you. So we spoke in code.

“I think you’re about the most moral person I know,” I said.

“But Father is using the word ‘moral’ in a different way. Do you understand that, S?”

I covered his hand with mine.

“Yes. I do.”

“And does that trouble you?”

“You’re my brother. That’s all that matters.”

“Are you sure?”

My hand squeezed his.

“I’m sure.”

“Thanks.”

“Shut up,” I said with a smile.

He squeezed my hand back.

“I’ll always be in your corner, S. Know that. And don’t worry about Father. He won’t win this one.”

A week later, a letter arrived for me at Bryn Mawr.

Dear S,

After seeing you last Sunday, I decided that a fast day trip to Hartford was long overdue. So I jumped the train the next morning. Needless to say, Mother and Father were just a tad surprised to see me on their doorstep. Though he refused to listen at first, eventually Father had no choice but to hear me out on your behalf. For the first hour of our “negotiations” (the only word for it), he stuck to his “She’s coming back to Hartford, and that’s the end of it” line. So I started playing the “It would be a pity if you lost both your children” card with great finesse—making it less of a threat, more of a tragic potentiality. When he dug in his heels and said that his mind was made up, I said, “Then you’re going to end up a lonely old man.” With that, I left, and took the next train back to New York.

The next morning the phone rang at the ungodly hour of eight AM. It was Father Dearest. His tone was still gruff and inflexible, but his tune had definitely changed.

“Here’s what I will accept. Sara can take the job at Life, but only if she agrees to reside at the Barbizon Hotel for Women on East 63rd Street. It comes highly recommended by one of my associates at Standard Life, and operates according to strict rules, with nightly curfews and no visitors after dark. As Mother and I will know she is being carefully looked after at the Barbizon, we will therefore accede to her demands about living in Manhattan. As you seem to have cast yourself in the role of go-between, I will leave it to you to put this proposition to Sara. Please inform her that, though she has our love and support, we will not negotiate on this issue.”

Naturally I said nothing—except that I would pass on his offer to you. But, as far as I’m concerned, this is a near-capitulation on his part. So drink five Manhattans in celebration and kiss Pennsylvania goodbye. You’re going to New York . . . with parental blessing to boot. And don’t worry about the Barbizon. We’ll check you in there for the first month or two, then quietly transfer you to your own apartment. And then we’ll figure out a way of breaking the news to Father and Mother without reactivating hostilities.

Peace in our time.

Your “moral” brother,

Eric

I nearly screamed with delight when I finished reading this letter. Racing back to my dorm room, I grabbed a piece of stationery and a pen, and wrote:

Dear E,

I’m writing FDR tonight and nominating you to run the League of Nations (if it’s reconstituted after the war). You’re a diplomatic genius! And the best brother imaginable. Tell all the gang on 42nd Street that I will soon be there . . .

Love, S

I also scribbled a fast note to Father, informing him that I accepted his terms, and assuring him that I would do the family proud in New York (a coded way of letting him know I would remain “a nice girl,” even though I was living in that Sodom and Gomorrah called Manhattan).

I never received a reply from Father to my letter. Nor did I expect to. It simply wasn’t his way. But he did attend my graduation with Mother. Eric took the train down for the day. After the ceremony, we all went out for lunch at a local hotel. It was an awkward meal. I could see Father glancing between the two of us, and pursing his lips. Though Eric had put on a tie and jacket for the occasion, it was the only jacket he owned (a battered Harris tweed he’d found in a thrift shop). His shirt was Army-surplus khaki. He looked like a union organizer—and chain-smoked throughout the lunch (at least he kept his liquor intake down to two Manhattans). I was dressed in a sensible suit, but Father still regarded me with unease. Having dared to stand up to him, I was no longer his little girl. And I could tell that he was finding it difficult to be relaxed around me (though, if truth be told, my father was never relaxed in the company of his children). Mother, meanwhile, did what Mother always did: she smiled nervously, and followed my father’s lead on anything he said.

Eventually—after much strained talk about the prettiness of the Bryn Mawr campus, and the bad standard of service on the train from Hartford, and which neighbor’s boy was serving in which corner of Europe or the Pacific—Father suddenly said, “I just want you to know, Sara, that Mother and I are most pleased with your cum laude degree. It is quite an achievement.”

“But it’s not summa cum laude, like me,” Eric said, his eyebrows arching mischievously.

“Thanks a lot,” I said.

“Anytime, S.”

“You have both done us proud,” Mother said.

“Academically speaking,” Father added.

“Yes,” Mother said quickly, “academically speaking, we couldn’t be prouder parents.”

That was the last time we were ever together as a family. Six weeks later—returning home to the Barbizon Hotel for Women after a long day at Life—I was stunned to see Eric standing in the lobby. His face was chalky, drawn. He looked at me with trepidation—and I knew immediately that he had something terrible to tell me.

“Hi, S,” he said quietly, taking my hands in his.

“What’s happened?”

“Father died this morning.”

I heard my heart pound against my rib cage. For a moment or two I really didn’t know where I was. Then I felt my brother’s steadying hands on my arms. He led me to a sofa, and helped me down into it, sitting next to me.

“How?” I finally said.

“A heart attack—at his office. His secretary found him slumped over his desk. It must have been pretty instantaneous . . . which is a blessing, I guess.”

“Who told Mother?”

“The police. And then the Daniels called me. They said Mom’s pretty distraught.”

“Of course she’s distraught,” I heard myself saying. “He was her life.”

I felt a sob rise up in my throat. But I stifled it. Because I suddenly heard Father’s voice in my head: “Crying is never an answer,” he once told me when I burst into tears after getting a C+ in Latin. “Crying is self-pity. And self-pity solves nothing.”

Anyway, I didn’t know what to feel at this moment—except the jumbled anguish of loss. I loved Father. I feared Father. I craved his affection. I never truly felt his affection. Yet I also knew that Eric and I meant everything to him. He just didn’t know how to articulate such things. Now he never would. That was the realization which hit me hardest—the fact that, now, there would never be a chance for us to breach the gulf that was always between us; that my memory of Father would always be colored by the knowledge that we never really talked. I think that is the hardest thing about bereavement—coming to terms with what might have been, if only you’d been able to get it right.

I let Eric take charge of everything. He helped me pack a bag. He got us both into a cab to Penn Station, and on the 8:13 to Hartford. We sat in the bar car, and drank steadily as the train headed north through Fairfield County. Never once did he seem stricken by grief—because, I sensed, he wanted to remain strong for me. What was so curious about our conversation was how little we talked about Father, or Mother. Instead we chatted idly—about my work at Life, and Eric’s Theatre Guild job, and rumors emanating from Eastern Europe about Nazi-run death camps, and whether Roosevelt would keep Henry Wallace as his vice president during next year’s presidential campaign, and why Lillian Hellman’s Watch on the Rhine was (in Eric’s unrestrained opinion) a truly terrible play. It was as if we couldn’t yet bring ourselves to deal with the profundity of losing a parent—especially one about which we both had such complex, ambivalent feelings. Only once during that journey was the matter of family mentioned . . . when Eric said, “Well, I guess you can move out of the Barbizon now.”

“Won’t Mother object?” I asked.

“Believe me, S—Mother will have other things on her mind.”

How dreadfully accurate Eric turned out to be. Mother wasn’t simply grief-stricken by Father’s death; she was inconsolable. During the three days before the funeral, she was so despondent that the family doctor kept her under sedation. She got through the actual service at the local Episcopal church, but came completely unstuck at the graveside. So unstuck that the doctor recommended admitting her to a rest home for observation.

She never left that rest home again. Within a week of her admission, a form of premature senile dementia had set in—and we lost her completely. A variety of specialists examined her—and they all came to the same conclusion: in the wake of Father’s death, her grief had been so intense, so overwhelming, that she suffered a stroke which gradually attacked her speech, her memory, her motor control. For the first few months of her illness, Eric and I traveled back together every weekend to Hartford, to sit by her bed and hope for some sign of cognitive life. After six months, the doctors told us that it was unlikely that she would ever emerge from her dementia. That weekend we made some difficult, but necessary decisions. We put the family home on the market. We arranged for all of our parents’ possessions to be sold, or given away to charity. Neither of us took much from the family home. Eric laid claim to a small writing table which Father kept in his bedroom. I held on to a photo, taken in 1913, of my parents on their honeymoon in the Berkshires. Mother was seated in a stiff-backed chair, wearing a long-sleeved white linen dress, her hair gathered up into a tightly constricted bun. Father was standing by her. He was in a dark cutaway suit, with a vest and a stiff high-collar. His left hand was behind his back, his right hand on Mother’s shoulder. There was no glimmer of affection between them; no sense of ardor, or romantic animation, or even the simple pleasure of being in each other’s company. They looked so stiff, so formal, so unsuited to the century in which they found themselves.

On the night Eric and I were sorting through their possessions—and we came upon this photograph in the attic—my brother burst into tears. It was the only time I ever saw him cry since Father had died and Mother took ill (whereas I had been regularly locking myself in the ladies’ room at Life, and blubbering like a fool). I knew exactly why Eric had suddenly broken down. Because that photograph was the perfect portrait of the formal, constrained face that our parents presented to the world . . . and, more tellingly, to their children. We always thought that their austerity extended to each other—because there were never any public displays of affection between them. But now we realized that there was this hidden passion between them—a love and a dependency so profound that it killed Mother to be without Father. What astonished us both was that we never saw this passion, never detected it for a moment.

“You never really know anybody,” Eric said to me that night. “You think you do—but they always end up baffling you. Especially when it comes to love. The heart is the most secretive—and confounding—part of the anatomy.”

My one antidote at this time was my job. I loved working at Life. Especially since, within four months, I had graduated from trainee status to the post of junior staff writer. I was researching and writing at least two short articles for the magazine every week. I was assigned the stories by a senior editor—a chain-smoking old-school journalist named Leland McGuire, who used to be the City editor on the New York Daily Mirror, but had moved to Life for the money and the gentler hours, and really missed the rough-and-tumble of a big raucous daily newspaper. He took a shine to me—and, shortly after I joined his department, took me out to lunch at the Oyster Bar in the basement of Grand Central Station.

“You want a piece of professional advice?” he asked me after we worked our way through two cups of chowder and a dozen cherrystones.

“Absolutely, Mr. McGuire.”

“Leland, please. Okay—here it is. If you really want to become a properly seasoned journalist, get the hell out of magazines and find a reporter’s job at some big-deal daily. I’m sure I could help you there. Find you something at the Mirror or the News.”

“You’re not happy with my work so far?”

“On the contrary—I think you’re terrific. But face facts: Life is, first and foremost, a picture magazine. Our senior writers are all men—and they’re the ones who get sent out to cover the big stuff: the London blitz, Guadalcanal, FDR’s next campaign. All I can give you is the arts-and-craft stuff: little five-hundred-word pieces on this month’s big new movie, or a new fashion craze, or cookery tips. Whereas if you went to the City desk of the Mirror, you’d probably find yourself out on the beat with the cops, covering the courts, maybe even getting a real juicy assignment like an execution at Sing Sing.”

“I don’t think executions are really my sort of thing, Mr. McGuire.”

“Leland! You really were raised far too well, Sara. Another Manhattan?”

“One’s my limit at lunch, I’m afraid.”

“Then you really shouldn’t go to the Mirror. Or maybe you should—because after a month there, you’ll know how to drink three Manhattans at lunchtime, and still function.”

“I really am very happy at Life. And I am learning a lot.”

“So you don’t want to be some hard-as-nails Barbara Stanwyck lady reporter?”

“I want to write fiction, Mr. McGuire . . . sorry, Leland.”

“Oh, brother . . .”

“Have I said something wrong?”

“Nah. Fiction’s fine. Fiction’s great. If you can cut it.”

“I am certainly going to try.”

“And then, I suppose, it’s a hubby and kids and a nice house in Tarrytown.”

“That’s not really high on my list of priorities.”

He drained his martini. “I’ve heard that one before.”

“I’m certain you have. But, in my case, it’s the truth.”

“Sure it is. Until you meet some guy and decide you’re tired of the daily nine-to-five grind, and want to settle down and have someone else pay the bills, and figure this nice Ivy League type is a suitable candidate for entrapment, and . . .”

I suddenly heard myself sounding rather cross. “Thank you for reducing me to the level of female cliché.”

He was taken aback by my tone. “Hell, I was just talking out of the side of my mouth.”

“Of course you were.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“No offense taken, Mr. McGuire.”

“Sounds like you’re pretty damn angry to me.”

“Not angry. I just don’t like to be pigeonholed as some predatory female.”

“But you are one tough cookie.”

“Aren’t cookies meant to be tough?” I said lightly, shooting him a sarcastically sweet smile.

“Your brand certainly comes that way. Remind me never to ask you out for a night on the town.”

“I don’t date married men.”

“You don’t take any prisoners either. Your boyfriend must have a fireproof brain.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Surprise, surprise.”

The reason I didn’t have a boyfriend was a simple one: at that juncture in my life, I was simply too busy. I had my job. I had my first apartment: a small studio, on a beautiful leafy corner of Greenwich Village called Bedford Street. Most of all, I had New York—and that was the best romance imaginable. Though I’d visited it regularly over the years, living there was another matter altogether—and there were times when I literally thought I had landed in a playground for adults. To someone raised within the sedate, conservative, meddlesome confines of Hartford, Connecticut, Manhattan was a heady revelation. To begin with, it was so amazingly anonymous. You could become quite invisible, and never feel as if anyone was looking over your shoulder in disapproving judgment (a favorite Hartford pastime). You could stay out all night. Or spend half a Saturday losing yourself in the eight miles’ worth of books at the Strand bookshop. Or hear Ezio Pinza sing the title role of Don Giovanni at the Met for fifty cents (if you were willing to stand). Or grab dinner at Lindy’s at three a.m. Or get up at dawn on a Sunday, stroll over to the Lower East Side, buy fresh pickles from the barrel on Delancey Street, then fall into Katz’s deli for the sort of pastrami-on-rye that bordered on a religious experience.

Or you could just walk—which I did endlessly, obsessively. Huge walks—from my apartment on Bedford Street all the way north to Columbia University. Or across the Manhattan Bridge and up Flatbush Avenue to Park Slope. What I discovered during these walks was that New York was like a massive Victorian novel which forced you to work your way through its broad canvas and complicated subplots. Being an impatient sort of reader I found myself compulsively caught up in its narrative, wondering where it would bring me next.

The sense of freedom was extraordinary. I was no longer under parental supervision. I was paying my own way in life. I answered to nobody. And thanks to my brother, Eric, I had a direct entrée into Manhattan’s more esoteric underside. He seemed to know every arcane resident of the city. Czech translators of medieval poetry. All-night jazz disc jockeys. Emigré German sculptors. Would-be composers who were writing atonal operas about Gawain . . . in short, the sort of people you would never meet in Hartford, Connecticut. There were also a lot of political types . . . most of whom were either teaching at assorted colleges around town, or writing for small left-wing journals, or running little charities that supplied clothes and food to “our fraternal Soviet comrades, valiantly fighting the forces of fascism” . . . or words to that effect.

Naturally, Eric tried to get me interested in his brand of left-wing politics. But I simply wasn’t interested. Do understand—I did respect Eric’s passion for his cause. Just as I also respected (and agreed with) his hatred of social injustice, and economic inequality. But what I didn’t agree with was the way his political friends treated their beliefs as a sort of lay religion—of which they were the high priests. Thank God he left the Party in ’41. I’d met a few of his “comrades” when I’d visited him in Manhattan during college—and, my God, talk about dogmatic people! They really thought that theirs was the true way, the only way . . . and they would not broach any dissenting views. Which is one of the many reasons why Eric got fed up with them and left.

At least none of his political friends ever asked me out . . . which was something of a relief. Because, by and large, they were such a grim, glum bunch.

“Don’t you know any funny Communists?” I asked him one Sunday over a late lunch at Katz’s deli.

“A ‘funny Communist’ is an oxymoron,” he said.

“You’re a funny Communist.”

“Keep your voice down,” he whispered.

“I really don’t think J. Edgar Hoover has agents stationed in Katz’s.”

“You never know. Anyway, I am an ex-Communist.”

“But you’re still pretty hard left.”

“Left of center. A Henry Wallace Democrat.”

“Well, I promise you this: I’d never go out with a Communist.”

“On patriotic grounds?”

“No—on the grounds that he wouldn’t be able to make me laugh.”

“Did Horace Cowett make you laugh?”

“Sometimes, yes.”

“How could anyone with the name of Horace Cowett make anybody laugh?”

Eric had a point—though, at least, Horace didn’t look as preposterous as his name. He was tall and gangly, with thick black hair and horn-rimmed glasses. He favored tweed jackets and knit ties. At twenty he already resembled a tenured professor. He was quiet, bordering on shy, but intensely bright, and a terrific talker once he was comfortable with you. We met at a Haverford/Bryn Mawr mixer, and went out for all my senior year. My parents really thought he was a splendid catch—I had my doubts, although Horace had his virtues, especially when it came to talking about novels by Henry James or portraits by John Singer Sargent (his favorite writer, his favorite painter). Though he didn’t exactly exude joie de vivre, I did like him . . . though not enough to let him take me to bed. Then again, Horace never tried very hard on that front. We’d both been brought up far too well.

But he still proposed marriage a month before graduation. When I broke it off with him a week later, he said,

“I hope you’re not ending it because you simply don’t want to commit to marriage now. Maybe, in a year or so, you’ll change your mind.”

“I do know how I will feel about this matter a year from now. The same way I am feeling now. Because, quite simply, I don’t want to marry you.”

He pursed his lips, and tried not to look wounded. He didn’t succeed.

“I’m sorry,” I finally said.

“No need.”

“I didn’t want to be so blunt.”

“You weren’t.”

“Yes, I was.”

“No, really—you were just being . . . informative.”

“Informative? Direct is more like it.”

“I’d say . . . instructive.”

“Candid. Explicit. Frank. It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

“Well, semantically speaking . . .”

Before this exchange, I’d had a few nervous little qualms about rejecting Horace’s marriage proposal. After this exchange, all lingering doubts had been killed off. To my parents—and to many of my friends at Bryn Mawr—I had bucked convention by rejecting his offer. After all, he was such a safe bet. But I was certain I could meet someone with a little more sparkle and passion. And, at the age of twenty-two, I didn’t want to buy myself a one-way ticket to wifehood without stopping to think about other options along the way.

And so, when I reached New York, the idea of finding a boyfriend was low on my list of priorities. Especially as I had so much to grapple with during that first year.

The family house was sold by Christmas—but almost all the proceeds went on Mother’s medical bills and residential care. Eric and I greeted 1944 in a grubby hotel in Hartford, having rushed back on New Year’s Eve afternoon when the nursing home called, saying that Mother had contracted a chest infection which had suddenly mutated into pneumonia. It was touch and go whether or not she’d pull through. By the time we’d reached Hartford, the doctors had stabilized her. We spent an hour at her bedside. She was deeply comatose, and stared up at her two children blankly. We both kissed her goodbye. As we’d missed the last train back to Manhattan, we checked into this slum of a hotel near the railway station. We spent the rest of the evening in the hotel bar, drinking bad Manhattans. At midnight, we sang “Auld Lang Syne” with the bartender and a few forlorn traveling salesmen.

It was a grim start to the year. It got grimmer—as the next morning, just when we were checking out, a call came from the nursing home. I took it. It was from a staff doctor, on call that morning.

“Miss Smythe, I regret to inform you that your mother passed away half an hour ago.”

Oddly enough, I didn’t feel an overwhelming rush of grief (that came a few days later). More a sense of numbness, as the thought sank in: my family now is Eric.

He was also caught off guard by the news. We took a cab to the nursing home. En route, he started to sob. I put my arms around him.

“She always hated New Year’s Day,” he finally said.

The funeral was the next morning. Two neighbors and our father’s secretary showed up at the church. After the cemetery, we took a taxi back to the railway station. On the train back to New York, Eric said, “I’m certain that’s the last time I’ll ever set foot in Hartford.”

There wasn’t much of an estate—just two insurance policies. We ended up with around five thousand dollars each—quite a bit of money in those days. Eric instantly quit his Theatre Guild job, and took off for a year to Mexico and South America. His portable Remington came with him—as he was planning to spend twelve months writing a major new play and maybe gathering material for a journal de voyage about travels in Latin America. He said he wanted me to come along—but I certainly wasn’t going to quit my job at Life after just seven months.

“But if you come with me, you’ll be able to concentrate on writing fiction for a year,” he said.

“I’m learning a great deal at Life.”

“Learning what? How to write five-hundred-word articles about the Broadway première of Bloomer Girl or why chokers are this year’s fashion accessory.”

“I was rather proud of those two pieces,” I said, “even if they didn’t give me a byline.”

“My point exactly. As that editor guy told you, you’ll never be assigned the big stories—because they all go to the senior male writers on the staff. You want to write fiction. So, what’s stopping you? You have the money and the freedom. We could rent a hacienda in Mexico with the money we have between us . . . and both write all day, unencumbered.”

“It’s a lovely dream,” I said, “but I’m not going to leave New York having just arrived here. I’m not ready to be a full-time writer yet. I need to find my way first. And the job at Life will also give me some necessary seasoning.”

“God, you’re far too sensible. And I suppose you’re planning to do something ultra-practical with your five thousand dollars.”

“Government bonds.”

“S, really. You’ve turned into Little Miss Prudent.”

“Guilty as charged.”

So Eric disappeared south of the border, and I stayed on in Manhattan, working at Life by day and trying to write short stories by night. But the pressures of the day job—and the vicarious pleasures of Manhattan—kept me away from the Remington typewriter in my studio apartment. Every time I sat down at home to work, I found myself thinking: I really don’t have much to say, do I? Or that same doubting voice in the back of my head would whisper: There’s a great double feature at the RKO 58th Street: Five Graves to Cairo and Air Force. Or a girlfriend would ring up, suggesting Saturday lunch at Schrafft’s. Or I’d have to finish a story for Life. Or the bathroom needed cleaning. Or . . . I’d find one of the million excuses that would-be writers always find to dodge the tyranny of the desk.

Eventually I decided to stop fooling myself. So I moved my Remington off the dining table and into the closet. Then I wrote Eric a long letter, explaining why I was putting my writing ambitions on hold:

I’ve never traveled. I’ve never seen anywhere south of Washington, DC . . . let alone the world. I’ve never been in mortal danger. I’ve never known anyone who’s gone to prison, or has been indicted by a federal grand jury. I’ve never worked in the slums, or in a soup kitchen. I’ve never hiked the Appalachian Trail, or climbed Mt. Katahdin, or paddled across Saranac Lake in a canoe. I could have volunteered for the Red Cross and gone to war. I could have joined the WPA and taught school in the Dust Bowl. I could have done around a thousand more interesting things than I’m doing now—and, in the process, found something to write about.

Hell, E—I’ve never even fallen in love. So no wonder nothing happens when I sit down at the typewriter.

I sent the letter c/o Poste Restante, Zihuatanejo, DF, Mexico. Eric was temporarily living in this corner of the Mexican tropics, having rented a house on the beach. Seven weeks later, I received a reply—scribbled in dense tiny print on a postcard, date-marked Tegucigalpa, Honduras.

S,

What you’re really saying in your letter is that, as yet, you don’t think you have a story to tell. Believe me, everybody has a story to tell—because all life is narrative. But knowing that is probably of little comfort to somebody suffering from writer’s block (a condition of which I have ongoing experience). The rule of the game is a simple one: if you want to write, you will write. And know this: if you want to fall in love, you will find someone to fall in love with. But take it from your older, battle-scarred brother: you should never set out to fall in love. Because those sort of romances always seem to end up as the stuff of cheap melodrama. Real love, on the other hand, sneaks up on you unawares . . . then gives you a kick in the head.

I should never have left Mexico. The best thing about Tegucigalpa is the bus out of Tegucigalpa. I’m heading south. Will write again when I’ve unpacked somewhere.

Love,

E

Over the course of the next ten months—as I worked hard at Life and spent every free moment roaming New York—I tried not to rue too much my stalled literary career. And I certainly met nobody with whom I felt like falling in love. But I did receive plenty of postcards from Eric, date-marked Belize, San José, Panama City, Cartagena, and eventually Rio. He returned to New York in June of ’45, dead broke. I had to lend him two hundred dollars to see him through his first month home, during which time he moved back into his apartment and scrambled for work.

“How’d you manage to run through all that money?” I asked him.

“Living the high life,” he said, sounding sheepish.

“But I thought the high life was against all your political principles.”

“It was. It is.”

“So what happened?”

“I blame it all on too much sun. It turned me into a very generous, very dumb loco gringo. But I promise to resume wearing a hair shirt immediately.”

Instead, he landed a job writing a few episodes of Boston Blackie. When he was fired from that show, he talked his way on to the Quiz Bang Show, churning out gags for Joe E. Brown. He never mentioned the play he was supposed to be writing during his year away—and I never asked. His silence said it all.

But he dropped right back into his wide circle of arty friends. And on the night before Thanksgiving of ’45, he threw a party for all of them.

I had already been invited to an annual soiree given by one of Life’s senior editors. He lived on West 77th St. between Central Park West and Columbus—the street where the balloons for next morning’s Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade were being inflated. I promised Eric that I would drop by his bash on my way home. But the editor’s party ran late. Thanks to the Macy’s balloons (and the crowds who had come out to watch them being pumped up), all the streets around Central Park West were closed, so it took over half an hour to find a cab. It was now midnight. I was dead tired. I told the driver to take me to Bedford Street. As soon as I walked into my apartment, the phone rang. It was Eric. In the background I could hear his party in full swing.

“Where the hell have you been?” he asked.

“Playing office politics on Central Park West.”

“Well, get over here now. As you can hear, the joint is jumping.”

“I think I’ll pass, E. I need to sleep for a week.”

“You have the rest of the weekend to do that.”

“Please let me disappoint you tonight.”

“No. I insist you hop a fast cab, and present yourself tout de suite at chez moi, ready to drink ’til dawn. Hell, it’s the first Thanksgiving in years without a war. Surely that’s a good enough excuse to destroy some brain cells . . .”

I sighed loudly, then said,

“Will you provide the aspirin tomorrow?”

“You have my word as a patriotic American.”

So I reluctantly put my coat back on, headed downstairs, hailed a cab, and within five minutes, found myself smack dab in the middle of Eric’s party. The place was packed. There was loud dance music on the Victrola. A low cloud of cigarette smoke bathed his tiny apartment in a fuggy haze. Someone pushed a bottle of beer into my hand. I turned around. And that’s when I saw him. A fellow around twenty-five, dressed in a dark khaki Army uniform, with a narrow face with sharply etched cheekbones. His eyes were also scanning the room. They suddenly happened upon me. I met his gaze. Only for a second. Or maybe two. He looked at me. I looked at him. He smiled. I smiled back. He turned away. And that was it. Just a simple glance.

I shouldn’t have been there. I should have been home, fast asleep. And I’ve often wondered: had I not turned around at that very moment, would we have missed each other completely?

Fate is such an accidental thing, isn’t it?


SIX

THE FRONT DOOR suddenly flew open. Ten more folk tumbled into the apartment. They were all very loud, very boisterous, and very well lubricated. The room was now so crowded it was impossible to move. I still couldn’t see my brother—and was beginning to get a little cross about being talked into coming to this absurd party. I loved Eric’s friends, but not en masse. Eric knew this—and often teased me about being antisocial.

“I’m not antisocial,” I’d retort. “I’m just anticrowds.”

Especially—I could have added—crowds in tiny apartments. My brother, on the other hand, adored mob scenes, and being part of a pack. He always had tons of friends. A quiet night at home was never pondered. He had to be meeting pals at bars, or finding a party to crash, or hitting jazz joints, or (at the very worst) squandering the evening in one of those all-night movie houses that lined 42nd Street—and showed triple features for twenty-five cents. Since his return from South America, his talent for gregariousness had reached new heights—to the point where I was beginning to wonder if he was ever finding time to sleep. He’d also reluctantly changed his appearance to get that job as a gag writer for Joe E. Brown. He’d trimmed his hair and stopped dressing like Trotsky—because he knew he wouldn’t be hired unless he conformed to the buttoned-down sartorial norm that was demanded back then.

“I bet Father’s rolling with laughter in his grave,” he said to me late one evening, “knowing that his redder-than-Red son now buys his clothes at Brooks Brothers.”

“Clothes mean nothing,” I said.

“Stop trying to sweeten the pill. They mean everything. Everyone who knows me understands what these clothes mean: I’ve failed.”

“You’re not a failure.”

“Anyone who starts off thinking he’s the next Bertolt Brecht—but finally ends up churning out jokes for a quiz show—is allowed to call himself a failure.”

“You’ll write another great play,” I said.

He smiled sadly.

“S—I’ve never written a great play. You know that. I’ve never even written a good play. And you know that too.”

Yes, I did know that—though I would never have said so. Just as I also knew that Eric’s increasingly manic social life was a form of anesthetic. It deadened the ache of disappointment. I knew he was blocked. And I also knew what was causing the block: a total collapse of confidence in his talent. But Eric refused to let me sympathize with him—always changing the subject whenever I brought it up. I finally took the hint and dropped the matter completely—ruing the fact that I couldn’t get him to talk about his obvious distress, and feeling rather helpless as I watched him obsessively fill every waking moment with a binge of diversions . . . of which this party was yet another syndrome.

As the noise level in his living room reached the level of uproar, I quickly decided to make an exit if I didn’t see my brother in the next sixty seconds.

Then I felt a hand lightly touch my shoulder, and heard a male voice in my ear.

“You look like someone who’s looking for an escape hatch.”

I spun around. It was the fellow in the Army uniform. He was standing inches away from me, a glass of something in one hand, a bottle of beer in the other. Up close, he looked even more damn Irish. It was something about the ruddiness of his skin, the squareness of his jaw, the touch of mischief in his eyes, the fallen angel face which hinted at both innocence and experience. He was a less pugnacious version of Jimmy Cagney. Had he been an actor, he would have been perfect casting as the sort of idealistic young neighborhood priest who gave Cagney last rites after some rival gangster peppered him with lead.

“Did you hear me the first time?” he shouted over the roar of the party. “You look like someone who’s looking for an escape hatch.”

“Yes, I did hear you. And yes, you’re very perceptive,” I said.

“And you’re blushing.”

I suddenly felt my cheeks redden a little more. “It must be the heat in here.”

“Or the fact that I am the most handsome guy you’ve ever seen.”

I looked at him with care, and noted that he was raising his eyebrows playfully.

“You’re handsome, all right . . . but not drop-dead handsome.”

He studied me admiringly for a moment, then said, “Nice counterpunch. Didn’t I see you fight Max Schmeling at the Garden?”

“Would you be talking about the Bronx Botanical Gardens?”

“Your name wouldn’t happen to be Dorothy Parker, would it?”

“Flattery will get you nowhere, soldier.”

“Then I’ll have to try getting you drunk,” he said, pushing a bottle into my empty hand. “Have a beer,” he said.

“I already have a beer,” I said, raising the bottle of Schlitz in my other hand.

“A two-fisted drinker. I like that. You also wouldn’t happen to be Irish, would you?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Surprise, surprise. I was certain you were an O’Sullivan from Limerick . . . and not some horsey Kate Hepburn type . . .”

“I don’t ride horses,” I said, interrupting him.

“But you’re still a WASP, right?”

I scowled at him.

“That’s a WASP smile, right?”

I tried not to laugh. I failed.

“Hey! She has a sense of humor. I thought that didn’t come with the WASP package.”

“There are always exceptions to the rule.”

“Delighted to hear it. So . . . are we getting out of here?”

“Sorry?”

“You said you were looking for a way out of here. I’m offering you one. With me.”

“But why should I go with you?”

“Because you find me funny, charming, absorbing, alluring, appealing . . .”

“No, I don’t.”

“Liar. Anyway, here’s another reason why you should leave with me. Because we’ve clicked.”

“Says who?”

“Says me. And says you.”

“I’ve said nothing.”

I heard myself saying, “I don’t even know you.”

“Does that matter?”

Of course it didn’t. Because I was already smitten. But I certainly wasn’t going to let on just how smitten I was.

“A name might help,” I said.

“Jack Malone. Or Sergeant Jack Malone, if you want to get official about it.”

“And where are you from, Sergeant?”

“A paradise, a Valhalla, a place where White Anglo-Saxon Protestants fear to tread . . .”

“Known as?”

“Brooklyn. Flatbush, to be exact.”

“I don’t know Flatbush.”

“See! My point exactly. When it comes to WASPs, Brooklyn has always been a no-go zone.”

“Well, I have been to Brooklyn Heights.”

“But have you been to the Depths?”

“Is that where you’re bringing me tonight?”

His face brightened.

“Game, set, match already?”

“I never concede that easily. Especially when the opponent in question has forgotten to ask me my name.”

“Whoops!”

“So go on—pop the question.”

“Vat ist your name?” he asked in a mock German accent.

I told him. He pursed his lips.

“That’s Smythe with a y and an e?”

“I am impressed.”

“Oh, we’re taught how to spell in Brooklyn. Smythe . . .”

He rolled the name around on his tongue, pronouncing it again in an arch English accent.

“Smythe . . . I bet you anything that, once upon a time, it was good old plain Smith. But then one of your hoity-toity New England forebears decided it was far too common, so he changed it to Smythe . . .”

“How do you know I’m from New England?”

“You’ve got to be kidding. And if I was a betting man, I’d put a ten-spot on the fact that you probably spell Sara without an h.”

“And you’d win the bet.”

“I told you I was a sharp cookie. Sara. Very pretty . . . if you like New England Puritans.”

I heard Eric’s voice behind me.

“You mean, like me?”

“And who the hell are you?” Jack asked, sounding a little annoyed at having our banter interrupted.

“I’m her puritanical brother,” Eric said, putting his arm around my shoulder. “More to the point: who the hell are you?”

“I’m Ulysses S. Grant.”

“Very funny,” Eric said.

“Does it matter who I am?”

“I just don’t remember inviting you to this party, that’s all,” Eric said, all smiles.

“This is your place?” Jack asked pleasantly, without a hint of embarrassment.

“Excellent deduction, Dr. Watson,” Eric said. “Mind telling me how you ended up here?”

“A guy I met at the USO club near Times Square told me he had this friend who had a friend who had another friend who knew of this bash on Sullivan Street. But listen, I don’t want to make any trouble, so I’ll leave now, if that’s okay.”

“Why should you leave?” I said so quickly that Eric gave me a questioning, wry smile.

“Yes,” Eric said, “why should you leave when certain people obviously want you to stay.”

“You sure you don’t mind?”

“Any friend of Sara’s . . .”

“I really appreciate it.”

“Where were you serving?”

“Germany. And I wasn’t serving exactly. I was reporting.”

“For Stars and Stripes?” Eric asked, mentioning the official newspaper of the United States Army.

“How did you ever guess?” Jack Malone asked.

“I think the uniform tipped me off. Whereabouts were you stationed?”

“England for a while. Then, after the Nazi surrender, I was in Munich. Or, at least, what was left of Munich.”

“Did you ever get to the Eastern Front?”

“I write for Stars and Stripes . . . not the Daily Worker.”

“I’ll have you know that I read the Daily Worker for ten years,” Eric said, sounding a little too self-important.

“Congratulations,” Jack said. “I used to read the funnies every day as well.”

“I don’t get the connection,” Eric said.

“We all outgrow the juvenile.”

“The Daily Worker is your idea of juvenilia?”

“Badly written juvenilia . . . like most propaganda sheets. I mean, if you’re going to write a daily jeremiad on class warfare, at least write it well.”

“A jeremiad,” Eric said, sounding arch. “My, my. We do know some big words, don’t we?”

“Eric . . . ,” I said, glowering at him.

“Have I said something wrong?” he said, the words slightly slurred. That’s when I realized he was drunk.

“Not wrong,” Jack said. “Just classist. Then again, talking as an illiterate Brooklyn mick . . .”

“I never said that,” Eric said.

“No—you simply implied it. But, hey, I’m well used to parvenus making fun of my inelegant vowels.”

“We are hardly parvenus,” Eric said.

“But you are impressed with my command of French, n’est-ce pas?”

“Your accent could use some work.”

“Just like your sense of humor. Of course, speaking as one of your intellectual inferiors from the wrong side of the Manhattan Bridge, I always find it amusing that the biggest snobs in the world also happen to whistle the ‘Internationale’ through their Ivy League teeth. Or maybe you read Pravda in the original Russian, comrade?”

“And I bet you’re one of Father Coughlin’s most devoted admirers.”

“Eric, for God’s sake,” I said, appalled that he would make such an inflammatory comment—as Father Charles E. Coughlin was an infamous right-wing priest; a precursor of McCarthy who had a weekly radio broadcast, in which he hectored on against communists and all foreigners and anyone who didn’t bow down and kiss the flag. Anyone with an ounce of intelligence hated him. But I was relieved to see that this Jack Malone fellow wasn’t rising to my brother’s bait.

His voice still calm, he said, “Consider yourself fortunate that I’m going to file that one away under banter.”

I nudged my brother with my elbow. “Apologize,” I said.

After a moment’s hesitation, Eric spoke.

“That was an inappropriate thing to say. I apologize.”

Instantly, Jack’s face broke into a mild smile.

“Then we leave friends, right?” he asked.

“Uh . . . sure.”

“So . . . Happy Thanksgiving.”

Eric reluctantly took Jack’s outstretched hand.

“Yes. Happy Thanksgiving.”

“And sorry for playing the gate-crasher,” Jack said.

“No need. Make yourself at home.”

With that, Eric beat a hasty retreat across the room. Jack turned to me.

“I kind of enjoyed that,” he said.

“Really?” I said.

“Damn right. I mean, the Army isn’t exactly brimming with erudite types. And it’s been a long time since I’ve been insulted in such a literate way.”

“I really do apologize. He can get awfully grand when he’s had ten too many.”

“Like I said, it was fun. And I now know where you get the hefty left hook. It’s obviously a family specialty.”

“I never knew we came across as heavy hitters.”

“And you’re just being modest. Anyway, Sara-without-an-h-Smythe . . . it’s time for me to make an exit, as I have to report for duty at oh-nine-hundred tomorrow morning.”

“Then let’s go,” I said.

“But I thought . . . ?”

“What?”

“I don’t know. After the show I put on with your brother, you wouldn’t want anything more to do with me.”

“You thought wrong. Unless, of course, you’ve changed your mind?”

“No, no . . . we’re out of here.”

Taking me by the elbow, he led me toward the door. As we were halfway into the hall, I turned back and caught Eric’s eye.

“You’re leaving already?” he shouted over the din, looking appalled that I was being escorted off by Jack.

“Thanksgiving lunch tomorrow at Luchow’s?” I shouted back.

“If you ever get there,” he said.

“Believe me, she will,” Jack said, and we headed down the stairs. As soon as we reached the front door of the house, he pulled me toward him, and kissed me deeply. The kiss lasted a long time. When it was finished, I said,

“You didn’t ask my permission to do that.”

“You’re right. I didn’t. May I kiss you, Sara-without-an-h?”

“Only if you drop that without-an-h line.”

“Done deal.”

This time the kiss seemed to last about an hour. When I finally broke it, my head was whirling like a roulette wheel. Jack also looked punch-drunk. He took my face in his hands.

“Hello there,” he said.

“Yes. Hello there.”

“You know I have to be at the Navy Yards . . .”

“You told me: by oh-nine-hundred sharp. But it’s now, what? Just before one.”

“So, factor in travel time to Brooklyn, and we’ve got . . .”

“Seven hours.”

“Yeah—just seven hours.”

“It’ll have to do,” I said, then kissed him again. “Now buy me a drink somewhere.”


SEVEN

WE ENDED UP at the Lion’s Head on Sheridan Square. As it was Thanksgiving Eve, there wasn’t much of a late-night crowd—which meant we could find a quiet table in an alcove. I drank two Manhattans quickly, and let myself be talked into a third. Jack threw back boilermakers: neat shots of bourbon, followed by steins of beer. The lights were always dimmed down low in the Lion’s Head. There were candles on the tables. Ours had a flame that kept flicking back and forth, like an illuminated metronome. The glow repeatedly danced off Jack’s face. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was becoming more handsome by the second. Perhaps because—as I was also discovering—he was smart as hell. A great talker. Better yet, a great listener. And men are always ten times more attractive when they just listen.

He got me talking about myself. He seemed to want to know everything—about my parents, my childhood, my school days in Hartford, my time at Bryn Mawr, my job at Life, my thwarted literary ambitions, my brother Eric.

“Did he really read the Daily Worker for ten years?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Is he a fellow traveler?”

“Well, he was a member of the Party for a couple of years. But that’s when he was writing plays for the Federal Theatre Project, and rebelling against everything he was brought up to be. And though I’d never tell him this, I really think the Party was nothing more than fashion to him. It was this year’s color, or a certain style of suit that all his friends were wearing at a certain time . . . but one which he happily outgrew.”

“So he’s no longer a member?”

“Not since forty-one.”

“That’s something, I guess. But does he still sympathize with Uncle Joe?”

“Loss of faith doesn’t always mean instant atheism, does it?”

He beamed at me. “You really are a writer.”

“On the basis of one clever sentence? I don’t think so.”

“I know it.”

“No, you don’t—because you’ve never seen anything I’ve written.”

“Will you show me some stuff?”

“It’s not very good.”

“O ye of little faith in yourself.”

“Oh, I have faith in myself. But not as a writer.”

“And what’s the basis of that faith?”

“The basis?”

“Yes—as in, what do you believe in?”

“That’s a big question.”

“Give it a shot.”

“Well, let’s see . . .” I said, suddenly feeling expansive (courtesy of all those Manhattans). “Right . . . first and foremost, I don’t believe in God, or Jehovah, or Allah, or the Angel Moroni, or even Donald Duck.”

He laughed.

“Okay,” he said, “we’ve got that one cleared up.”

“And, much as I love this damn country of ours, I really don’t believe in wrapping yourself up in the flag. Rabid patriotism is like Bible-thumping: it scares me because it’s so doctrinaire. Real patriotism is quiet, understated, thoughtful.”

“Especially if you’re a New England WASP.”

I punched his arm. “Will you stop that!”

“No, I won’t. And you’re still dodging the question.”

“That’s because the question’s far too big to answer . . . and I’ve had far too much to drink.”

“I’m not letting you off on a self-inflicted technicality like too much booze. State your case, Miss Smythe. What the hell do you believe in?”

After a moment’s pause, I heard myself say, “Responsibility.”

Jack appeared bemused. “What did you just say?”

“Responsibility. You asked me what I believed in. I’m telling you: responsibility.”

“Oh, got it now,” he said with a smile. “Responsibility. Admirable concept. One of the cornerstones of our nation.”

“If you’re a patriot.”

“I am.”

“Yeah, I figured that. And respect that. Honestly. But . . . how can I put this without sounding dumb? The responsibility I’m talking about, the responsibility which I actually believe in . . . well, I guess it all comes down to the responsibility you have to yourself. Because I really don’t know much about life, and I haven’t traveled or done anything really interesting . . . but when I look around me, and listen to my contemporaries talking, all I hear is stuff about how other people will work out life’s problems for you. How getting married by the time you’re twenty-three is a good thing, because you’re suddenly relieved of the burden of making a living, or dealing with personal choice, or even spending time by yourself. Whereas I’m rather scared of the idea of entrusting my entire future to another person. Because, hell, aren’t they as fallible as I am? And just as scared?”

I cut myself off. “Am I ranting here?”

Jack threw back his shot of bourbon, and motioned to the bartender for more drinks. “You’re doing fine,” he said. “Keep going.”

“Well, there’s not a lot else to say, except that the moment you entrust your happiness to another person, you endanger the very possibility of happiness. Because you remove personal responsibility from the question. You say to the other person, make me feel whole, complete, wanted. But the fact is: only you can make yourself feel whole or complete.”

He looked at me straight in the eye.

“So love is not a factor in this question?”

I met his stare.

“Love shouldn’t be about dependency, or what you can do for me, or I need you/you need me. Love should be about . . .”

I was suddenly at a loss for words. Jack threaded his fingers through mine.

“Love should be about love.”

“That’ll do,” I said, then added, “Kiss me.”

And he did.

“Now you’ve got to tell me something about yourself,” I said.

“Like what? My favorite color? My star sign? Whether I prefer Fitzgerald or Hemingway?”

“Well?”

“Fitzgerald any time.”

“I concur—but why?”

“It’s an Irish thing.”

“Now it’s you who’s dodging the question.”

“There’s not much to say about me. I’m just a guy from Brooklyn. That’s about it.”

“You mean, there’s nothing else about you I should know?”

“Not really.”

“Your parents might be a bit offended to hear you say that.”

“They’re both dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. My mom died twelve years ago—just before my thirteenth birthday. An embolism. Very fast. Very nasty. And yeah, she was a saint . . . but I would say that.”

“And your father?”

“Dad went while I was overseas in the Army. He was a cop, and a professional hothead who liked to pick arguments with everyone. Especially me. He also liked to drink. As in: a fifth of whiskey a day. Suicide on the installment plan. Eventually he got his wish. So did I—as I spent much of my childhood dodging his belt whenever he was drunk . . . which was all the time.”

“That must have been awful.”

He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together.

“This is the world’s smallest violin.”

“So you’re all alone in the world?”

“No, there’s a kid sister, Meg. She’s the real brains of the family: a senior now at Barnard. Full scholarship too. Pretty damn impressive for someone from a family of ignorant micks.”

“Didn’t you go to college too?”

“No—I went to the Brooklyn Eagle. They took me on as a copyboy right after high school. And I was a junior reporter there by the time I enlisted. That’s how I found my way on to Stars and Stripes. End of story.”

“Oh, come on. You’re not going to stop there, are you?”

“I’m not that interesting.”

“I smell a whiff of false modesty—and I don’t buy it. Everyone’s got a story to tell. Even guys from Brooklyn.”

“You really want a long story?”

“Absolutely.”

“A war story?”

“If it’s about you.”

He reached for his cigarettes, and lit one up.

“For the first two years of the war, I was behind a desk at the Stars and Stripes office in Washington. I begged for an overseas transfer. So they sent me to London—and a desk job covering stuff in Allied HQ. I kept screaming to be sent out into the field, but I was told I’d have to wait my turn. So I missed the Normandy landings, and the liberation of Paris, and the fall of Berlin, and us Yanks liberating Italy, and all those big sexy stories which went to the paper’s senior writers—college guys mainly; all second lieutenants upward. But, after a lot of wangling, I did get myself attached to the Seventh Army, as they marched into Munich. It was a real eye-opener. Because as soon as we arrived there, a battalion was dispatched to a village about eight miles outside of the city. I decided to go along for the ride. The village was called Dachau. The mission was a simple one: to liberate a penal camp there. The town of Dachau was actually rather sweet. It hadn’t taken too many hits from our Air Force or the RAF, so the center of the village was pretty much intact. Nice gingerbready houses. Well-tended gardens. Clean streets. And then, this camp. Have you read anything about that camp?”

“Yes. I have.”

“I tell you, every member of the battalion went silent as soon as they’d marched through the gates. They’d expected to meet armed resistance from the camp guards—but the last of them had fled just twenty minutes before we showed up. And what they . . . we . . . found . . .”

He paused for a moment, as if censoring himself.

“What we found was . . . unspeakable. Because it defied description. Or comprehension. Or simple basic human reason. It was so evil—such an outrage—that it actually seemed unreal . . . to the point where even talking about it now almost cheapens it . . .

“Anyway, around an hour after we marched into the camp, the order came from Allied HQ to round up every adult resident of Dachau. The company’s captain—a real hard-assed Southern boy named Dupree from New Orleans—gave the job to two sergeants. I’d only spent a few hours with this battalion, but had already reached the conclusion that Dupree was the world’s biggest loudmouth—a graduate of the Citadel (“The Confederate West Point,” as he kept reminding us Yankees), and the original Mr. Gung Ho. But after taking an inspection tour of Dachau, he was the color of chalk. And his voice just about made it to a whisper.

“‘Take four men each,’ he told the sergeants, ‘and knock on every door of every house and shop in the village. Everyone over the age of sixteen—men and women, no exceptions—is to be ordered into the street. Once you have rounded up every adult resident of Dachau, I want them marched up here in a perfectly ordered single line. Is that clear, gentlemen?’

“One sergeant raised his hand. Dupree nodded for him to speak.

“‘Say they show any resistance, sir?’ he asked.

“His eyes narrowed. ‘Make certain they don’t, Davis—by whatever means necessary.’

“But none of the good people of Dachau resisted the U.S. Army. When our boys showed up at their front door, they all came out meekly—hands above or behind their heads, a few of the women gesturing wildly toward their children, pleading in a language the Yanks didn’t understand . . . although it was pretty damn clear what they thought we might do. One young mother—she couldn’t have been more than seventeen, with a tiny infant in her arms—saw my uniform and my gun, and literally fell at my feet, screaming in horror. I tried to reason with her, saying over and over again, ‘We’re not going to hurt you . . . we’re not going to hurt you’ . . . but she was hysterical. Who could blame her? Eventually, an older woman in the line grabbed hold of her, slapped her hard on the face, then whispered fiercely into her ear. The young woman struggled to calm down—and clutching her baby to her chest, she joined the line, sobbing quietly. The older woman then looked toward me with fearful respect, giving me a submissive nod, as if to say: She’s under control now. Please don’t do us harm.

“Harm you! Harm you! I felt like shouting. We’re Americans. We’re the good guys here. We are not you.

“But I said nothing. I just curtly nodded back, and returned to my observer status.

“It took nearly an hour to round up every adult present in Dachau. There must have been over four hundred people in that line. As they began the slow march toward the camp, many of them began to weep. Because, I’m certain, they thought they were going to be shot.

“It was only a ten-minute walk from the middle of town to the gates of the camp. Ten minutes. Maybe half a mile at most. Ten minutes separating this cozy little village—where everything was neat and tidy and so damn manicured—from an atrocity. That’s what made Dachau about ten times even more extraordinary and terrible: the knowledge that normal life was going on just a half mile down the street.

“When we got to the gates of the camp, Captain Dupree was waiting for us.

“‘What do you want us to do with the townspeople, sir?’ Sergeant Davis asked him.

“‘Just march them through the camp. The entire camp. That’s the order from Allied Command—rumor has it, from Ike himself. They’re to see everything. Spare ’em nothing.’

“‘And after they’ve seen the camp, sir?’

“‘Let ’em go.’

“They did as ordered. They marched those four hundred townspeople through every damn corner of the camp. The barracks, with human waste piled up on the floors. The ovens. The dissecting tables. The mountain of bones and skulls piled up right near the crematorium. As they took them on this guided tour, the camp survivors—there must have been a couple of hundred of them—stood silently in the courtyard. Most of them were so emaciated they looked like the walking dead. I tell you, not one of the townspeople looked a survivor in the face. In fact, most of them kept their eyes fixed firmly on the ground. They were just as silent as the survivors.

“But then, this one guy lost it. He was a well-dressed, well-fed banker type. He must have been in his late fifties: good suit, well-polished shoes, gold watch in his vest pocket. Out of nowhere, he suddenly started to cry. Uncontrollably. The next thing we knew, he broke out of the line, and went staggering toward Captain Dupree. Immediately, two of our guys had their guns drawn. But Dupree waved them away. The banker type fell to his knees in front of the captain, sobbing wildly. And he kept saying this one thing over and over again. He said it so much I remembered it:

“‘Ich habe nichts davon gewußt. . . . Ich habe nichts davon gewußt . . . Ich habe nichts davon gewußt.’

“Dupree looked down at him, really puzzled. Then he called for Garrison—the translator who’d been assigned to our battalion. He was this shy, bookish type, who never looked directly at anyone. He stood by the captain and stared wide-eyed at the weeping banker.

“‘The hell is he saying, Garrison?’ Dupree asked him. The banker’s words were now so garbled that Garrison had to crouch down beside him.

“After a moment he stood up again.

“‘Sir, he’s saying—I didn’t know . . . I didn’t know.’

“Dupree’s eyes went white. Then, suddenly, he reached down and pulled up the banker by the lapels of his suit, until they were face-to-face.

“‘The fuck you didn’t know,’ Dupree hissed at him, then spat in his face and pushed him away.

“The banker staggered back to the line. As the townspeople continued to be marched through the camp, I kept my eye on the guy. Never once did he try to wipe Dupree’s spit off his face. Over and over again, he kept mumbling that phrase, Ich habe nichts davon gewußt . . . Ich habe nichts davon gewußt. A soldier standing near me said, “Listen to that kraut sonofabitch. He’s gone off his rocket.”

“But all I could think was: it sounds like an act of contrition. Or a Hail Mary. Or anything you say again and again to yourself, in an attempt to do penance, seek forgiveness, whatever. And I actually felt for the guy. Because I sensed what he was really saying was, Yes, I knew what was going on in this camp. But I could do nothing about it. So I shut my eyes . . . and convinced myself that life in my village was as normal as ever.”

He paused for a moment.

“I tell you, I don’t think I’ll ever shake the memory of that fat little man in a suit, saying Ich habe nichts davon gewußt again and again and again. Because it was such a plea for forgiveness. And the basis of the plea was so frighteningly goddamn human: we all do what we have to do to get through the day.”

Jack reached for his cigarette. It was dead, so he fished out another Chesterfield and lit it up. After he took a puff, I pulled it out of his lips and took a long, deep drag.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” he said.

“I don’t. I dabble. Especially when I’m pensive.”

“You’re feeling pensive?”

“You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

We fell silent for a moment, passing the cigarette back and forth between us.

“Did you forgive that German banker?” I finally asked.

“Forgive him? Hell, no. He deserved his guilt.”

“But you sympathized with his predicament, didn’t you?”

“Sure, I sympathized. But I wouldn’t have offered him absolution.”

“But say you had been him. Say you were the manager of the local bank, and you had a wife and kids and a nice secure life. But say you also knew that, just down the street from your nice little house, there was the slaughterhouse, in which innocent men, women and children were being butchered—all because your government had decided that they were enemies of the state. Would you have raised your voice in protest? Or would you have done what he did—keep your head down, get on with your life, pretend not to notice?”

Jack took a final drag on the cigarette, then stubbed it into the ashtray. “You want an honest answer?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“Then the honest answer is: I don’t know what I would have done.”

“That is an honest answer,” I said.

“Everyone talks about doing ‘the right thing’, taking a stand, thinking about the so-called greater good. But talk like that is cheap. When we find ourselves on the front line—with flak coming at us—most of us decide we’re not the heroic type. We duck.”

I stroked his cheek with my hand. “So you wouldn’t call yourself a hero?”

“Nah—a romantic.”

He kissed me deeply. When he ended it, I pulled him back toward me and whispered, “Let’s get out of here.”

He hesitated. I said, “Is anything wrong?”

“I have to come clean on something,” he said. “I’m not just going to the Brooklyn Navy Yards today.”

“Where are you going?”

“Europe.”

“Europe? But the war’s over. Why are you going to Europe?”

“I volunteered . . .”

“Volunteered? There’s no war to fight, so what’s to volunteer for . . . ?”

“There may be no more war, but there’s still a big U.S. Army presence on the continent, helping handle stuff like refugees, bomb clearance, repatriation of POWs. And Stars and Stripes asked if I wanted to sign on to cover the postwar cleanup. In my case, it also meant instant promotion to the rank of lieutenant, not to mention another stint overseas. So . . .”

“And how long is this additional tour of duty?”

He lowered his eyes, avoiding mine.

“Nine months.”

I said nothing . . . even though nine months suddenly seemed like an epoch.

“When did you sign up for this tour?” I asked quietly.

“Two days ago.”

Oh God, no . . .

“Just my luck,” I said.

“Just my luck too.”

He kissed me again. Then whispered, “I’d better say goodbye then.”

I felt my heart miss a beat . . . or three. For a moment I found myself wondering what sort of madness I was getting myself into. But that moment vanished. All I could think was: this is it.

“No,” I said. “Don’t say goodbye. Not yet anyway. Not until oh-nine-hundred.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’m sure.”

It was only a five-minute walk from Sheridan Square to my apartment on Bedford Street. We said nothing en route, just silently clutching on to each other as we negotiated the empty city streets. We said nothing as we climbed the stairs. I opened the door. We stepped inside. I didn’t offer him a drink or coffee. He didn’t ask. He didn’t look around. He didn’t make admiring noises about the apartment. There was no nervous small talk. Because, for the moment, there was nothing more either of us wanted to say. And because—as soon as the door shut behind us—we began to pull each other’s clothes off.

He never asked me if it was my first time. He was just so exceptionally gentle. And passionate. And a little clumsy . . . though hardly as clumsy as me.

Afterward, he was a little aloof. Almost shy. As if he had revealed too much.

I lay against him, amidst the now tangled, damp sheets. My arms were entwined around his chest. I let my lips linger on the nape of his neck. Then, for the first time in around an hour, I spoke.

“I’m never allowing you out of this bed.”

“Is that a promise?” he asked.

“Worse,” I said. “It’s a vow.”

“Now that is serious.”

“Love is a serious business, Mr. Malone.”

He turned around and faced me.

“Is that a declaration of sorts, Miss Smythe?”

“Yes, Mr. Malone. It is a declaration. My cards are—as they say—on the table. Does that scare you?”

“On the contrary . . . I’m not going to let you out of this bed.”

“Is that a promise?”

“For the next four hours, yes.”

“And then?”

“And then, once again, I become the property of the United States Army—who, for the time being, dictate the course of my life.”

“Even in matters of love?”

“No—love is the one area over which they have no control.”

We fell silent again. “I will come back,” he finally said.

“I know that,” I said. “If you survived the war, you’ll definitely survive the peace over there. The thing is: will you come back for me?”

As soon as I uttered that sentence, I hated myself for saying it.

“Will you listen to me,” I said. “I sound like I have some sort of proprietorial hold on you. I’m sorry—I’m being deeply silly.”

He held me tighter. “You’re not being deeply silly,” he said. “Just nominally silly.”

“Don’t you make light of this, Brooklyn boy,” I said, gently poking him in the chest with my finger. “I don’t give up my heart that easily.”

“Of that I am absolutely certain,” he said, kissing my face. “And, believe it or not, nor do I.”

“There’s not a girl stashed away over in Brooklyn?”

“Nope. Promise.”

“Or some Fräulein waiting for you in Munich?”

“There is no one.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll still find Europe very romantic . . .”

Silence. I felt like kicking myself for sounding so astringent. Jack smiled at me.

“Sara . . .”

“I know, I know. It’s just . . . Damn it, it’s not fair, you going away tomorrow.”

“Listen, had I met you two days ago, I would never have volunteered for this tour . . .”

“But we didn’t meet two days ago. We met tonight. And now . . .”

“We’re talking nine months, no more. September first, nineteen forty-six—I’m home.”

“But will you come looking for me?”

“Sara, I’m planning to write you every day of those nine months . . .”

“Don’t get too ambitious. Every other day will do.”

“If I want to write you every day, I’ll write you every day.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” he said. “And will you be here when I get back?”

“You know I will.”

“You are wonderful, Miss Smythe.”

“Ditto, Mr. Malone.”

I pushed him down against the mattress, then climbed on top of him. This time, we were less shy, less clumsy. And totally unbridled. Even though I was scared to death. Because I’d just lost my heart to a stranger . . . who was about to vanish across the ocean for nine months. No matter how hard I tried to avoid it, this was going to hurt.

Night ended. Light seeped in through the blinds. I peered at the bedside clock. Seven forty. Instinctively I clutched him closer to me.

“I’ve decided something,” I said.

“What?”

“To keep you prisoner here for the next nine months.”

“And then, when you release me, the Army can keep me prisoner in some brig for the next two years.”

“At least I’d have you to myself for nine straight months.”

“Nine months from now, you’ll have me to yourself for as long as you want me.”

“I want to believe that.”

“Believe it.”

He got up and began to pick up his uniform off the floor. “I’d better make tracks.”

“I’m coming with you to the Navy Yards,” I said.

“There’s no need . . .”

“There’s every need. It gives me another hour with you.”

He reached back and took my hand.

“It’s a long subway ride,” he said. “And it is Brooklyn.”

“You might just be worth the trip to Brooklyn,” I said.

We dressed. I filled my little tin percolator with Maxwell House and put it on the stove. When brown liquid began to splash upward into its dome, I poured out two cups. We raised one each, clinking them together, but said nothing. The coffee tasted weak, anemic. It only took a minute or two to slurp it down. Jack looked at me.

“It’s time,” he said.

We left the apartment. Thanksgiving morning 1945 was cold and bright. Far too bright for two people who’d been up all night. We squinted all the way to Sheridan Square station. The train to Brooklyn was deserted. As we barreled through Lower Manhattan, we remained silent, clinging on to each other tightly. As we crossed under the East River, I said, “I don’t have your address.”

Jack pulled out two matchbooks from his pocket. He handed one to me. Then he dug out a pencil stub from the breast pocket of his uniform. Licking it, he opened his book of matches and scribbled a U.S. Army postal address on the inside cover. He gave me the matches. I clutched them in one hand, then relieved him of the pencil and scribbled my address on the inside flap of my matchbook. When I handed it back to him, he instantly put it into his shirt pocket, buttoning the flap for safekeeping.

“Don’t you dare lose that book of matches,” I said.

“They have just become my most prized possession. And you’ll write me too?”

“Constantly.”

The train continued its headlong plunge under the river and through subterranean Brooklyn. When it jerked to a halt at Borough Hall, Jack said, “We’re here.”

We climbed back up into the Thanksgiving light, emerging right near a dockyards. It was a grim industrial landscape, with half-a-dozen naval frigates and troop ships berthed in a series of docks. They were all painted battleship gray. We were not the only couple approaching the gates of the Navy Yards. There must have been six or seven others, embracing against a lamp post, or whispering final declarations of love to each other, or just looking at each other.

“Looks like we’ve got company,” I said.

“That’s the problem with Army life,” he said. “There’s never any privacy.”

We stopped walking. I turned him toward me.

“Let’s get this over with, Jack.”

“You sound like Barbara Stanwyck—the original tough dame.”

“I think it’s called—in war movie parlance—‘trying to be brave.’”

“There’s no easy way to do this, is there?”

“No, there isn’t. So kiss me. And tell me you love me.”

He kissed me. He told me he loved me. I whispered the same thing back to him. Then I yanked him by the lapels.

“One last thing,” I said. “Don’t you dare break my heart, Malone.”

I released him.

“Now go get on that ship,” I said.

“Aye-aye, sir.”

He turned and walked to the gates. I stood on the sidewalk, frozen to the spot, forcing myself to remain stoic, controlled, sensible. The guard at the gates swung them open. Jack spun around and shouted to me, “September first.”

I bit down hard on my lip and shouted back: “Yes. September first . . . without fail.”

He snapped to attention and executed a crisp salute. I managed a smile. Then he turned and marched into the Yards.

For a moment or two I couldn’t move. I simply stared ahead, until Jack vanished from view. I felt as if I was in free fall—as if I had just walked into an empty elevator shaft. Eventually, I forced myself back to the subway station, down the stairs, and onto a Manhattan-bound train. One of the women at the Navy Yards gates sat opposite me in the same car. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. As soon as the train lurched out of the station, she fell apart, her heartbreak loud and unrestrained.

Being my father’s daughter, I would never have dreamed of crying in public. Grief, affliction, heartache were all to be suffered in silence: that was the Smythe family rule. If you wanted to break down, you had to do it behind closed doors, in the privacy of your own room.

So I kept myself in check all the way back to Bedford Street. As soon as my apartment door closed behind me, I fell on the bed and let go.

I wept. And wept. And wept some more. All the time thinking: you are a fool.


EIGHT

YOU REALLY WANT my opinion?” Eric asked me.

“Of course I do,” I said.

“My completely honest opinion.”

I nodded nervously.

“Okay then, here it is: you’re an idiot.”

I gulped, reached for the bottle of wine, refilled my glass, and drank half of it in one go.

“Thank you, Eric,” I finally said.

“You asked me for an honest reaction, S.”

“Yes. That is true. And you certainly gave me one.”

I finished the glass of wine, reached again for the bottle (our second of the afternoon), and refilled my glass.

“Apologies for the bluntness, S,” he said. “But it’s still no excuse to hit the bottle.”

“Everyone occasionally deserves a glass or two more than usual. Especially when there’s something to celebrate.”

Eric looked at me with amused scepticism.

“And what are we celebrating here?”

I raised my glass.

“Thanksgiving, of course.”

“Well, Happy Thanksgiving,” he said wryly, clinking his glass against mine.

“And I’ll have you know that, on this Thanksgiving Day, I am happier than I ever have been. In fact, I am so damn happy I am delirious.”

“Yes, delirium is the operative word here.”

All right, I was feeling a little cockeyed. Not to mention emotionally overwhelmed, spent, and exhausted. Especially since, once I finally brought my crying under control, I only had an hour or so before I had to meet Eric at Luchow’s for Thanksgiving lunch. Which gave me no time to do anything restorative (like sleep). So I had a fast bath, heated up the remnants of the coffee I’d made earlier that morning, and tried not to cry when I saw the cup Jack drank from, sitting forlornly in the sink. Then, after I finished the pot of now-acidic coffee, I caught a taxi over to Luchow’s on 14th Street.

Luchow’s was a great New York institution: a vast German-American restaurant, which was allegedly modeled after the Hofbräuhaus in Munich—though, to me, it always looked like the extravagant interior of some Erich von Stroheim movie. Germanic art deco . . . and just a little over the top. I think it appealed to Eric’s sense of the absurd. He also had a soft spot (as I did) for Luchow’s schnitzels and wursts and Frankenwein . . . though the management deliberately stopped serving German-produced wine during the war.

I was a little late, so Eric was already seated at our table when I arrived. He was puffing away on a cigarette, buried in that morning’s edition of the New York Times. He looked up as I approached, and seemed a little stunned.

“Oh my God,” he said melodramatically. “Love at first sight.”

“It’s not that obvious, is it?” I said, sitting down.

“Oh no . . . not at all. Your eyes are only redder than your lipstick, and you have that postcoital glow . . .”

“Shhh,” I hissed. “People might hear you . . .”

“They don’t need to hear me. One look at you, and they’d know in a minute. You’ve got it bad, haven’t you?”

“Yes. I do.”

“And where, pray tell, is your uniformed Don Giovanni now?”

“On a troopship, bound for Europe.”

“Oh, wonderful. So not only do we have love, we also have instant heartache. Perfect. Just perfect. Waiter! A bottle of something sparkling, please. We need urgent lubrication.”

Then he looked at me and said, “Okay. I’m all ears. Tell me everything.”

Fool that I am, I did—and worked my way through nearly two bottles of wine in the process. I always told Eric everything. He was the person I was closest to in the world. He knew me better than anybody. Which is why I dreaded telling him about the night with Jack. Because I knew Eric had my best interests at heart. Which meant that I also knew how he’d interpret this story. Which, in turn, was one of the reasons I was drinking far too quickly and far too much.

“You really want my opinion?” Eric asked me when I finished.

“Of course I do,” I said.

“My completely honest opinion.”

That’s when he told me I was an idiot. I drank a little more wine, and toasted Thanksgiving, and made that ludicrous comment about being deliriously happy.

“Yes, delirium is the operative word here,” Eric said.

“I know this all sounds mad. And I also know you think I’m acting like an adolescent . . .”

“This sort of thing makes everyone revert to being fifteen years old. Which makes it both wonderful and dangerous. Wonderful because . . . well, let’s face it, there is nothing more blissfully confusing than really falling for someone.”

I decided to venture into tricky territory. “Have you known that confusion?”

He reached for his cigarettes and matches. “Yes. I have.”

“Often?”

“Hardly,” he said, lighting up. “Just once or twice. And though, at first, it’s exhilarating, the big danger is the hope that there might be a life beyond this initial intoxication. That’s when you can really do yourself some damage.”

“Did you get hurt?”

“If, during the course of your life, you’ve fallen hard for someone, then you’ve undoubtedly been hurt.”

“Does it always work that way?”

He began to tap the table with his right index finger—a sure sign that he was feeling nervous.

“In my experience, yes—it does work that way.”

Then he looked up at me with an expression on his face which basically said, don’t ask me anymore. So, yet again, that section of his life was ruled off-limits to me.

“I just don’t want to see you get injured,” he said. “Especially, as . . . uh . . . I presume it was the first time . . .”

I quickly nodded my head, then added, “But say you felt so certain about this . . .”

“Excuse me for sounding pedantic, but certainty is an empirical concept. And empiricism, as you well know, isn’t rooted in theory . . . but wholly in fact. For example, there is certainty that the sun will rise in the East and set in the West. Just as there is certainty that liquid will freeze below thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit, and that if you throw yourself out a high window, you will land on the ground. But there’s no certainty that you will be killed from that fall. Probability, yes. Certainty? Who’s to know? It’s the same with love . . .”

“You’re saying, love’s like throwing yourself out a window?”

“Come to think of it, that’s not a bad analogy. Especially when it’s a coup de foudre. You’re having a relatively normal day, romance is about the last thing on your mind, you show up somewhere you didn’t expect to be, there’s this person on the other side of the room, and . . . splat.”

“Splat? What a charming word.”

“Well, that’s always the end result of a free fall. The initial plunge is totally intoxicating. But then, inevitably, you go splat. Otherwise known as: coming back down to earth.”

“But say . . . just say . . . that this was truly meant to be?”

“Once again, we’re entering the realm of the nonempirical. You want to believe that this man is the love of your life—and that you were fated to meet. But all belief is theoretical. It’s not grounded in fact, let alone logic. There’s no empirical proof that this Jack Malone guy is the preordained man destined for you. Only the hope that he is. And in purely theoretical terms, hope is an even shakier concept than belief.”

I was about to reach for the wine bottle, but thought better of it.

“You really are a pedant, aren’t you?” I said.

“When necessary. I am also your brother who loves you. Which is why I am counseling caution here.”

“You didn’t like Jack.”

“That’s not really the issue, S . . .”

“But had you liked him, you might not be so skeptical.”

“I met him for . . . what? . . . five minutes. We had an unfortunate exchange. End of story.”

“When you get to know him . . .”

“When?”

“He’ll be back on September first.”

“Oh my God, listen to you . . .”

“He promised he’d be back. He swore . . .”

“S, have you lost all reason? Or judgment? From what you’ve told me, this guy sounds like a total fantasist . . . and something of an operator to boot. A classic Irish combination.”

“That’s not fair . . .”

“Hear me out. He’s on shore leave, right? He crashes my party. He meets you—probably the best-educated, most elegant woman he’s ever encountered. He turns on the blarney, the mick charm. Before you can say ‘hokum,’ he’s telling you you’re the girl of his dreams: The one I knew was meant for me. But, all the time, he knows that he can say these things without commitment—because, come nine a.m. this morning, he’s out of here. And, sweetheart, unless I’ve got this all wrong, you’re not going to be hearing from him again.”

I said nothing for a very long time. I just stared down at the table. Eric tried to adopt a more comforting tone.

“At worst, chalk the whole thing up to experience. In some ways, him vanishing out of your life now is probably the best outcome. Because he will always be ‘that boy’ with whom you had one wildly romantic evening. So the shine will never go off him. Whereas if you married the guy, you’d probably discover that he likes to cut his toenails in bed, or gargles too loudly, or clears his throat through his nostrils . . .”

“Splat. You’ve brought me back down to earth.”

“What else is a brother to do? Anyway, I bet you anything that after you get a really good night’s sleep, a little perspective will sneak up on you.”

But it didn’t. Oh yes, I did sleep wonderfully that night. Nearly ten hours. But when I woke late the next morning, I was instantly consumed by thoughts of Jack. He took up residence in my mind within seconds of my eyes blinking open . . . and then refused to go away. I sat up in bed, and replayed—frame by frame—our entire night together. I had total recall—to the point where I could perfectly conjure up his voice, the contours of his face, his touch. Though I tried to heed my brother’s advice—telling myself over and over that this was nothing more than a fanciful brief encounter—my arguments didn’t sway me.

Or, to put it another way, I could see all the reasons why I should be skeptical and dubious about Jack Malone. The problem was: I didn’t want to accept any of them.

That was the most unsettling aspect of all this—the way I refused to accede to logic, reason, good old New England common sense. I was like an attorney trying to contest a case she really didn’t believe in. Whenever I thought I might just be on the verge of rational judgment, Jack would come flooding back into my mind again . . . and I’d be lost.

Was this, verily, love? In its most pure, undistilled form? I couldn’t attach any other meaning to what I was feeling—except that it was as all-consuming, debilitating, and dizzying as a serious bout of flu.

The only problem was: unlike the flu, the fever wasn’t breaking. If anything, it got worse with every passing day.

Jack Malone would not leave me be. The ache I felt for him was huge.

On the Sunday morning of Thanksgiving weekend, Eric phoned me at home. It was the first time we’d spoken since lunch at Luchow’s.

“Oh, hi there,” I said flatly.

“Oh dear . . .”

“Oh dear what?” I said, sounding cross.

“Oh dear, you don’t sound pleased to hear from me.”

“I am pleased to hear from you.”

“Yes—and your exuberance is noted. I was just calling to see if the Gods of Balance and Proportion had landed on your shoulder?”

“No. They haven’t. Anything else?”

“I detect a certain brusqueness to your tone. Want me to come over?”

“No!”

“Fine.”

Then I suddenly heard myself saying, “Yes. Come over. Now.”

“It’s that bad, is it?”

I swallowed hard. “Yes—it’s that bad.”

It got worse. My sleep began to fracture. Every night—somewhere between the hours of two and four—I’d snap awake. I’d stare up at the ceiling, feeling empty and full of the most overpowering sense of longing. There was nothing reasonable or clearheaded about this need I had for Jack Malone. It was just always there. Omnipresent. Irrational. Absurd.

I’d finally surrender to my insomnia, and get out of bed, and go to my desk and write Jack. I wrote him every day. Usually I’d restrict myself to a postcard—but I might spend up to an hour drafting and redrafting a five-line epistle on a legal pad.

I kept carbons of every letter I wrote Jack. Sometimes I would dig out the manila file in which I kept the copies, and read through this ever-expanding volume of lovesick missives. Whenever I closed the file, I’d always find myself thinking: this is preposterous.

After a few weeks, it became even more preposterous. Because I’d yet to receive one letter from Jack.

Initially, I tried to rationalize away the absence of news from my beloved. I would work out schedules in my head, figuring: it must have taken him nearly five days to reach Europe by ship, another couple of days to make his way to wherever he was being stationed in Germany, and then at least two weeks for his first letter to cross back the Atlantic to me (this was, after all, well before the days of air mail). Factor in the strain put on the postal system during Christmas—and the fact that there were still hundreds of thousands of GIs stationed around the globe . . . and it was suddenly clear why I hadn’t heard from him by Christmas.

But then the New Year arrived. And there was still no word from Jack . . . even though I continued to write him every day.

I waited. No response. January ebbed into February. I became obsessed with the daily delivery of mail to my apartment building. It would arrive in a bundle around ten thirty. It took the superintendent around two hours to sort through it all, and place it outside each apartment door. I began to devise my work schedule at Life so I could get home by twelve thirty and collect my mail, then race back to the subway and return to my office by one fifteen (the end of my lunch hour). For two weeks I rigorously stuck to this routine, hoping against hope that, this day, the long-awaited letter from Jack would finally arrive.

But I kept returning to the office empty-handed. And feeling a little more bereft with each passing day. Especially as my sleeplessness was beginning to escalate.

One afternoon Leland McGuire stuck his head into the tiny cubicle where I worked.

“I am about to give you the plum assignment of the week,” he said.

“Oh, really,” I said, sounding a little distracted.

“What do you think about John Garfield?”

“Wonderful actor. Easy on the eye. Somewhat to the left politically . . .”

“Yes, well, regarding that last aspect, we’ll want to play down the political stuff completely. I don’t think Mr. Luce would appreciate reading about Garfield’s socialist ideologies in the pages of his magazine. Garfield’s a hunk. Women like him. So I want you to play up his ‘brawny, but sensitive’ side . . .”

“Sorry, Leland—I’m not following you here. Am I going to be writing something about John Garfield?”

“Not only are you going to be writing about Garfield—you’re going to be interviewing him. He’s in town, and he’s agreed to give us an hour of his time. So be there at eleven thirty to watch an hour of the filming, then you’ll get a chance to talk with him around twelve thirty.”

I suddenly felt a stab of panic. “I can’t do twelve thirty tomorrow.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m sorry, but I just can’t do twelve thirty tomorrow.”

“You already have plans?”

I heard myself say, “I’m expecting a letter . . .” God, how I instantly regretted uttering that sentence. Leland looked at me incredulously.

“You’re expecting a letter? I don’t quite understand what that has to do with meeting John Garfield at twelve thirty?”

“Nothing, Mr. McGuire. Nothing. I’ll be happy to do the interview.”

He regarded me warily.

“Are you sure about that, Sara?”

“Absolutely, sir.”

“Right then,” he said. “I’ll ask Garfield’s press agent to call you after lunch, and give you a briefing. Unless, of course, you’re busy after lunch, expecting a letter . . .”

I met his stare. “I’ll look forward to his call, sir.”

As soon as Leland left my cubicle, I careened down to the ladies’ room, locked myself in a cubicle, and sobbed like a fool. Then I checked my watch. Twelve ten. I bolted out of the Ladies’, out of the Time & Life Building, then over to the subway. With several changes of train—and a quick dash from Sheridan Square—I made it to my apartment by twelve forty. There was no mail outside my door. Instantly I dashed down the stairs to the basement, and banged on the door of the superintendent’s apartment. His name was Mr. Kocsis—a tiny Hungarian in his fifties (he couldn’t have been more than four-eleven), who always made a point of being surly . . . except around the holiday season, when he was expecting his annual Christmas tip. But this was mid-February, so he wasn’t putting on the charm.

“What you want, Miss Smythe?” he said in brittle English after opening his door.

“My mail, Mr. Kocsis.”

“You get no mail today.”

I suddenly felt jittery. “That can’t be true,” I said.

“Is true, is true.”

“Are you absolutely certain?”

“You say I lie?”

“There has to be a letter. There has to be . . .”

“If I tell you ‘no letter,’ it’s ‘no letter.’ Hokay?”

He slammed the door on me. I made it back upstairs to my apartment, collapsed across the bed, and lay there staring at the ceiling . . . for what only seemed like a couple of minutes. After a while, I glanced at the clock by my bed. Two forty-eight. Oh God, oh God, I thought. I am cracking up.

I leaped off the bed, ran out of the apartment, and into the first available cab. I made it to the office just after three fifteen. When I reached my cubicle, there were four pink “While You Were Out” slips on my typewriter. The first three were all messages from a “Mr. Tommy Glick—press agent for John Garfield.” The times of the messages were one thirty, two, and two thirty. The final message—logged in at two fifty—was from Leland: “Come to my office as soon as you’re back.”

I sat down at my desk. I put my head in my hands. I had missed the press agent’s calls. We had lost the interview with Garfield. And now I was about to be fired.

I knew this was going to happen. Now it had happened. I’d let irrationality triumph—and I was about to pay a huge price for it. Yet again, I heard my father’s voice in my head: There’s no use crying over a mistake, young lady. Simply accept the consequences with dignity and grace—and learn from your infraction.

So I stood up, and smoothed out my hair, and took a deep breath, and walked slowly down the corridor, ready to face my punishment. I knocked twice on the door. Leland McGuire: Features Editor was stenciled onto the frosted glass.

“Come in,” he said.

As soon as I was halfway through the door, I was already talking.

“Mr. McGuire, I am so terribly sorry . . .”

“Please shut the door behind you, Sara, and sit down.”

His tone was cool, detached. I did as ordered, sitting in the hard wood chair facing his desk, my hands neatly folded in my lap—like a recalcitrant schoolgirl called into the headmistress’s study. Only in this instance, the authority figure sitting in judgment of me could destroy my livelihood, my career.

“Are you all right, Sara?” he asked.

“I’m fine, Mr. McGuire. Just fine. If I could simply explain . . .”

“You are not fine, Sara. In fact, you haven’t been fine for weeks, have you?”

“I cannot tell you how sorry I am about missing Mr. Glick’s calls. But it’s only three thirty. I can ring him right back, and get all the info on Garfield . . .”

Leland cut me off.

“I’ve reassigned the Garfield interview. Lois Rudkin will be handling it. Do you know Lois?”

I nodded. Lois was a recent graduate of Mount Holyoke, who’d joined our department in September. She was also quite the ambitious young journalist. I knew she looked upon me as her direct interoffice competition . . . even though I refused to play those games (believing, perhaps foolishly, that good work would always win out). I realized what was coming next: Leland had decided that there was need for only one woman writer in Features, and Lois was that writer.

“Yes,” I said quietly, “I know Lois.”

“Talented writer.”

Had I wanted to be fired on the spot, I could have said, And I’ve seen the charm offensive she’s launched on you. Instead, I just nodded.

“Do you want to tell me what’s going on, Sara?” he asked.

“Have you not been happy with my work, Mr. McGuire?”

“I have no serious complaints. You write reasonably well. You are prompt. Barring today, you are basically reliable. But you also look exhausted all the time, and completely distracted—to the point where, workwise, you appear to be just going through the motions. And I’m not the only one in the office who’s noticed . . .”

“I see,” I said, sounding noncommittal.

“Has something terrible happened?”

“No—nothing terrible.”

“Is it . . . a matter of the heart?”

“It could be.”

“You obviously don’t want to talk about this . . .”

“I’m sorry . . .”

“Apologies are not necessary. Your private life is your private life. Until it begins to affect your working life. And though the old newspaperman in me rebels against the idea of company boosterism, my superiors at Time & Life believe that everyone who works here should be a ‘team player’, with a real commitment to the magazine. And in your case, I’m afraid that you are widely regarded as somewhat remote—to the point where certain people also consider you haughty and patrician.”

This was news to me—and I was deeply distressed by it.

“I certainly do not try to be haughty, sir.”

“Perception is everything, Sara—especially within a company environment. And the perception among your colleagues at Life is that you’d rather be elsewhere.”

“Are you going to fire me, Mr. McGuire?”

“I’m not that brutal, Sara. Nor have you done anything that merits the ax. At the same time, however, I would like you to consider working for us independently . . . from home, perhaps.”

Later that night—drinking rough red wine with Eric in his apartment—I filled my brother in on the remainder of my conversation with Leland McGuire.

“So after he dropped that bombshell about thinking I should work from home, he offered me his terms. He’d keep me on full salary for six months—for which I’d be required to write a story every two weeks. I would no longer be considered a Time & Life staffer—just a freelancer, so I’d have no benefits.”

“Believe me, there are huge benefits in not having to go to an office in the morning.”

“That thought has crossed my mind. But I’ve also been wondering how I’d adjust to working on my own.”

“You’ve said you wanted to write fiction for a long time. Surely, this would now give you the chance . . .”

“I’ve given up on that idea. I’m not a writer . . .”

“You’re just twenty-four years old. Don’t dismiss yourself as a lost literary cause. Especially when you haven’t really tried.”

“Well, there’s a little problem with my fiction writing career: I can’t get started.”

“You could sing that.”

“Very funny . . . But not only am I a failed writer, I am also—according to Leland McGuire—something of a failure as a team player.”

“Who wants to be a ‘team player’?”

“It’s easier than being considered haughty or detached or patrician. I’m not really that patrician, am I?”

Eric laughed.

“Put it this way: you wouldn’t be mistaken as a Brooklynite.”

I gave him a sour smile. “Thanks for that.”

“I’m sorry. That was thoughtless.”

“Yes. It was.”

“Still no news from him?”

“You know I would have said something . . .”

“I know. And I haven’t wanted to ask you . . .”

“Because . . . let me guess . . . you think I’m a romantic fathead—who’s lost her heart to a rogue after just one night of dumb passion.”

“True—but I would actually thank your Brooklyn Irish rogue for forcing you out of Time & Life. Neither of us is a team player, S. Which means we’ll always be outside of the mainstream. And, believe me, that’s no bad thing . . . if you can handle that. So, consider this an opportunity to discover if you are your own best company. My hunch is: you’ll really take to working by yourself. You have that remote temperament, after all.”

I punched him lightly in the shoulder.

“You are impossible,” I said.

“But you give me such wonderful opportunities to be impossible.”

I breathed a sad sigh.

“I’m not going to hear from him again, am I?”

“Reality finally dawns.”

“I keep wondering if . . . I don’t know . . . maybe he had an accident, or was transferred to somewhere so remote that he can’t be contacted.”

“Then again, he could be on a top-secret spying assignment with Mata Hari—even though the French took the liberty of shooting her in nineteen seventeen.”

“All right, all right.”

“Get over him, S. Please. For your own sake.”

“God knows I want to. It’s just . . . he won’t go away. Something happened that night. Something so inexplicable, yet fundamental. And though I keep trying to convince myself that it’s all folly, I simply know: he was it.”

The next morning, I cleared out my desk at Life. I walked down the corridor and popped my head into Leland’s office.

“I just came to say goodbye,” I said.

He didn’t motion for me to come in or sit down, nor did he stand up. He seemed a bit nervous in my presence.

“Well, it’s not really a goodbye, Sara. We’ll still be working together.”

“Have you thought about my first freelance assignment?”

He avoided my eyes. “Not yet—but I will be in touch within a couple of days to discuss a few things with you.”

“So I should expect a call from you?”

“Of course, of course—as soon as we’ve put this week’s issue to bed. Meanwhile, you might as well enjoy a couple of days off.”

He reached for a pile of papers and went back to work. It was my cue to leave. So I collected the cardboard box on my desk which contained the meager contents of my cubicle, then walked to the elevator. As the door opened, I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Lorraine Tewksberry. She worked as a layout designer in the art department, and was the acknowledged office gossip. She was a tall, narrow woman in her thirties, with a beaklike face and bobbed black hair. She got on the elevator with me. As the door closed behind us, she leaned over and whispered into my ear (out of range of the uniformed elevator operator), “Meet me at the Chock full o’Nuts on Forty-sixth and Madison in five minutes.”

I looked at her quizzically. She merely winked, put her index finger to her lips, then hurried out of the elevator as soon as we reached the lobby.

I deposited my box with the concierge at the reception desk, and walked around the corner to Chock full o’Nuts. Lorraine was seated at a booth in the back.

“This will just take a minute, because a minute’s all I’ve got. It’s production day.”

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Only from where you’re sitting. I just want you to know that there are a lot of us on the magazine who are sorry to see you go.”

“That’s surprising—considering that Mr. McGuire told me everyone thought I was aloof and haughty.”

“Of course he’d tell you that—because from the moment you refused to go out with him, he had it in for you.”

“How did you know he asked me out?”

Lorraine cast her eyes heavenward. “It’s not that big an office,” she said.

“But he only asked me out once . . . and I was rather polite about turning him down.”

“The fact is, though—you did turn him down. And since then, he’s been looking for a way of getting rid of you.”

“All this happened almost two years ago.”

“He’s just been waiting for you to slip up. And, sorry to say this, but you have seemed a little off-kilter for the last couple of months. If you don’t mind me asking, is it guy trouble?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Get over him, honey. All men are jerks.”

“You may have a point.”

“Believe me, I am a world-class expert on this subject. I also know this: Leland won’t be giving you a single assignment from now on. He set up this freelance idea for you as a way of easing you out of the office, and giving all the plum soft assignments to Miss Lois Rudkin . . . who, as you may have heard, isn’t merely Leland’s favorite writer of the moment, but also his occasional bedfellow.”

“I had wondered . . .”

“You wondered right. Because unlike you, the smarmy little Miss Rudkin did take up the very married Mr. McGuire’s offer of a date. From what I heard, one thing led to another, and now . . . shazam, you’re out of a job.”

I swallowed hard. “What should I do?”

“If you want my honest opinion . . . you should say nothing and do nothing. Just take Mr. Luce’s money for the next six months, and go write the Great American Novel if you feel like it. Or move to Paris. Or take some classes. Or just sleep late until the paychecks stop. But know this: there’s no way you’re going to be writing anything for Life again. He’s made sure of that. And in six months’ time, he’ll officially fire you.”

Some years later, I heard that, in Chinese, the symbol for the word “crisis” has two meanings: danger and opportunity. I wish I’d known that at the time—because my initial reaction to Lorraine’s news was one of utter panic, utter crisis. I picked up my office box from the concierge, I took a taxi downtown to my apartment, I slammed the door behind me, I sat down on my bed, I put my head in my hands, thinking that my world was completely falling apart. Yet again, I found myself mourning the loss of Jack—as if he had died. Because for all I knew, he was, indeed, dead.

The next morning, I made a trunk call to the Department of the Army in Washington, DC. The switchboard operator finally put me through to Stars and Stripes. I explained to a receptionist that I was trying to locate one of their journalists—a certain Sergeant John Joseph Malone, currently on assignment somewhere in Europe.

“We can’t give out such information on the phone,” the woman said. “You’ll have to put your request in writing to the Department of Enlisted Personnel.”

“But surely, there aren’t that many journalists named Jack Malone writing for you.”

“Army rules are Army rules.”

So I called the Department of Enlisted Personnel. A clerk gave me the address to write for a Search for Personnel form. Once they received the completed form back from me, I should expect a reply back from the Department within six to eight weeks.

“Six to eight weeks! Isn’t there anything I can do to speed up the process?”

“Ma’am, there are still something like four hundred thousand men stationed overseas. These things take time.”

I sent off for the form that afternoon. I also had a brainstorm, and paid a visit to my local newsstand, right near the Sheridan Square subway station. After explaining my problem, the guy who ran it said, “Sure, I can get you Stars and Stripes starting tomorrow. But back issues? This I’m gonna have to work on.”

The next morning, I stopped by the news stand at nine in the morning.

“You’re in luck,” the newsie told me. “My distributor can get me a month’s back copies. That’s thirty copies in all.”

“I’ll take them all.”

They arrived two days later. I scoured each edition. There wasn’t one byline under the name of Jack Malone. I continued to pick up the daily edition of Stars and Stripes. Still no sign of a Jack Malone story. Maybe he didn’t write under his own name, I told myself. Maybe he was on a top-secret special assignment, and wasn’t having anything published just now. Maybe he’d been lying to me all along—and wasn’t a journalist at all.

The search form from the Department of Enlisted Personnel arrived a week later. I mailed it back the next morning. As I returned to my apartment from the mailbox, I stared at the small stack of mail on the mat outside my door. Surely, it would be romantic justice if a letter from Jack was in that pile.

It wasn’t.

I tried to remain controlled. I tried to invent yet another rationalization for his lack of response. But all I could think was: why can’t you answer me?

The next morning—despite another night of splintered sleep—I jumped out of bed, feeling deeply decisive. The moment had come to reclaim my self-respect and put this entire moonstruck episode behind me. What’s more, I would take Lorraine and Eric’s advice, and use the time to make a serious attempt at writing fiction.

And I would begin this morning.

I had a fast shower. I dressed. I brewed up a pot of coffee. I drank two cups. I sat down in front of my Remington. I rolled a blank sheet of paper into the machine. I took a deep breath, my fingers hovering over the keys. I exhaled. My fingers slipped down to the table. Inadvertently, they began to tap its flat surface. I took another deep breath, and forced my fingers back over the typewriter keys. That’s when I suddenly felt myself seize up—as if a nerve had been pinched in my back, throttling all movement in my fingers.

I shuddered. I tried to move my hands—to make them type a simple sentence. I couldn’t get them to work. Eventually I managed to force them away from the keys. My fingers gripped the edges of the tabletop tightly. I was in need of some sort of ballast, as I felt as if I was about to lose all sense of equilibrium. My head was whirling. I felt vertiginous, muddled, frightened. The next thing I knew, I was in the bathroom, getting ill. When the entire ghastly business was over, I forced myself up off the floor and to the phone. I called my brother.

“Eric,” I said in a near whisper. “I think I am in trouble.”

In our family, going to the doctor was always considered a sign of weakness. Even admitting that you were unwell—or feeling a little fragile—was frowned upon. Resilience was considered a crucial virtue—a sign of fortitude and self-sufficiency. Never complain was another of my father’s stoic principles—and one to which I still tried to adhere. Which is why Eric knew immediately that my trouble was an understated but definite plea for help.

“I’ll be right over,” he said, sounding worried.

He was right over. He must have dashed across the Village—because less than ten minutes after I called, he was knocking on the door of my apartment.

“It’s open,” I said, my voice barely audible.

I was seated in front of the typewriter. My fingers continued to grip the side of the table. Because I felt that the table was the only thing keeping me steady right now.

“Good God, S,” Eric said, his face registering alarm, “what’s happened?”

“I don’t know. I can’t move.”

“You’re paralyzed?”

“I just cannot move.”

He came over and touched my shoulders. It felt as if someone had goaded me with an electric cattle prod. I jumped, and let out a shrill cry, and gripped the table even tighter.

“Sorry, sorry,” Eric said, looking even more stunned by my response.

“Don’t apologize. It’s me who should be apologizing . . .”

“At least we know you’re not physically paralyzed. Are you sure you can’t get up?”

“I’m scared . . . ,” I whispered.

“That’s pretty understandable. But let’s just try to get you out of that chair and on to the bed. Okay?”

I said nothing. Eric came over and placed his hands on mine.

“Try to let go of the table, S.”

“I can’t.”

“Yes. You can.”

“Please, Eric . . .”

He gripped my fingers. I resisted at first, but his grip tightened. With one pull, he lifted my hands off the table. They fell heavily into my lap. I stared down at them, blankly.

“Good,” he said. “That’s a start. Now I’m going to lift you out of the chair and on to the bed.”

“Eric, I’m so sorry . . .”

“Shaddup,” he said, suddenly grabbing me around the back with one arm and under my knees with the other. Then, taking a deep breath, he lifted me straight up out of the chair.

“Thank God you haven’t put on weight,” he said.

“Very unlikely, under the circumstances.”

“You’re going to be fine, S. Here we go . . .”

With that he carried me the six steps from my desk to my bed. Lowering me on to the mattress, he walked over to my closet, found the spare blanket, and draped it over me. I suddenly felt chilled to the bone. I crossed my arms, clutching my shoulders. My teeth began to chatter. Eric picked up the phone, dialed a number, then spoke quietly into the receiver. When he hung up, he turned to me and said, “I just spoke to Dr. Ballensweig’s nurse. He’s got an hour free at lunchtime, so he’s agreed to make a house call . . .”

“I don’t need a doctor,” I said. “I just need sleep.”

“You’ll get some sleep. But you really need a doctor first.”

Eric had discovered Dr. Ballensweig shortly after he graduated from Columbia. Since he swore by him, he also became my doctor when I moved to the city. We liked him because he was completely no-nonsense (the antithesis of Manhattan medical omnipotence), and because his slight stature, his hunched shoulders, and his quiet deadpan delivery put us both in mind of an old-style country GP.

He arrived at my apartment a few hours later. He was wearing an old worsted suit and half-moon glasses, and carried an ancient black medical bag. Eric let him in. He immediately approached the bed, sizing me up.

“Hello, Sara,” he said calmly. “You look tired.”

“I am,” I managed to say in a near whisper.

“You’ve also lost some weight. Any idea why?”

I clutched myself tighter.

“Are you cold?” he asked.

I nodded.

“And you find it difficult to move?”

I nodded again.

“That’s fine. I just want to speak with your brother for a few minutes. Would you excuse us?”

He motioned for Eric to step outside the apartment with him. When he returned, he was alone.

“I’ve asked Eric to take a walk while I examine you.”

He opened his case. “Now let’s see what the problem is.”

He got me to sit up. It took some work. He used a pocket light to look into my eyes. He checked my ears, my nose, my throat. He took my pulse and blood pressure. He tested my reflexes. He asked me a long list of questions about my general health, my diet, my inability to sleep, and the seizure that had me clutching the table for an hour. Then he pulled up a chair by the bed and sat down.

“Well, there’s nothing physically wrong with you.”

“I see.”

“I could dispatch you to New York Hospital for a battery of neurological tests—but I think they would show nothing. Just as I could have you admitted to Bellevue for psychiatric observation. But, once again, I think it would prove clinically pointless, and deeply distressing for you. Because I sense that you have suffered a minor breakdown . . .”

I said nothing.

“It’s less of a nervous-based breakdown, and more of a physical one—brought on by lack of sleep and serious emotional distress. Your brother did mention that you’ve been having a rather difficult time of it recently.”

“It’s all just a silly business . . .”

“If it’s brought you to this juncture, then it’s certainly not silly . . .”

“I’ve just allowed things to get out of hand. A complete romantic overreaction on my part.”

“We all overreact to those sort of things. Even the most level-headed people, like yourself. It’s the nature of the condition.”

“What’s the cure?”

He gave me a paternal smile. “If I knew that, I’d probably be the richest doctor in America. But . . . you know what I’m going to tell you: there is no cure. Except, perhaps, time. Which, of course, is about the last thing someone in the throes of that condition wants to hear. In your case, however, I think rest is crucial. A very long rest. Preferably somewhere out of your normal surroundings. Eric told me you’re on a leave of absence from work . . .”

“More like a permanent leave of absence, Doctor.”

“Then take the opportunity to go away. Not to another city—but someplace where you can walk a great deal. The seashore always works. Believe me, in my book, a walk on a beach is worth five hours on a psychiatrist’s couch . . . though I’m probably the only doctor in this city who would tell you that. Will you give serious consideration to leaving town for a while?”

I nodded.

“Good. Meanwhile—though I understand your wish to avoid sedatives—I am worried about your lack of sleep. And I want to give you an injection now that will knock you out for a while.”

“For how long?”

“Just until tomorrow morning.”

“That’s a long time.”

“You need it. The world always looks a little more manageable after a long rest.”

He opened his bag.

“Now roll up your sleeve.”

I smelled the sharp medicinal scent of rubbing alcohol as he poured it on the cotton, then swabbed it on my arm. Then I felt the sharp prick of a hypodermic needle, and another swab of the cotton after the needle was withdrawn. I lay back down on the bed. Within a moment, the world blacked out.

When it came back into focus again, it was morning. First light was seeping through the blinds. My head felt murky—as if a gauze had been placed in front of my eyes. For a moment or two I didn’t know where I was. Everything seemed fine with the world. Until thoughts of Jack came flooding back—and a residual sadness enveloped me again.

But, at least, I had slept. For what? I reached over to the wind-up alarm clock on my bedside table. Six fourteen. Good God, I had been out for almost eighteen hours. Just as the good doctor promised. No wonder I was feeling so fogged in. I managed to sit up in bed. The thought struck me: I can actually sit up. Now that’s an improvement over yesterday. Then I realized I was under the covers, and in a nightgown. It didn’t take too long to work out who had undressed me and tucked me in, as Eric was asleep on my sofa, curled up beneath a blanket, snoring sonorously. I lifted back the bedclothes and gently put my feet to the floor. Then, taking one careful step at a time, I managed to make it into the bathroom.

I ran a very hot bath. I took off my nightgown and slid into the steamy water. Gradually, the fog around my brain lifted. I sat in the tub for the better part of an hour, staring at the ceiling, steaming away the strange interlude that had been the last day. Eighteen hours of drugged dormancy hadn’t suddenly calmed my jagged nerves overnight. I still felt an intense sense of loss—not just for Jack, but for the job I had failed to keep. But Dr. Ballensweig was right: the world did seem more tangible after an extended period of unconsciousness. And I was simply grateful to be functioning normally again.

Eventually I forced myself out of the bath. I dried myself off. I wrapped my hair in a towel. I put on a bathrobe. I opened the door as quietly as possible. But as I started tiptoeing back toward my bed, I heard the sharp crack of a Zippo lighter being closed. Eric was propped up on the sofa, puffing away on the first cigarette of the morning.

“So . . . the dead do walk,” he said with a sleepy smile.

“Eric, you really didn’t have to spend the night . . .”

“Of course I did. I certainly wasn’t going to leave you alone after yesterday.”

“I am so sorry.”

“For what? As breakdowns go, yours was about as genteel as they get. Especially as it all happened out of public view.”

“I still feel so ashamed . . .”

“Why? Because things overwhelmed you? Because, for one day, you couldn’t cope? Give yourself a break, S . . . and make us some coffee.”

“Of course, of course,” I said, going over to the kitchen area and turning on the hotplate.

“You were really down for the count. After Doc Ballensweig gave you the needle, you didn’t stir once. Getting you into bed was like undressing a rag doll. But you don’t want to hear about that, do you?”

“No. I really don’t.”

“I did leave you alone for around an hour, while I popped out to the pharmacy and got a prescription filled for you. The bottle’s on your bedside table. Dr. Ballensweig wants you to take two of those pills just before bedtime, to make certain you sleep through the night. Once your sleep begins to stabilize again, you can throw them away.”

“They’re not sedatives, are they? I don’t need sedatives.”

“They are sleeping pills. Which help you sleep. Which you desperately need if you want to avoid a repeat of yesterday. So, stop sounding like a convert to Christian Science . . .”

“Point taken,” I said, filling the percolator with ground coffee.

“There’s another thing I did while you were sleeping. I called your boss at Life . . . ”

“You did what?”

“I phoned Leland McGuire, and explained that you were unwell. And under doctor’s orders to take a sabbatical from New York . . .”

“Oh my God, Eric—you shouldn’t have done that.”

“Of course I should have. Otherwise you would have sat here for the next ten weeks, waiting for McGuire to phone you with a freelance assignment . . . even though whatshername, the office gossip, told you that wasn’t going to happen. I mean, doctor’s orders are doctor’s orders. You need an extended rest in somewhere wild and woolly. Which is why you’re going to Maine.”

I blinked with shock. “I’m going to Maine?”

“Remember the cottage Mother and Father used to rent near Popham Beach?”

I certainly did. It was a small two-bedroom shingle cottage, located within a summer colony of houses which fronted one of the most expansive corners of the Maine coast. For ten consecutive summers, our parents rented this cottage for an annual two-week vacation in July. We knew the owners—a now-elderly couple in Hartford called the Daniels. When I was in a drug-induced trance yesterday, Eric had called Mr. Daniels and explained that I was taking a leave of absence from Life to do some writing, and wanted to hole up in somewhere nice and quiet.

“Without me saying another word,” Eric explained, “Old Man Daniels offered you the cottage on the spot—telling me how pleased and proud he was of the fact that you were a staff writer at Life.”

“If only he knew the truth.”

“Anyway, I asked him how much he wanted in rent. He almost sounded offended by the question. ‘I wouldn’t dream of charging Biddy Smythe’s daughter rent . . . especially in the off-season’.”

“He actually called Father ‘Biddy’?” I said with a laugh.

“WASP informality is a wonder to behold, isn’t it? Anyway, the cottage is yours free of charge . . . until the first of May if you like.”

“That’s an awfully long time in an awfully isolated spot.”

“Try it for two weeks. If you don’t like it—if it gets too lonely—come home. The only cost you’ll have is the housekeeper. Her name’s Mrs. Reynolds. She lives locally. For five dollars, she’ll come in twice a week to clean the place for you, and she also has a car, so she’ll pick you up at the train station in Brunswick on Monday evening. I’ve booked you on the train leaving Penn Station at nine AM. You get to Boston just before three, and change there for the train to Brunswick, which arrives at seven twenty that night. Mrs. Reynolds will be waiting for you at the station.”

“You really have me organized, don’t you?”

“It’s called forcing your hand. You need this time off. Left to your own devices, you wouldn’t take it.”

My brother was right. Had he not taken charge, I would have stayed in Manhattan, waiting for word from Jack, word from Leland, word from the Department of Enlisted Personnel. And waiting desperately for something that might not come is never good for one’s well-being. So I let myself be talked into this retreat. I packed a trunk with old clothes and lots of books. Against Eric’s protest, I insisted on lugging my Remington typewriter with me.

“You shouldn’t even be thinking about trying to write,” he said.

“I’m just going to bring it along in case inspiration hits . . . though I’d say that’s about as likely as an asteroid hitting Popham Beach.”

“Promise me you won’t even think about writing for at least two weeks.”

I promised Eric that. I kept the promise. Because as soon as I reached Maine, I gave in to indolence. The cottage was pleasant, in a shabby genteel sort of way. It was also still suffering from late winter damp—but several days of constant wood-burning in the fireplace (coupled with the judicious use of two smelly, but effective kerosene heaters) dried it out and made it supremely cozy. I spent the days doing very little. After sleeping late, I might lounge all morning in bed with a novel, or collapse into the saggy, comfortable easy chair by the fireplace, and leaf through ten years of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning back issues—which I discovered stacked inside a wooden chest that also served as a coffee table. At night, I might listen to the radio—especially if Toscanini and the NBC Symphony were playing—while reading into the early hours of the morning. Every time I got the urge to write Jack, I resisted it. My typewriter remained closed, and hidden from view in a closet in the bedroom.

But, of course, the centerpiece of every day was the long walk I took down Popham Beach.

The beach was three miles long. The summer colony was at its most northerly end—a cluster of weather-beaten clapboard and shingle houses, set back a good half mile from the water’s edge. The colony was the only hint of habitation in the area. Because once you walked out of its beachfront gates and turned right, all you could see was a vast open vista of sea, sky, and pure white sand.

It was April—so the beach was totally deserted. It was also that seasonal interregnum between winter and spring, marked by hard blue skies and a bracing chill. I’d bundle up against the cold, step out on to the sand, and would immediately feel something close to exhilaration. The wind was sharp, the air briny, the horizon limitless. I’d walk the three miles to that extreme southerly point where the sand ended. Then I’d turn around and head for home. On average, this round trip would take me two hours. During the course of this hike, my mind would inevitably empty. Maybe it was the epic grandeur of the Maine coast. Maybe it was the sense of isolation, the primal force of wind and water, the total lack of another human voice. Whatever the reason, Dr. Ballensweig was right. Walking a beach was a restorative act. The sadness I felt—the sense of loss—didn’t suddenly evaporate. But gradually, a certain equilibrium returned. With it came the dissipation of the emotional fever that had vexed me for the past few months. No, I didn’t suddenly feel wise, knowing, and sage about the febrile foolishness of all-consuming love. Rather, I felt blessedly flat, tired, and pleased to be free of life’s ongoing eventfulness. For the first juncture in my life, I was spending an extended period of time by myself—and I liked it.

I had no contact with anyone—except the housekeeper, Ruth Reynolds. She was a large, cheerful woman in her late thirties. Her husband, Roy, was a welder at the nearby Bath Iron Works, they had a gaggle of kids, and in between keeping her large family organized, she picked up a little extra money as caretaker of the half-dozen cottages at Popham Beach. I was the only resident in the colony at this time of year, so Ruth lavished attention on me. The cottage had a bicycle—which I’d occasionally use to get to the nearest shop (a hilly five-mile pedal down a back road). Most of the time, however, Ruth insisted on driving me to the town of Bath to get groceries. And every Thursday night, I had a standing invitation to eat dinner with her family.

Their house was around a mile down the road from the colony—a different world from the battered gentility of this patrician enclave. Ruth and Roy lived with their five children in a cramped, tumbledown three-bedroom Cape Codder. It needed a paint job—both inside and out. Roy—a big bear of a man, with biceps like the steel girders he spent the day welding—was friendly in a shy sort of way. Their kids—ranging in ages from seventeen to five—generated extraordinary amounts of spirited chaos, yet Ruth was a real master at keeping their collective domestic life in order.

Dinner was always at five thirty. The young kids were in bed by seven. The two teenage boys then huddled in front of the radio in the kitchen, listening to Buck Rogers or The Shadow. Roy would excuse himself to start his night shift at the Iron Works. Ruth would dig out a bottle of Christian Brothers Port from the breakfront, pour out two glasses, then sit opposite me in a big squishy armchair.

It became a weekly ritual, this Thursday dinner.

“You know why I like to have you over on Thursday nights?” Ruth said to me as we settled into our chairs and sipped the sweet sticky port. “Because it’s the only day of the week when Roy works the eight-to-four a.m. shift. Which means it’s the only time I have the chance to sit down with a girlfriend and natter.”

“I’m glad you consider me a girlfriend.”

“Of course I do. And I tell you, I wish I could see more of you. But five kids and a house to run leaves me just about enough time every day to sleep six hours—and not much more.”

“Well, you’ll be seeing a bit more of me, as I’ve decided to extend my stay at the cottage for a few more weeks.”

Ruth clinked her glass against mine.

“Glad you’re sticking around for a while,” she said.

“Well, it’s not as if anyone’s desperate for my presence at Life.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do”—and I explained that, a few days earlier, I telegrammed my boss, Leland McGuire, explaining that I wanted to remain on in Maine, but would return to New York instantly if a freelance assignment came up. Twenty-four hours later came his reply, via Western Union:

We know where you are if we need you. Stop. Leland.

“That’s kind of a terse answer, isn’t it?” Ruth said.

“But wholly expected. Around six months from now, I fully expect to be out of a job.”

“If I were you, I wouldn’t be worried.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re obviously smart, and you’ve also got a lot of poise.”

“I’m hardly poised. If you only knew the mistakes I’ve made recently . . .”

“I bet they weren’t really big mistakes.”

“Believe me, they were big. I let something foolishly overwhelm me.”

“Something?”

“No . . . someone.”

“I did wonder if that was the case . . .”

“Is it that obvious?”

“No one comes to Maine at this time of year unless they’re really trying to put some distance between themselves and a problem.”

“It wasn’t a problem. Just the height of foolishness. Especially as it lasted just one night. And like an idiot, I allowed myself to believe it was true love.”

“But if you thought that, then maybe it was.”

“Or maybe it was just pure fantasy on my part. Falling in love with love.”

“Where is he now?”

“In Europe—with the Army. I’ve written to him so many damn times . . . but so far, there’s been no reply.”

“You know what you have to do, don’t you?”

“Forget him, I suppose.”

“Oh, you’ll never do that. He’ll always be there—because he made such an impact on you.”

“So what do I do?”

“It’s simple: tell yourself it wasn’t meant to be.”

“You know what you have to do, don’t you?” That sentence stuck with me—because it summed up one of life’s ongoing dilemmas: how do you reconcile the head with the heart? My rational brain told me to accept the reality that Jack Malone had come and gone out of my life within twelve hours. My irrational heart said otherwise. What astounded me was how persuasive the heart could be—especially since, before that Thanksgiving night, I considered myself immune to all things illogical. But now . . .

Now I knew otherwise.

The morning after that talk with Ruth, I was up at dawn. I ate a light breakfast. I walked the beach. I was back in the cottage by nine. I put a pot of coffee on the stove. While it percolated, I went into the bedroom and removed my Remington typewriter from the closet. I hauled it over to the kitchen table. I removed its cover. A thin packet of typing paper was stored on the inside cover. I opened the packet, and fed a sheet of paper into the roller. The coffee pot began to jerk spasmodically back and forth on the stove. I turned down the flame and poured myself a thick black cup of steaming Chock full o’Nuts. I set the cup next to the typewriter. I sat down. I blew on the coffee, then took a long, steadying sip. I put the cup down. I placed my fingers over the keys. They immediately clenched up into fists. I forced myself to unclench them. Before I could think further about it, I suddenly typed a sentence:

I hadn’t planned to be at that party.

My hands left the keys. They ended up on the table, my fingers drumming its stripped pine surface as I read that sentence again and again. After a few minutes, I decided to try a second sentence.

I had planned to be elsewhere.

My fingers jumped away from the typewriter and continued their rat-a-tat hammering on the tabletop. I sipped the coffee. I stared at the two sentences emblazoned on the otherwise empty page. I decided to risk a third sentence:

Because that was the night I had promised to treat myself to that rarest of Manhattan pleasures: eight unbroken hours in bed.

Three sentences. Thirty-six words. I read through them again. Punchy. Direct. A hint of wryness creeping into the last line. The language was simple, with no excess verbal baggage. Not a bad start. Not bad at all.

I reached for the coffee cup. I downed the remaining contents in one go. I went over to the stove and refilled the cup. I fought the momentary urge to run out the door. I forced myself back to the kitchen table. I sat down. My fingers recommenced their manic rat-a-tat drumming on the table.

Three sentences. Thirty-six words. A full double-spaced typed page usually contained around two hundred words.

Well, go on, finish the page. It’s just another one hundred and sixty-four words. Hell, you wrote those thirty-six words in ten minutes. An additional one hundred and sixty-four words should only take you . . .

Four hours. That’s how long it took. Four long, dreadful hours—during which time I ripped out five sheets of paper from the roller, drank another pot of coffee, paced the floor, chewed on a pencil, made notes in the margins, and eventually, miraculously, made it to the bottom of the damn page.

Later that night, after supper, I nursed a glass of red wine while rereading what I had written. It flowed reasonably well. The voice seemed approachable (or, at least, not off-putting). Stylistically, it had a bit of bite (without sounding too smarty-pants for its own good). Most importantly, the narrative took off quickly. The story had momentum. It was a plausible start.

But it was only one page.

The next morning, I was up again at sunrise. A fast breakfast, a brisk hike down the beach, a pot of coffee on the stove, and I was sitting in front of the typewriter by eight thirty.

By noon, I had the second page written. Later that night—just before slipping into bed—I reread my two finished pages. I excised around thirty extraneous words. I tightened up several descriptive passages. I rewrote an awkward sentence, and eliminated one clunker of a metaphor (“His eyes had the seductive glow of a Broadway marquee” . . . changing it to: “He had bedroom eyes”).

Then, before I could start having a crisis of confidence, I placed the pages face down on the desk.

Up again with the sun. Grapefruit, toast, coffee. The beach. More coffee. The desk.

And I remained at the desk until I finished that day’s page.

A work pattern was emerging. My day now had a structure; a purpose. As long as I got a page written, I would feel as if something had been accomplished. Everyone talks about the heady creative pleasures of writing—everyone except those who’ve actually tried to do it. There’s nothing heady about the process. It is a task. Like all tasks, it is only pleasurable in retrospect. You are relieved to have met your daily quota. You hope the work you did today is of a satisfactory nature. Because, come tomorrow, you have to blacken another page at the typewriter. Willfulness is required to get the job done. Willfulness . . . and a strange sense of confidence. As I was discovering, writing was a confidence trick you played on yourself.

A page a day, six days a week. After the second week of work, I sent a telegram to Eric:

Have decided splendid isolation suits me. Stop. Will be here for another few weeks. Stop. Am doing some writing. Stop. Don’t be horrified. Stop. It actually goes well. Stop. Please keep checking my mail for news from Europe or the Department of Enlisted Personnel. Stop. Love, S.

Forty-eight hours later, a Western Union man showed up at the door of the cottage, with Eric’s reply:

If you’re happy doing something masochistic like writing, then this fellow masochist is happy for you. Stop. I’ve been checking your mail twice a week. Stop. Nothing from Europe or Washington. Stop. File him away under “mirage” and move on. Stop. I hate Joe E. Brown. Stop. And I miss you.

For the first time in months, I didn’t feel a sharp stab of sadness about Jack. More of a dull discomfort. Tell yourself it wasn’t meant to be. And while you’re at it, get that next page written.

Another week. Another six pages. As usual, I took Sunday off. I returned to work on Monday. Having spent the first three weeks eking out every page—spending an hour worrying about the construction of a sentence, or scrapping one hundred and fifty words right when I neared the end of a page—I started sprinting at the typewriter. I pounded out three pages on Monday, four on Tuesday. I was no longer obsessively worrying about form, structure, rhythm. I was simply running with the material. It had taken over. It was writing itself.

And then, at 4:02 PM (I glanced at my watch) on Wednesday afternoon, April 20th, 1946, I came to a halt. For a moment or two, I simply sat bemused in my desk chair, staring at the half-blackened page in the typewriter. The realization dawned.

I had just finished my first short story.

Another few minutes passed. Then I forced myself up, grabbed my coat, and hiked down to the water’s edge. I squatted down in the sand, and stared out at the metronomic rhythm of the Atlantic surf. I didn’t know if the story was good or bad. My self-deprecating Smythe family instincts told me to accept the fact that it probably wasn’t worthy of publication. But, at least, it was completed. And I would revel in that achievement—for a moment or two anyway.

The next morning, I sat down at the kitchen table and read through the twenty-four-page story. It was called “Shore Leave”—and, yes, it was a fictional reworking of the night I met Jack. Only in this instance, it was set in 1941, and the narrator was a thirty-year-old book publisher named Hannah: a single woman who has always been unlucky with men, and has started to write herself off as someone who will never bump into love. Until she meets Richard Ryan—a Navy lieutenant, on shore leave for one night in Manhattan before shipping out to the Pacific. They meet at a party, the attraction is instantaneous, they spend the night walking the city, they fall into each other’s arms, they take a room for a couple of hours at a cheap hotel, there is a stoic goodbye at the Brooklyn Navy Yards, and though he promises his heart to her, Hannah knows that she’ll never see him again. Because the timing is all wrong. He’s off to war—and she senses that this night in Manhattan will soon be forgotten by him. So she’s left with the knowledge that, having bumped into her destiny, she’s lost him within twelve hours of finding him.

I spent the next three days editing the story, making certain that the language was spare and devoid of mawkishness. What was it that Puccini said to his librettist when they were working on La Bohème? “Sentiment . . . but no sentimentality.” That’s what I was striving for—a certain poignancy that didn’t edge into schmaltz. On Sunday, using carbon paper, I typed two clean copies of the edited story. Late that night, I read it through for a final time. I really didn’t know what to think of it. It seemed to move along, and evoke a certain bittersweet mood . . . but I was too close to the story to discern whether it was any damn good. So I took the top copy of “Shore Leave,” folded it in half, and placed it in a manila envelope, along with the following note:

Eric:

Here it is—the first out of the bottle. And I want you to be dead honest with me about its lack of literary merit.

Expect me in Manhattan in around ten days. Dinner on me at Luchow’s the night I’m back.

Love,

S

I cycled to the local post office the next morning, and paid an extra dollar to have this envelope sent Express to Eric’s apartment. Then I used the post office phone for a trunk call to Boston. I spoke with a college friend—Marge Kennicott—who was working as a junior book editor at Houghton Mifflin, and living on Commonwealth Avenue. She seemed delighted by the idea of putting me up for a week or so (“. . . if you don’t mind sleeping on the world’s lumpiest sofa”). I told her to expect me in forty-eight hours. As soon as I hung up, I called the railway station in Brunswick, and reserved a seat on the train to Boston for Wednesday morning. Then I cycled over to Ruth’s house and told her I was leaving in two days’ time.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said. “But you look ready to go back.”

“Do I really look cured?” I said with a laugh.

“Like I’ve told you before, you’ll never be cured of him. But I bet you now see it for what it was.”

“Put it this way,” I said. “I’ll never let myself fall so hard again.”

“Someone will come along and change your mind about that.”

“I won’t let them. Romance is a game for saps.”

I truly meant that. Because what so unnerved me about this entire episode was how it undermined all sense of control—to the point where I could think of little else but the object of my infatuation. In my short story, Hannah comes away from her night of accidental passion feeling bereft—but also with the realization that she can fall in love. I knew that now too . . . and it bothered me. Because what I now realized was that I hadn’t really been in love with Jack Malone. I had been in love with the idea of Jack. I had been in love with love. And I vowed never to make such a misjudgment again.

I packed up my trunk and typewriter, and had them shipped on ahead of me to New York. I took a final walk on Popham Beach. Ruth insisted on driving me to the train station in Brunswick. We embraced on the platform.

“I’m going to expect a copy of whatever you’ve been writing when it gets published.”

“It’ll never get published,” I said.

“Sara—one of these days you’re going to actually start liking yourself.”

I spent a perfectly pleasant week in Boston. Marge Kennicott lived in a perfectly pleasant apartment in Back Bay. She had perfectly pleasant friends. She had a perfectly pleasant fiancé named George Stafford Jr.—who was the heir apparent in his family’s stockbroking firm. As always, Boston was a perfectly pleasant city—pretty, snobbish, dull. I resisted all of Marge’s attempts to fix me up with perfectly pleasant eligible bachelors. I said nothing about the events that had driven me to Maine for seven weeks. After seven days of austere Brahman gentility, I was longing for the jangled disorder and chaotic exuberance of Manhattan. So I was relieved when I finally boarded the train back to Penn Station.

The day before I left Boston, I’d phoned Eric at home. He said he was going to be at work when my train arrived, but would meet me at Luchow’s for dinner that night.

“Did you get the envelope I sent you?” I asked nervously.

“Oh yes,” he said.

“And?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you.”

There was a huge pile of mail on the doormat outside my apartment. I sorted through it, expecting nothing from Jack. My expectations were met. But there was a letter from the Department of the Army/Office of Enlisted Personnel, informing me that Lieutenant John Joseph Malone was now stationed at Allied HQ in England. They also enclosed a postal address at which he could be reached.

I only read through the letter once. Then I dropped it in the trash basket by my desk, thinking: misjudgments are best tossed out of your life.

There was another letter in that pile of mail which caught my immediate attention—because the return address on the envelope said Saturday Night/Sunday Morning: a well-known magazine with which I had never corresponded, nor knew anyone who worked there. I tore back the flap. I pulled out the letter.

April 28th, 1946

Dear Miss Smythe,

I am pleased to inform you that your short story, “Shore Leave,” has been accepted for publication by Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. I have tentatively scheduled it for our first September ’46 issue, and will pay you a fee of $125 for first publication rights.

Though I would like to run the story largely uncut, I have one or two editorial suggestions that you might be willing to consider. Please call my secretary at your convenience to set up a meeting.

I look forward to meeting you, and am delighted your fiction will be appearing in our magazine.

Sincerely yours,

Nathaniel Hunter

Fiction Editor

Three hours later—as I sat nursing a glass of champagne with Eric in Luchow’s—I was still in shock.

“Try to look pleased, for God’s sakes,” Eric said.

“I AM pleased. But I’m also a little stunned that you engineered all this.”

“As I told you before, I engineered nothing. I read the story. I liked the story. I called my old Columbia friend, Nat Hunter, at Saturday Night/Sunday Morning and told him I’d just read a story which struck me as perfect Saturday/Sunday material . . . and which just happened to have been written by my sister. He asked me to send it over. He liked it. He’s publishing it. Had I not liked it, I wouldn’t have sent it to Nat. Had Nat not liked it, he wouldn’t be publishing it. So your story’s acceptance was completely free of nepotism. I engineered nothing.”

“Without you, however, I wouldn’t have had direct access to the fiction editor.”

“Welcome to the way the world works.”

I reached over and clasped his hand.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Much obliged. But, hey, it’s a good story. You can write.”

“Well, dinner’s on me tonight.”

“Damn right it is.”

“I missed you, Eric.”

“Ditto, S. And you’re looking so much better.”

“I am better.”

“As good as new?”

I clinked my glass against his. “Absolutely,” I said.

The next morning, I called Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. Nathaniel Hunter’s secretary was exceedingly friendly, and said that Mr. Hunter would be delighted to take me out to lunch in two days’ time, my schedule permitting.

“My schedule permits,” I said, trying to sound blasé.

I also checked in with Leland McGuire at Life. His assistant answered the phone, then put me on hold after I asked to speak directly with my erstwhile boss. After a moment she came back on the line.

“Leland asked me to welcome you back to New York, and to say he’ll be in touch as soon as he has an assignment for you.”

It was the reply I expected. I now knew for certain that, a few months from now, the dismissal notice from Life would land on my doormat. But with that $125 in my pocket from Saturday Night/Sunday Morning, I’d be able to survive for a month or so beyond that time. And maybe I could convince this Nat Hunter to give me a journalistic assignment or two.

Naturally, I was nervous on the morning of my lunch with Mr. Hunter. By eleven I was tired of pacing my little apartment—so I decided to kill the remaining hour and a half before our meeting by walking all the way uptown to Saturday/Sunday’s offices on Madison and 47th Street. As I was locking my apartment door behind me, Mr. Kocsis walked up the stair, a stack of letters in his hand.

“Mail early today,” he said, handing me a single postcard, then heading down the corridor, depositing letters on my neighbors’ mats. I stared down at the card. Though the stamp was American, it was franked “US Army/American Occupation Zone, Berlin.” My stomach was suddenly in knots. Quickly I turned the card over. Three words were scrawled on the reverse side.

I’m sorry.

Jack

I stared at this message for a very long time. Then I forced myself to head downstairs and out into the bright spring sunshine. I turned left outside my front door, and started heading north. The card was still clutched in my hand. Crossing Greenwich Avenue, I walked by a garbage can. Without a moment’s thought, I tossed the card away. I didn’t look back to see if it landed in the can. I just kept walking.


NINE

THE LUNCH WITH Nathaniel Hunter went well. So well that he offered me a job: assistant fiction editor of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. I couldn’t believe my luck. I accepted on the spot. Mr. Hunter seemed surprised by my immediate answer.

“You can think about it for a day or two, if you want,” he said, lighting up one of the endless chain of Camels he smoked.

“My mind’s made up. When do I start?”

“Monday, if you like. But, Sara—do realize that, by accepting this job, you’re not going to have much time for your own writing.”

“I’ll find the time.”

“I’ve heard that before from many a promising writer. They get a story accepted by a magazine. But instead of trying to write fiction full time, they take on a position in advertising or public relations. Which inevitably means that they are too exhausted by the end of the day to do any writing whatsoever. As you well know, a nine-to-five job takes its toll.”

“I need to pay the rent.”

“You’re young, you’re single, you have no responsibilities. This is the time you should take a shot at a novel . . .”

“If you’re so certain I should be at home writing, then why are you offering me this job?”

“Because, (a) you strike me as smart—and I need a smart assistant; and (b) as someone who gave up a promising literary career to be a wage slave and edit other people’s work, I consider it my duty to corrupt another promising young writer with a Faustian Bargain they really should refuse . . .”

I laughed.

“Well, you’re certainly direct, Mr. Hunter.”

“Make you no promises, tell you no lies—that’s my credo. But do yourself a favor, Sara: don’t take this job.”

But I wouldn’t listen to his advice. Because I didn’t have enough faith in my own talent to set up as a full-time writer. Because I was scared of failing. Because everything in my background told me to grab the secure job option. And because I also knew that Nathaniel Hunter was good news.

Like Eric, he was in his thirties: a tall, wiry fellow with thick graying hair, horn-rimmed glasses, a permanent self-deprecating scowl on his face. He was rather handsome in a tweedy academic sort of way—and endlessly amusing. He told me he’d been married for twelve years to a woman named Rose, who taught part-time in the art history department at Barnard. They had two young boys, and lived on Riverside Drive and 108th Street. From everything he said, it was clear that he was devoted to his wife and children (even though, when discussing his family, he would always cloak his comments in cynicism . . . which, as I came to realize, was his tentative way of expressing affection). This made me instantly comfortable with him, as I sensed there would be none of the flirtatious pressure I experienced while working with Leland McGuire. I also liked the fact that, during this first meeting, he never once made any enquiries about my private life. He wanted to hear my views on writing, on writers, on working for magazines, on Harry S. Truman, and whether I supported the Dodgers or the Yankees (the Bronx Bombers, of course). He never even asked if “Shore Leave” was, in any way, autobiographical. He simply told me it was a very good story—and was surprised to hear that it was my first stab at fiction.

“Ten years ago, I was exactly where you are now,” he said. “I’d just had a short story accepted by the New Yorker, and I was halfway through a novel I was certain would make me the John P. Marquand of my generation.”

“Who ended up publishing the novel?” I asked.

“No one—because I never finished the damn thing. And why didn’t I finish it? Because I started doing foolish, time-consuming things like having children, and taking an editorial job at Harper and Brothers to meet the cost of having children, and then moving to the higher-paid echelons of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning to pay for private schools, and a bigger apartment, and a summer rental on the Cape, and all those other necessities of family life. So look to this shining example of squandered promise . . . and turn me down. Don’t Take This Job.”

Eric concurred. “Nat is absolutely right,” he said when I called him at the Quiz Bang Show to tell him about the job offer. “You’re commitment-free. This is the time to gamble a bit, and avoid all the usual bourgeois traps . . .”

“Bourgeois traps?” I said with a giggle. “You can take the boy out of the Party, but you can’t take the Party out of . . .”

He cut me off. “That’s not funny. Especially since you never know who’s listening in.”

I felt awful. “Eric, I’m sorry. That was dumb.”

“We’ll continue this conversation later,” he said.

We met up that evening at McSorley’s Ale House off the Bowery. Eric was seated at a booth in the rear of the bar, a stein of dark ale in front of him. I handed him a large square package.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“A mea culpa for speaking before thinking on the phone.”

He tore off the brown wrapping paper. His face immediately brightened as he looked down at a recording of the Beethoven Missa Solemnis, conducted by Toscanini.

“I must encourage you to feel guilty more often,” he said. He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Thanks.”

“I was utterly indiscreet.”

“And I was probably being a little too paranoid. But—” he lowered his voice”—some of my former, uh, friends from that era have been having difficulties recently.”

“What kind of difficulties?” I said, whispering back.

“Questions from employers—especially those in the entertainment industries—about past political allegiances. And there are rumors that the Feds are starting to snoop around anyone who was once a member of that funny little party to which I used to belong.”

“But you left in, what, nineteen forty?”

“Forty-one.”

“That’s five years ago. Ancient history. Surely, no one’s going to care that, once upon a time, you were a fellow traveler. I mean, look at John Dos Passos. Wasn’t he a big-deal Party member in the thirties?”

“Yes, but now he’s righter than Right.”

“My point exactly—Hoover and his guys wouldn’t now accuse Dos Passos of being a . . .”

“Subversive,” Eric said quickly, making certain I didn’t use the “C” word.

“Yes, subversive. My point is: it doesn’t matter if you were once a member of that club, as long as it’s clear you’re no longer affiliated to it. I mean, if an atheist becomes a Christian, is he always considered a ‘former atheist’, or someone who has finally seen the light?”

“The latter, I guess.”

“Exactly. So stop worrying. You’ve seen the light. You’re a ‘good American’. You’re in the clear.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“But I promise not to make jokes like that on your office phone again.”

“Are you really going to take this job with Nat?”

“I’m afraid so. And yes, I know all the logical reasons why I should dodge it. But I’m a coward. I need to know where the next paycheck is coming from. I also believe in the mysteries of timing . . .”

“How do you mean?”

That’s when I told him about the postcard I’d received that morning from Jack.

“All he said was, I’m sorry?” Eric said.

“Yes—it was short and not so sweet.”

“No wonder you’re taking the job.”

“I would have accepted Nat’s offer, no matter what.”

“But Lover Boy’s goodbye note clinched the matter?”

“Please don’t call him Lover Boy.”

“Sorry. I’m simply angry on your behalf.”

“Like I told you weeks ago, I’m cured.”

“So you said.”

“Eric, I threw his card away.”

“And accepted Nat’s job offer a couple of hours later.”

“One door shuts, one door opens.”

“Is that an original line?”

“Go to hell,” I said with a smile.

The beers arrived. Eric raised his stein. “To the new assistant fiction editor of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. Please keep writing.”

“I promise I will.”

Six months later, I found myself replaying that conversation in my head on a snowy December afternoon, just before Christmas. I was in my cubbyhole office on the twenty-third floor of the Saturday/Sunday offices in Rockefeller Center. My small grimy window gave me a picturesque view of a back alleyway. There were a pile of unsolicited short stories on my desk. As usual, I had sifted through ten manuscripts that day—none of which were remotely publishable. As usual, I had written a report of varying length on each story. As usual, I had attached standard rejection letters to every story. As usual, I bemoaned the fact that I wasn’t getting any of my own writing done.

The job had proved far more laborious than expected. It also had virtually nothing to do with editing. Rather, I was employed (along with two of Nat’s other assistants) to work my way through the three hundred or so manuscripts that arrived at Saturday/Sunday each month by unknown writers. The editorial board of the magazine prided itself on the fact that every unsolicited manuscript was “given due consideration”—but it was pretty clear to me after eight weeks there that, by and large, my job was to say no. Occasionally, I would bump into a story that showed promise—or even real talent. But I had no power to get it into print. Rather, all I could do was “send it upstairs” to Nat Hunter with an enthusiastic recommendation—knowing full well that the chances of him running it were negligible. Because the magazine only reserved four of its fifty-two annual issues for stories by unknown writers. The remaining forty-eight weeks were given over to established names—and Saturday/Sunday prided itself on its weekly offering of fiction by the most prestigious writers of the day: Hemingway, O’Hara, Steinbeck, Somerset Maugham, Waugh, Pearl Buck. The list was formidable, and made me realize just how absurdly lucky I was to be one of the four unknown writers to be plucked out of obscurity during 1946 for publication in the magazine.

As scheduled, “Shore Leave” did appear in the September 6 edition of Saturday/Sunday. Several of my colleagues in the office complimented me on the writing. An editor at Harper and Brothers dropped me a nice note, saying that if and/or when I had amassed a book-length collection of stories, he’d be interested in considering them for publication. Someone from RKO Pictures made a tentative telephone inquiry about the rights to the story, but then sent a letter, explaining that “wartime romances are now passé.” As promised, I did despatch a copy of the magazine to Ruth in Maine, and received a cheery card back in return (“You really have it as a writer . . . and this reader wants to read more!”). Eric squandered a significant portion of his weekly salary on a celebratory dinner at 21. And Nat Hunter also marked the occasion by taking me to lunch at Longchamps.

“So do you regret taking the job?” he asked as our drinks arrived.

“Hardly,” I lied. “Do I seem like I regret it?”

“You’re far too well mannered and polite to ever openly express dissatisfaction. But—as I know you’ve discovered—yours is not the most fulfilling of jobs. Nor, for that matter, is mine—but at least I have the fringe benefit of an expense account, which allows me to lunch writers . . . like your good self. On which note: where’s the next story?”

“I’m working on it,” I said. “It’s taking a little longer than I expected.”

“You are a terrible liar, Miss Smythe.”

He was right, of course. I was utterly transparent. And I was getting nowhere with my next story . . . even though I knew what I was going to write. It was a tale of an eight-year-old girl on summer vacation in Maine with her parents. She’s their only child: overprotected, overpampered, overindulged . . . but also deeply aware of the fact that her parents don’t like each other very much, and that she is the glue which is holding them together. One afternoon, her parents get into a horrendous argument, and she wanders off out of their rented beach house. She leaves the beach, takes a wrong turn and finds herself in a deep set of woods. She remains lost there overnight, and is found the next morning by the police. She’s in shock, but basically unscathed. She has a tearful reunion with her parents. For a day or so afterward, harmony reigns within the family. But then the parental fights start again, and she runs off into the woods. Because now she realizes that, as long as she’s in jeopardy, her parents will cling to each other and get along.

I had a title for the story: “Getting Lost.” I had the basic narrative structure worked out in my mind. What I didn’t have was the will to sit down and write it. The Saturday/Sunday job was enervating. I’d arrive home at seven each night, sapped. After eight hours of reading other people’s stories I felt like doing anything else but tackling my own work. So I began to play the postponement game—as in, I’m just too depleted to open my typewriter, so I’ll wake up at six a.m. tomorrow and crank out three hundred words before heading to the office. But then, when the alarm went off the next morning, I’d roll over and sleep on until eight thirty. When I got back home that night, I’d be feeling as devitalized as ever, unable to think about my short story. On the nights when my energy level was high, I’d find other things to do. Like heading off to see a great Howard Hawks double bill at the Academy of Music on 14th Street. Or I’d squander the evening with an enjoyably pulpy William Irish novel. Or I’d decide that this was the moment the bathroom needed cleaning . . .

The weekends were worse. I’d wake up Saturday morning, determined to put in four hours at the typewriter. I’d sit down. I’d type a sentence. I’d hate the sentence. I’d yank the paper out of the typewriter. I’d roll in another piece of paper. This time I would get two, maybe even three sentences on paper before ripping it from the Remington.

And then I would decide it was time for a walk. Or a coffee at the Caffe Reggio on Bleecker Street. Or a trip uptown to the Metropolitan Museum. Or a late morning foreign movie at the Apollo on 42nd Street. Or a trip to the laundromat. Or any other piece of busy work which would help me dodge writing.

This went on for months. Whenever Eric asked how the new story was going, I’d tell him that I was making slow, steady progress. He’d say nothing, but the skeptical glint in his eye let it be known that he realized I was lying. Which made me feel around ten times more guilty, as I hated deceiving my brother. But what could I tell him? That I had lost all confidence in my ability to string a sentence together, let alone a story? Or that I now knew I was a one-off writer—someone with only a single story to tell.

Eventually, I confessed this to Eric. It was Thanksgiving Day, 1946. Like the previous year, I met my brother for lunch at Luchow’s. Unlike the previous year, I wasn’t in love. Instead, I was enveloped by disappointment: with my work, with the circumstances of my life . . . but, most tellingly, with myself.

Like the previous year, Eric ordered a bottle of sparkling wine to celebrate. After the waiter poured out two glasses, Eric raised his and said, “To your next story.”

I lowered my glass and heard myself saying: “There is no story, Eric. And you know that.”

“Yes. I know that.”

“You’ve known that for a long time.”

He nodded.

“Then why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because all writers know what it’s like to have a block. It’s something you really don’t want to talk about with anybody.”

“I feel like a failure,” I said, swallowing hard.

“That’s dumb, S.”

“It may be dumb, but it’s the truth. I messed up at Life. I should never have taken that job at Saturday/Sunday. Now I’m unable to write. Which means my entire literary output will end up being one forgotten story, published when I was twenty-four.”

Eric sipped his wine and smiled. “Don’t you think you’re being just a tad melodramatic?”

“I want to be melodramatic.”

“Good. I prefer you when you’re Bette Davis, not Katharine Hepburn.”

“God, you sound like him.”

“Is he still on the brain?”

“Only today.”

“It being your anniversary, I suppose.”

I winced. And said, “That wasn’t nice.”

“You’re right. It wasn’t. I’m sorry.”

“You’re very hard on me sometimes.”

“Only because you’re so hard on yourself. Anyway, it’s not criticism. Just constructive teasing: an attempt to get you to lighten up. So stop torturing yourself about not being able to work. If you have a story to tell, you’ll tell it. If you don’t . . . it’s not the end of the world. Or, at least, that’s what I’ve decided recently.”

“You haven’t given up on your play, have you?”

He stared down into his glass for a moment, then reached (as always) for his cigarettes and matches. He lit one, but didn’t look back up at me.

“There is no play,” he said quietly.

“I don’t understand . . . ?”

“It’s simple, really. The play I’ve been writing for the last two years doesn’t exist.”

“But why doesn’t it exist?”

“Because I never wrote anything.”

I tried to disguise my shock. I failed. “Nothing at all?” I said quietly.

He bit his lip. “Not a word,” he said.

“What happened?”

He shrugged. “There’s only so much rejection one can take. Seven unproduced plays is enough for me.”

“Things change. Tastes change. You’ve got to travel hopefully.”

“And while you’re at it, physician heal thyself.”

“You know how impossible it is to heed one’s own advice.”

“Okay—then listen to mine. End the self-flagellation. Put the typewriter away until you’re really ready to use it again.”

“I’ll never use it again.”

“Stop sounding like me, for Christ’s sakes. Especially as you will use it again.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because you’ll want to. I’m sure of it. And because you will get over him.”

“I am definitely over him.”

“No, S. He’s still around, nagging you. I can tell.”

Was I that transparent? Was it that obvious? Ever since I’d received that card from Jack, I had resolved to expunge him from my head; to file him away, and slam the cabinet door shut. Initially, I was so angry and hurt by his terse reply that it was easy for me to write him off as a delusional mistake. I mean, how dare he only write three lousy words in response to the three dozen or so letters and cards I sent him? He’d made me feel like a chump, a dupe. Over and over I heard myself at the gates of the Brooklyn Navy Yards, telling him he’d better not break my heart. Over and over I heard Jack say that he loved me. How could I have been so naive, so damn green?

Anger is always a sensible antidote to heartache—especially if you have very good reasons for feeling aggrieved. For months I held on to that sense of intense rancor. It helped me deal with his wholesale rejection of me. I had made a massive mistake. As Eric predicted, Jack Malone turned out to be a fly-by-night artist; a Don Giovanni in Army khaki. If only he’d had the decency (or the courage) to write me straight away, telling me that there was no future between us. If only he hadn’t kept me dangling for so long. If only I hadn’t been such a romantic sap.

After anger comes resentment. After resentment, bitterness. And when that acrid aftertaste finally diminishes, what you are usually left with is wistfulness. A rueful cocktail of acceptance and regret. The sadder but wiser school of needlepoint mottos.

But by the time of my Thanksgiving lunch with Eric, I wasn’t merely wistful. Naturally, the day in question (my so-called anniversary with Jack, as Eric so tartly noted) made me reflect on all that had happened to me during the past chaotic year. But it also brought home something which I kept trying to deny (but which Eric, damn him as usual) quickly detected: I still missed the guy.

And I still couldn’t work out why one single night with someone had made such a resounding, lasting impact.

Unless . . .

Unless he was it.

But I tried not to dwell on this thought. Because it meant dwelling on Jack. And I didn’t want to dwell on Jack because, in turn, it meant wondering if there was a thing called destiny—a thought which rekindled the residual grief I still felt about losing Jack.

A few days after Thanksgiving, however, a little perspective returned—and, once again, I retired Mr. Malone to that drawer of my mental filing cabinet marked “Romantic Mistakes.”

During that same week, I also took Eric’s advice and put my Remington typewriter into hibernation at the back of my closet. Initially I felt a considerable degree of guilt at giving up the idea of writing. But by mid-December, the constant stab of angst had receded. And, rationalizing like crazy, I was able to convince myself that my writing career hadn’t crashed and burned. Rather, it had decided to take an extended sabbatical.

“Am I ever going to see that new short story?” Nathaniel Hunter asked me at our Christmas lunch.

“Not for a while, I’m afraid.”

He looked at me quizzically. “And why is that, Sara?”

I met his gaze directly. “Because I never wrote it, Mr. Hunter.”

He grimaced. “That’s a damn shame.”

“It’s just a story.”

“You have a lot of promise, Sara.”

“That’s very kind of you, but if I can’t get the story written, then promise means nothing, does it?”

“I feel bad. Responsible.”

“Why? You did warn me. But it’s not the job that stopped me from writing it. It’s me.”

“Don’t you want to be a writer?”

“I think so. But . . . I can’t really figure anything out anymore.”

“It’s a common complaint, I’m afraid.”

“Tell me about it. Especially since I have learned one basic rule of life over the last year.”

“Enlighten me.”

“Every time you think you know what you want, you bump into someone who alters your perspective completely.”

“Some people would call that ‘keeping your options open’.”

“I would call it an ongoing recipe for unhappiness,” I said.

“But maybe some people do bump into what they want.”

“Without question. The problem is: having found what you want, can you actually hold on to it? And the terrible thing is: the answer to that question all comes down to things like luck, timing, maybe even a pinch or two of serendipity. Stuff over which we have such little control.”

“Take it from a guy who’s compromised himself into a corner—we have control over nothing. We think we do, but the truth is: most of the big decisions we make in life are never thought out properly. They’re all done quickly, instinctively, and usually out of fear. The next thing you know, you’ve boxed yourself into a situation you don’t want to be in. And you find yourself asking, ‘how the hell did I get here?’ But we all know the answer: we wanted to be here . . . even though we might spend the rest of our lives denying it.”

“So what you’re saying is: we trap ourselves.”

“Absolutely. You know that old line from Rousseau: man is born free, but everywhere in chains. Well, in America today, most of the chains are self-imposed . . . courtesy of marriage.”

“I’m never getting married.”

“I’ve heard that one before. But, believe me, you will. And probably without even thinking too much about it.”

I laughed and said, “How on earth can you know that?”

“Because it’s the way it always happens.”

At the time, I dismissed Nathaniel Hunter’s comments as those of a metropolitan cynic—and one who was ruing the approach of middle age and the loss of his literary prospects. But I also knew of his devotion to his family—and how that probably tempered any professional disappointments he might be bearing. He might be “in chains,” but he secretly liked the chains.

Then, two weeks after Christmas, I came to work one morning to discover a notice posted on the door of the literary department, asking all staff members to attend an urgent meeting in the managing editor’s office at ten that morning. Everyone from the department was already gathered by Mr. Hunter’s desk, speaking in low conspiratorial tones. But Mr. Hunter wasn’t there.

“What’s happened?” I asked as I joined my colleagues.

“You mean you haven’t heard?” asked Emily Flouton, one of the other assistant fiction editors.

“Heard what?”

“That our happily married boss just ran off with Jane Yates.”

I blanched with shock. Jane Yates was a quiet, angular-faced woman in her late twenties who worked in Saturday/Sunday’s art department. With her sharp features, her long braided hair, and her rimless round glasses, she always looked like the sort of New England librarian who was destined to end up a spinster.

“Mr. Hunter ran off with her?” I heard myself saying.

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Emily said. “Not only that—he’s also quit his job. Rumor has it that he and Jane are planning to move to New Hampshire or Vermont, so he can write full time.”

“But I thought he was happily married.”

Emily rolled her eyes and said, “Honey, what man is ever happily married? Even if you give the guy complete freedom, he’ll still end up feeling trapped.”

I never saw Nat Hunter again. Because he never showed his face again in the offices of Saturday/Sunday. With good reason. In 1947, running out on your marriage was considered a major misdemeanor . . . and one which was punishable by professional demotion, if not ostracization. Had he just continued cheating on his wife, there would have been no problem—as adultery was tolerated (so long as you were never caught). But abandoning your family back then was regarded as immoral and downright un-American. In the case of Nat Hunter, it was also mind-boggling. Especially given that the object of his desire was a woman who reminded me of Mrs. Danvers in Rebecca.

Most of the big decisions we make in life are never thought out properly. They’re all done quickly, instinctively, and usually out of fear. The next thing you know, you’ve boxed yourself into a situation you don’t want to be in.

For months after Mr. Hunter’s abrupt departure, I kept hearing him make that statement. I myself kept wondering: was the decision to upend his life also made quickly, instinctively, and out of fear? Fear, perhaps, of growing older, and feeling trapped, and never writing the novel he promised himself he’d write?

To the best of my knowledge, even after he vanished to New Hampshire with Jane Yates, he never got his novel published. Word had it he ended up teaching English composition at a small junior college near Franconia—until his death in 1960. “Liver failure” was the cause given in the short New York Times obituary. He was only fifty-two years old.

But in the immediate aftermath of his departure from Saturday/Sunday, I held in constant remembrance his comments about how we never think through the big things in life. And I vowed to myself: I’ll never make that mistake.

Then, in the early spring of 1947, I met a man named George Grey. He was a twenty-eight-year-old investment banker with Lehman Brothers. Princeton-educated, erudite, courtly, handsome in a square-jawed sort of way, and a good companion. We were introduced at the wedding of one of my Bryn Mawr friends. He asked me out. I accepted. The evening went well. He asked me out again. I accepted again. The evening was even more of a success. George Grey, I decided, was good news. And, much to my surprise, he admitted (after just two dates) that he was besotted with me.

So besotted that—a month after we met—he asked me to marry him.

Did I ponder this decision? Did I ask for time to reflect, contemplate, or muse about the ramifications of this momentous question?

Of course not.

I said yes. Without a moment’s thought.


TEN

EVERYONE WAS SURPRISED by my news. No one more so than me.

“You’re actually marrying a man named Grey?” Eric asked me when I told him about the engagement.

“I knew this is how you’d react,” I said.

“I’m not reacting. I’m just asking a question.”

“Yes, Eric. His name is Grey. Happy now?”

“Thrilled. And . . . let me work this out . . . the first time you mentioned him to me was around two weeks ago. At that point you’d been seeing him for . . . how long was it exactly?”

“Around two weeks,” I said sheepishly.

“So—just one month from the first date to the engagement announcement. He’s obviously a fast worker . . . though nothing compared to the Brooklyn Boy.”

“I was just waiting for you to bring him up.”

“That’s because he’s still lurking around . . .”

“That is not true, damn it.”

“Of course it’s true. Why else would you be marrying this other guy?”

“Maybe because I am in love with him.”

“You’re talking crap—and you know it. You are not the sort of woman who falls for an investment banker named Grey.”

“I wish you would please stop telling me my own mind. George is a wonderful man. He will make me very happy.”

“He will turn you into somebody you don’t want to be.”

“How the hell can you say that, when you’ve never even met him?”

“Because he’s called George Grey, that’s how. It’s a name that conjures up a pipe and slippers . . . which he’ll be asking you to fetch before you know it.”

“I am not a dog,” I said, my voice tightening. “I fetch things for no one.”

“We all end up doing things we vow never to do . . . especially when we’re chasing the illusion of love.”

“This is not a goddamn illusion, Eric!”

“Illusion, delusion, confusion—you could describe your condition in any number of ways . . .”

“I am not suffering from a condition . . .”

“Yes, you are. And it’s called ‘trapping yourself . . . in the name of security.’ ”

“Thank you for crediting me with knowing my own mind.”

“No one knows their own mind, S. No one. It’s the main reason why we all make such an ongoing mess of things.”

Well, I certainly knew why I was marrying George Grey. Because he was so decent, so dependable, and so enamored of me. We all adore being flattered. Or—better yet—being told that we are special, unique, the best thing that ever happened to somebody. George did this constantly. And I couldn’t resist it. Because it was exactly what I wanted to hear.

He was also supportive—especially when it came to the issue of my stalled writing career. Shortly after our engagement was announced, we went out one night with Emily Flouton—who had become one of my good friends at Saturday/Sunday in the wake of Nathaniel Hunter’s departure. Emily had just been dumped by her boyfriend of two years—and when I mentioned to George that she was feeling a little fragile, he insisted that she join us for a concert at Carnegie Hall and a late supper afterward at the Algonquin. Emily and I spent much of the meal discussing Mr. Hunter’s replacement—a small, angular woman in her early forties named Ida Spenser. She’d been hired away from Collier’s as our new boss, and quickly established a reputation within our department for deporting herself like a perpetually inflexible headmistress (of the old-maidish variety), and for slapping down anyone who dared to contradict her rigid way of doing things. We all hated her. As we waited for our food in the Grill Room of the Algonquin, Emily and I engaged in an extended rant about Miss Spenser. George listened with rapt attention . . . even though our office politics were of absolutely no interest to him. But he was always solicitous.

“. . . and then she told me that I had no right to encourage any new authors without her approval,” Emily said. “Only she can decide whether or not a writer gets a personalized letter of encouragement.”

“She must be a very insecure woman,” George said.

Emily looked at him admiringly. “How did you know that?” she asked.

“Because George is very insightful about people,” I said.

“Stop flattering me,” he said, squeezing my hand. “You’ll give me a swelled head.”

“You with a swelled head?” I said. “Not a chance. You’re far too nice for that.”

“Now you are going to really make me feel stuck up,” he said, lightly kissing me on the lips. “Anyway, the only reason I said that your boss might be insecure is because I used to work for someone like that at the bank. He had to control everything. Every letter to a client, every interdepartmental memorandum had to be personally vetted by him. He was obsessive. Because he was about the most scared person I’d ever met. He lived in terror of delegating to anyone; he felt he could trust no one. And for a very simple reason: he couldn’t trust himself.”

“That’s our Miss Spenser to a T,” Emily said. “She’s so uncertain about herself that she thinks we’re all out to get her. Which, of course, now we all are. What eventually happened to your boss?”

“He was kicked upstairs, and made a director of the company. Which was a blessing—because, quite frankly, I was on the verge of quitting my job.”

“I don’t believe that for a moment,” I said, nudging him playfully. “You’d never quit a job. It would contravene every notion you have about duty and accountability.”

“Now you’re making me sound all stuffy, darling.”

“Not stuffy. Just responsible. Very responsible.”

“You make it sound like a personal defect,” he said with mock melodrama.

“Hardly, my love. I think responsibility is a great virtue—especially in a husband.”

“I’d drink to that,” Emily said grimly. “Every guy I get involved with seems to have been born with the irresponsibility gene.”

“You’ll get lucky,” I said.

“Not as lucky as you,” Emily said.

“Hey, I’m the real lucky one here,” George said. “I mean, I’m marrying one of the most promising writers in America.”

“Oh, please . . .” I said, turning beet red. “I’ve only published one story.”

“But what a story,” George said. “Don’t you agree, Emily?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “Everyone in the department thought it was one of the top three or four stories we published last year. And considering that Faulkner, Hemingway, and J. T. Farrell were the other three writers . . .”

“Stop!” I said. “Or I’ll crawl under the table.”

Emily groaned. And said, “What this woman needs, George, is a massive dose of self-confidence.”

“Well, I’m the man for the job,” he said with a smile.

“And you must convince her to leave Saturday/Sunday before it kills her talent.”

“It was just one damn story,” I said. “I doubt I’ll ever write another.”

“Of course you will,” George said. “Because after we’re married, you won’t have to worry about paying the rent anymore, or even having to put up with the dreadful Miss Spenser at Saturday/Sunday. You’ll be free of all that, and able to concentrate full time on your fiction.”

“Sounds great to me,” Emily said.

“I’m not at all sure if I’ll be leaving Saturday/Sunday right away,” I said.

“Of course you will,” George said sweetly. “It’s the ideal moment to make the break.”

“But it’s my job . . .”

“Writing’s your real job . . . and I want to give you the opportunity to do it full time.”

He leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. Then he stood up and excused himself.

“Nature calls,” he said with a chuckle. “How about getting another couple of drinks. Being in love is thirsty work.”

I smiled. Tightly. And found myself thinking, what a dumb line. Instantly, my mind replayed some of our lovey-dovey conversation (“Hey, I’m the real lucky one here . . . I mean, I’m marrying one of the most promising writers in America”). I couldn’t believe that we were already exchanging “settled married couple” epithets like darling and my love. I felt myself flinch. It was just a minor contraction of the shoulders. It couldn’t have lasted more than a nanosecond. But in the aftermath of that tiny shudder came a question: was that the first twinge of doubt?

Before I had time to consider that query, Emily said, “Boy, are you one lucky girl.”

“Do you think so?”

“Think so? He’s wonderful.”

“Yes. I guess he is.”

“Guess? Guess? Don’t you see what you’ve landed?”

“A very nice man.”

“Nice? What’s happened to you tonight? Did you take ‘understatement’ tablets or something?”

“I’m just . . . I don’t know . . . a little nervous, that’s all. And I could really use another martini. Waiter!”

I caught the eye of a passing man with a tray, and motioned for a refill.

“Of course you’re nervous,” Emily said. “You’re getting married. But, at least, you’re marrying someone who clearly adores you.”

“I suppose so . . .”

“Suppose? He worships the ground you walk on.”

“Wouldn’t you find it a bit worrying if you were the object of such adoration?”

Emily rolled her eyes and gave me a dark frown. “Will you listen to yourself,” she said. “Here you are—a published writer, engaged to a man who actually believes in your talent, who’s going to free you from the worry of earning a living so you can dedicate yourself completely to your ‘art’, and who also considers you the most wonderful person on the planet. And all you can talk about is your fear of being adored. I mean, really.”

“Everyone’s entitled to a few last-minute doubts, aren’t they?”

“Not when they’ve landed the catch of the year.”

“He’s not a fish, Emily.”

“There you go again!”

“All right, all right . . .”

“Tell you what: if you really don’t want to marry George, I’m happy to take your place. In the meantime, try to accept the fact that you’ve struck it lucky in love. I know it’s difficult for you to admit such a terrible thing . . .”

“Emily: I AM in love. I’m just . . . anxious, that’s all.”

“I wish I had your problems.”

“Hey there!”

We both looked up. George was approaching the table, his mouth frozen in an expansive grin. People were always describing him as “boyish”—and with good reason. With his perfectly parted sandy hair, his heavy horn-rimmed glasses, his slightly chubby, freckled face, and his ability to look a little disheveled (even when dressed in one of the made-to-measure Brooks Brothers suits he favored), he always had a certain schoolboyish demeanor: someone who, even at the age of twenty-eight, would still appear at home on a soccer field at Exeter (his prep school alma mater).

But as he came and sat down with us, I found myself looking beyond his current adolescent veneer, and seeing what he would become twelve years from now: a portly middle-aged banker whose youthful countenance had been replaced by a staid stoutness. A man of bulk and leaden gravity, with no lightness of touch, no animating spirit.

“Something the matter, darling?”

His voice registered concern. I snapped out of my anxious trance, and gave him a warm, loving smile.

“Just a little far away, dear.”

“I bet she’s plotting her next story,” he said to Emily.

“Or dreaming about the wedding,” Emily said, with more than a hint of irony which my fiancé failed to pick up.

“Oh, so that’s what you girls were talking about!”

Ugh.

Yes, I knew that George Grey was a deeply conventional man. And yes, I knew that he was someone who would always have his feet firmly planted on terra firma. There was nothing fanciful or capricious about George. When he tried to be passionately romantic, he often came across as downright silly. But he also had the disarming (and rather attractive) ability to admit that he lacked imagination, and couldn’t really engage in flights of fancy. On our third date, he confessed:

“Give me a set of company accounts, and I can be engrossed for hours—like someone turning the pages of a really good novel. But play me a Mozart symphony, and I’m lost. I really don’t know what to listen for.”

“You don’t have to listen for anything in particular. You just have to like what you hear. It’s what Duke Ellington once said, ‘If it sounds good, it is good.’”

He stared at me with wide-eyed admiration. “You are so damn smart.”

“Hardly,” I said.

“You’re cultured.”

“You’re not exactly from the Bronx, George. I mean, you did go to Princeton.”

“That’s certainly no guarantee of ending up cultured,” he said—and we both laughed like hell.

I liked his self-deprecatory humor. Just as I also liked the way he showered me with books and records and nights at the theater and Sunday afternoon New York Philharmonic concerts—even though I knew that, for George, listening to Rodzinski conduct an all-Prokofiev program was the musical equivalent of two hours in a dentist’s chair. But he would never let on that he was bored. He was so eager to please, to learn.

He was also a voracious reader—largely of hefty factual books. I think he was the only man I ever met who’d actually read all four volumes of Churchill’s The World Crisis. Fiction, he admitted, was not one of his great interests. “But you can teach me what to read.”

So I gave him a present of Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. The morning after, he called me at Saturday/Sunday.

“God, what a book,” he said.

“You’ve finished it already?”

“You bet. He can really tell a story, can’t he?”

“Yes, Mr. Hemingway does have that ability.”

“And the stuff about the war . . . it’s real sad.”

“Were you moved by the love story between Frederic and Catherine?”

“I had tears running down my face during that final scene in the hospital.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“But you know what I was thinking after I put the book down?”

“What, my love?”

“If only she’d had a good American doctor looking after her, she would have probably pulled through.”

“Uh . . . I’d never thought that. But, yes, I’m sure that’s true.”

“I mean, I’m not knocking Swiss doctors.”

“I don’t think that was Hemingway’s idea either.”

“Well, after reading his book, I certainly wouldn’t want you to have a baby in Switzerland.”

“I’m touched,” I said.

All right, so he was rather literal. But I decided I could live with such artlessness because of his decency, his obliging nature—and because I was so overwhelmed by his devoted attention. In the weeks running up to the wedding, I would silence any of my nagging doubts about my future with George by reminding myself: he’s so nice.

“Yeah, all right, I’ll admit it,” Eric said after he finally met George. “He is a perfectly affable guy. Too affable, if you want my honest opinion.”

“How can anybody be too affable?” I asked.

“He’s so damn eager to please. He wants to be liked at all costs.”

“That’s not the worst thing in the world, is it? Anyway, he was understandably nervous about meeting you.”

“Why on earth would anybody be nervous of meeting me?” Eric asked sweetly.

“Because, to George, meeting you was like meeting Father. He felt that if you didn’t approve of him, the marriage might not happen.”

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve heard in years.”

“He is a little old-fashioned . . .”

“Old fashioned? Try Paleozoic. But it really doesn’t matter what I think—since there’s absolutely no way you’d ever listen to my advice.”

“That’s not true.”

“Then answer me this: if I told you I thought he was a disaster, a huge mistake, would you have agreed with me?”

“Of course not.”

“The defense rests.”

“But you don’t think that, do you?”

“Like I said, he’s a perfectly okay guy.”

“Just okay?”

“We had a pleasant chat, didn’t we?”

Actually, that was true. We all met for an after-work drink at the bar of the Astor Hotel on Broadway—as it was right around the corner from the radio studios where Eric still turned out gags for the Quiz Bang Show. George was nervous as hell. I was nervous as hell. Eric was calm as hell. I had warned George that my brother could be a little idiosyncratic, and had somewhat left-of-center political views.

“Then I shouldn’t tell him I’m on the campaign committee to get Governor Dewey the Republican nomination for President?”

“It’s a free country—you can tell Eric whatever you like. But know this—he’s a real Henry Wallace Democrat, and he hates the Republican Party and everything it stands for. Still, I’ll never, ever dictate what you should say or do. So, it’s your call entirely.”

He thought about this for a moment, then said, “Maybe I’ll sidestep politics.”

He managed to do this during our hour with Eric. Just as he also managed to talk in a surprisingly informed manner about the current state of Broadway, about the work of the Federal Theater Project (he got Eric to reminisce about his years with Orson Welles), and to ask a few intelligent questions about whether this new-fangled medium called television was going to undermine radio (to which my brother mordantly replied: “Not only will it kill radio as we know it . . . it will also reduce the public’s general level of intelligence by at least twenty-five percent”).

I was impressed (and rather touched) by how well George had briefed himself on subjects of interest to my brother . . . especially as I’d only mentioned to him in passing Eric’s years with the Federal Theatre Project. But George was like that—always meticulous, always well prepared, always wanting to get on the right side of someone. Listening to him talk intelligently about the forthcoming Broadway season—knowing full well that the theater actually bored George, and that he must have been studying Variety and the other showbiz magazines for the week before this drink—made me feel real love for him. Because I knew he was doing this for me.

Towards the end of our hour together, George excused himself to call his office. As soon as he was out of earshot, Eric said, “Well, you certainly primed him well.”

“Actually, I told him very little about you.”

“Then I am impressed.”

“Really?”

“For a Republican, he’s reasonably cultured.”

“How do you know he’s a Republican?”

“Oh come on. He so looks the part. I bet you anything he’s backing Dewey for the nomination.”

“I wouldn’t know . . .”

“Yes, you would. And I’d lay money on the fact that Daddy Grey is a big cheese in the Westchester County Republican Party.”

Damn my brother for being so perceptive. Only he was wrong about one thing: Edwin Grey Sr. was actually the chairman of the entire New York State Republican Party—a man who considered Governor Dewey his closest friend, and who acted as an unofficial adviser to a young, upcoming politician named Nelson Rockefeller.

Yes, my future father-in-law was something of a power broker, not to mention a serious white-shoe lawyer—a senior partner at a major Wall Street firm—and a man with the same stern Victorian countenance as Father. His wife, Julia, was a tall, contained woman with a decidedly aristocratic mien, and an unspoken (but readily discernible) belief that the world was divided into two groups: the ghastly hoi polloi, and a small number of people she would deign to find interesting.

The Greys were Presbyterian—both in faith and temperament. They lived like frugal members of the squirearchy in that corner of Greenwich, Connecticut, which, back in the forties, was still deep country. Their house—a fourteen-room mock-Tudor manse—was situated on a seven-acre parcel of woodlands, bisected by a stream. It was bucolic. Shortly before George popped the question, he brought me up for a weekend.

“I know they are going to love you,” he said on the train north from Grand Central Station. “But I hope you won’t be put off by the way they do things. They are formal kind of people.”

“Sounds just like my parents,” I said.

As it turned out, the Greys made my late parents look like mad bohemians. Though they treated me with courtesy and a relative degree of interest, they were deeply absorbed in their own rigid domestic protocol. They dressed for dinner. Drinks were served by a liveried manservant in the living room. All meals took place in a formal dining room. Mrs. Grey deferred to her husband in all conversational matters. He was the one who voiced the opinions, whereas Mrs. Grey either made small talk, or posed questions to me. Hers was a polite, but skillful interrogation, during which she got me talking about my parents, my education, my professional résumé, my overall worldview. I knew what she was really doing: probing my suitability for her son. I answered her questions in a pleasant, unadorned manner. I tried not to sound either too nervous or too ingratiating. My answers were always met by a tight smile—which meant that I couldn’t read her reaction to me. George stared down at his plate during these Q&A sessions. Daddy Grey also detached himself from the interrogation—though he was still listening intently to everything I said . . . something I noticed when I glanced away from Mrs. Grey for a second and saw him assessing me with care, his fingers interlocked and propped under his chin like a judge on the bench. Only once did he interrupt his wife—to ask me if my father had been a member of the Hartford Club: the very starched, very WASP meeting place for Hartford’s captains of commerce.

“He was its president for two years,” I said quietly. I glanced quickly across the table at George. He was trying to suppress a grin. When I glanced back at Daddy Grey, he gave me the slightest of approving nods: as if to say, if your father was president of the Hartford Club, you can’t be all that bad. Taking a cue from her husband, Mrs. Grey afforded me another of her tight smiles—slightly wider than usual, but constrained nonetheless. I smiled back, secretly thinking: formality is always a way of defending a narrow view of the world; a belief that you can categorize people simply by the schools and colleges they attended, their political allegiances, the clubs to which their parents belonged. My parents also operated according to this rigid principle—and I suddenly felt this wave of sympathy for George, as I realized he too was raised in an emotionally arid household.

Unlike me, however, he didn’t have an Eric to counterbalance his parents. Of course, I knew all about his older brother, Edwin. He was the family star. The valedictorian of his class at Exeter. Captain of the school’s lacrosse team. A brilliant student at Harvard, from which he graduated summa cum laude in 1940. And though he was accepted at Harvard Law, he decided to accept an Army commission as second lieutenant. So he deferred his admission to Harvard Law and went off to war—where he was killed during the invasion of Normandy.

“I don’t think my parents have ever really recovered from his death,” George told me on our second date. “He was the repository of all their hopes, their ambitions. They adored him.”

“I’m sure they adore you too,” I said.

He just shrugged sadly, then said, “I’ve never really been much of a jock or an academic whiz kid.”

“You got into Princeton.”

“Yes—but only because my dad went there . . . as he still often reminds me. My grades at Exeter weren’t up to much. And at college, I didn’t make any of the varsity teams, nor did I graduate with honors. I was a B minus student. I did all right—but for my parents, ‘all right’ was a synonym for ‘failure.’ They expected excellence. I didn’t deliver.”

“There’s a lot more to life than good grades or making the lacrosse team. But my parents were the same way. Their social benchmarks were all to do with an extreme form of rectitude. Probity at all costs.”

George later told me that that was the moment he fell in love with me—because I was somebody who, thanks to my own background, so understood the milieu which shaped him . . . and also because I used words like rectitude and probity.

“You’re not just beautiful,” he said later that night. “You also have one hell of a vocabulary.”

Now, seated across the table from his profoundly constrained parents, I felt this immense kinship with George. We were cut from the same austere, uncomfortable cloth. We were both—in our own quiet way—trying to break away from the limitations of Waspdom. We understood each other. Like me, George had been hurt in love. Though he didn’t tell me much about it, he mentioned that there had been a two-year romance with a woman named Virginia: the daughter of some well-known Wall Street lawyer, thereby garnering her “high approval status” in the eyes of his parents. When she broke off the engagement (because she had fallen for the son of a Pennsylvania senator), George’s parents took the news badly—considering it yet another failure on the part of their son when it came to achieving anything. He’d asked me about Jack—but I supplied him with scant details, except to say that it was a bit of “romantic silliness” that amounted to nothing, especially as he disappeared back off to Europe before it could develop into anything substantial.

“He was a fool to lose you,” George said.

“And she you,” I replied immediately.

“I doubt she thinks that.”

“Well, I do. And that’s what counts.”

He actually blushed, then reached over across the table and took my hand. “At least I got lucky this time around,” he said.

“Timing is everything, I guess.”

Without question, the timing was definitely on our side. We shared similar family backgrounds, educational levels, social perspectives. Most importantly, we were both ready to get married (despite all my private protestations, I knew this to be true). George was sound. He was balanced, responsible. He loved me without reservation. Though I didn’t feel any grand passion for him, I convinced myself that the absence of ardor wasn’t truly important. After all, I had lost my heart to Jack and ended up feeling like a sap. Passion—as I had come to conclude—was for fools. It fogged the brain. It muddled rational thought. It led you down all the wrong paths. It was a mistake—and one which I would never make again.

And so, catching his eye across his parents’ dining room table—seeing him gaze at me with such unconditional fondness—I made a decision. If he proposed marriage, I’d accept.

The rest of the dinner was a reasonable success. We made polite chitchat. I told a few anodyne anecdotes about my work at Saturday/Sunday. I said nothing when Daddy Grey went into a tirade about how Harry S. Truman was nothing but a socialist haberdasher (if only my father had been alive to meet Daddy Grey—it would have been love at first sight). I feigned interest as Daddy Grey engaged George in a discussion about a pressing issue of the day: a new set of rules for Princeton’s eating clubs which compelled them to accept members of all religious persuasions (“It’s the Jewish lobby that’s forced this issue,” Daddy Grey thundered; a comment which George shrugged off with a noncommittal nod of the head). I smiled a lot and didn’t speak unless spoken to.

After dinner, we retired to the library. Though I really felt in need of a brandy, I didn’t ask for one. Then again, I wasn’t offered one—as Daddy Grey poured out a measure for George and himself. A fire was blazing in the hearth. I sipped a demitasse of coffee. An entire wall of the library was devoted to framed photographs of Edwin at assorted junctures in his life. The end table next to the sofa was also filled with additional portraits of Edwin—all in Army uniform. He did look exceptionally dashing. The room was a shrine—and my eyes scanned all additional walls and tabletops for any photos of George. There were none.

As if reading my mind, Mrs. Grey said, “We have plenty of pictures of George elsewhere in the house. The library is for Edwin.”

“Of course,” I said quietly, then added: “I don’t how anyone could cope with such a loss.”

“We’re not the only family who lost a son,” Daddy Grey said, his voice betraying a slight tremor.

“I didn’t mean to imply . . .”

“Grief is a private matter, don’t you think?” he said, turning away from me to refill his brandy glass.

“I apologize if I said something wrong,” I said.

Silence. A silence that must have lasted a full minute. It was finally broken by Mrs. Grey. Her voice was hushed.

“You are right. The sense of loss will never end. Because Edwin was exceptional. A man of astonishing gifts.”

She glanced briefly at George, then stared down at her hands, threaded tightly together in her lap.

“He was utterly irreplaceable.”

Another long silence. George stared into the fire, saying nothing, his eyes full.

I excused myself shortly thereafter, and went up to the guest room in which I was being billeted. I undressed, put on my nightgown, and got into bed, pulling the blankets over my head. Sleep did not arrive—which was not a surprise, considering that I was still trying to make sense of the dinner, the scene in the library, and the way in which George’s parents were subtly making him pay for Edwin’s death.

The sense of loss will never end. Because Edwin was exceptional. A man of astonishing gifts . . .

Had she not turned toward George at that moment, I would have thought that she was simply attempting to express a mother’s inexpressible grief. But by narrowing George in her sights, and saying that his brother was irreplaceable, she was letting him (and me) know: if I had to lose one child, it should have been you.

I couldn’t believe her cruelty. It made me felt intensely protective toward George. It also gave me a project: to emancipate this man from his family by loving him.

And I was certain that, in time, I would love him.

I stared at the ceiling of the bedroom for nearly an hour. Then I heard footsteps on the stairs, followed by the door of George’s room (located directly opposite mine) opening and closing. I waited five minutes. Then I got up, left my room, and tiptoed quickly across the corridor. Without knocking, I quietly opened George’s door. He was already in bed, reading. He looked up at me, startled. I put my finger to my lips, shut the door behind me, and walked over to the bed, sitting down next to him. I noticed that he was wearing striped pajamas. I stroked his hair. He was wide-eyed with bemusement. I leaned down and kissed him deeply. He returned the kiss—nervously at first, but then with considerable ardor. After a moment, I gently broke away. Standing up, I pulled my nightgown over my head. The chill of the room made me shiver. I crawled under the covers next to him. I took his head in my hands and began to kiss him gently on the face. He was tense.

“This is crazy,” he whispered. “My parents . . .”

“Shh,” I said, putting a finger to my lips. Then I climbed on top of him.

It was the first time we’d made love. Unlike Jack, George played according to the carnal rules of the day—when sex before marriage was still considered foreign, perilous territory, to be traversed only after a sizeable amount of time had been spent with the other person. Though we’d kissed, George’s natural tendency toward circumspection meant that he’d yet to make a proper move. By the way he’d asked me about my involvement with Jack (and whether “Shore Leave” was autobiographical), I sensed that he knew I was no virgin. But now, sharing a bed with him for the first time, I realized that he was.

He was anxious. He was awkward. He was fast. So fast that, afterward, he lay slumped against me and whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said, my voice as hushed as his. “There’ll be other times.”

“Will there?”

“Yes. There will. If you want.”

“I want.”

“Good. Because I was starting to wonder . . .”

“Wonder what?”

“Wonder when on earth this was going to finally occur.”

“Seduction has never been one of my great skills.”

“Never?”

He turned away from me. “Never.”

“Not even with Virginia?”

“She wasn’t interested.”

“That happens, I suppose.”

“Yes—but usually not with someone you’re engaged to.”

“Then you had a lucky escape. Think of what an arid marriage that might have been.”

“The best bit of luck I’ve ever had is meeting you.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Don’t be. You’re wonderful. My parents thought so too.”

“Really?”

“They were impressed with you. I could tell.”

“Well, personally, I found it very hard to guess what they were thinking.”

“It’s just their manner. They have two religions: Presbyterianism and diffidence.”

“That still doesn’t give them the right to be diffident toward you.”

“It’s all to do with Edwin’s death.”

“His death should make them value you even more.”

“They do value me. They just have difficulty expressing such things.”

“They undervalue you. They shouldn’t.”

He looked at me with amazement. “Do you really think that, Sara?”

I ran my index finger down along his face. “Yes,” I said. “I really do think that.”

I sneaked out of his room just before daybreak. I fell into bed for around an hour, but couldn’t sleep. So I had a bath. Then I dressed and went downstairs, deciding to head out for a walk. En route to the front door, I passed by the dining room, and heard a voice: “You must have slept badly, Miss Smythe.”

I stopped and saw Mrs. Grey seated at the end of the dining table. She was already dressed and coiffed for the day, a cup of coffee in front of her.

“Not that badly.”

She gave me a look of ironic disdain. “If you say so. Is George still asleep?”

I tried to fight off a blush. I don’t think I succeeded as she arched her eyebrows.

“I wouldn’t really know,” I said.

“Of course you wouldn’t. Coffee?”

“I don’t want to disturb you . . .”

“If you were disturbing me, I wouldn’t ask you to join me in a cup of coffee, now would I?”

“Coffee would be lovely,” I said, sitting down. She got up and went over to a banquette, on which sat a sterling silver coffee pot and the appropriate china. She poured me a cup, returned to the table, and set it in front of me.

“I’m certain the coffee will be most welcome after your restive night,” she said.

Oh God . . . I lifted the coffee cup up to my lips and took a quick sip. Then I set it down again. In the space of that simple movement, I’d decided to ignore her last comment. Instead I asked: “Did you yourself sleep badly?”

“I always sleep badly. And you’re dodging my question.”

I met her gaze. “Had you asked me a question, Mrs. Grey, I would have promptly answered it. Because it would have been impolite otherwise. But you didn’t ask me a question. You simply made an observation.”

Another of her tight smiles. “I can see now why you are a writer. Your powers of observation are formidable.”

“I’m not a writer.”

“You’re not?” she said. “Then what about that story in Saturday Night/Sunday Morning?”

“One published story doesn’t make someone a writer.”

“Such modesty . . . especially given the immodesty of the story. Were you in love with that Navy boy?”

“It was a story, Mrs. Grey, not a personal remembrance.”

“Of course it was, dear. Twenty-four-year-old women writers always invent stories about the love of their life.”

“There is something called imagination . . .”

“Not when it comes to a story like yours. It’s a common enough genre: romantic confessional box; the sort of thing one usually finds in the Ladies’ Home Companion . . .”

“If you are trying to insult me, Mrs. Grey . . .”

“Hardly, dear. But do answer me this . . . and note that I am phrasing this as a question: did you actually spend the night with your sailor in a cheap hotel?”

I narrowed her in my sights. “No, he actually spent the night at my apartment. And he wasn’t a sailor. He was in the Army.”

There was a pause, during which she raised her coffee cup and took a sip. “Thank you for clarifying matters.”

“You’re welcome.”

“And if you think I am going to tell George about this, you are mistaken.”

“I sense George already knows.”

“Don’t be so certain of that. When it comes to women, men only hear what they want to hear. It’s one of the many failures of their sex.”

“You think your son George is a failure, don’t you?”

“George is a well-meaning boy. Not one of life’s natural leaders, but modest and humane. For the life of me, I don’t know what a smart girl like you sees in him. Your marriage will fail. Because, eventually, he will bore you.”

“Who says we will marry?”

“Trust me: you will. C’est le moment juste. It’s how it happens. But it will be a ghastly mistake.”

“May I ask you a question, Mrs. Grey?”

“Of course, dear.”

“Did your son’s death transform you into a misanthrope, or were you always so bitter and joyless?”

She pursed her lips, and considered her reflection in the black sheen surface of her coffee. After a moment, she looked back up at me. “I’ve enjoyed our conversation enormously, dear. It has been most enlightening.”

“For me as well.”

“I’m so glad. And I must say I’ll come away from our little talk with a splendid realization . . . what I think you writers call an epiphany.”

“Which is what, Mrs. Grey?”

“We are never going to like each other.”

Later that morning, I boarded a train back to Manhattan with George. We sat in the club car. He insisted on buying us a bottle of champagne (which turned out to be New York State sparkling wine). He insisted on holding my hand all the way to Grand Central Station. He could not take his adoring eyes off me. He looked lovesick—that same morning-after glow which I must have radiated on that Thanksgiving morning eighteen months ago.

Somewhere south of Port Chester, he said, “Marry me.”

I heard myself reply, “All right.”

He appeared stunned. “What?”

“All right, I’ll marry you.”

“You mean it?”

“Yes. I mean it.”

His stunned expression quickly gave way to elation. “I don’t believe it,” he said.

“Believe it,” I said.

“I’ll have to call my parents as soon as we get to Manhattan. They’ll be so thrilled. My mother especially.”

“Of course they will,” I said quietly.

I didn’t say a word to George about the little chat that his mother and I had had over breakfast that morning. Nor did I relate its contents to Eric. Because I knew that—had I described the conversation with Mrs. Grey, or told him about the extraordinary stiffness of the family into which I was marrying—he would have tried to talk me out of the engagement.

So I said nothing—except that I was happy as hell, and knew I was making the right decision. He met George for that drink at the Astor Hotel. He found him benignly pleasant. Afterward, when George asked me if he’d made a reasonable impression on my brother, I said, “He thought you were great.”

Just like your mother thought I was wonderful. Oh, the lies we tell each other to dodge everything we don’t want to face.

Of course, immediately after accepting George’s proposal, a doubting voice began to amplify inside my head. More troubling was the discovery that, the more time I spent with George, the louder that voice became. Eventually—after a few weeks—it was so omnipresent that I started to think: I must bail out. Quickly.

But then, a day or so later, I woke up to discover myself violently ill. For the remainder of the week, my morning would begin with a manic dash to the bathroom. Certain that I had been felled with some amoebic bug, I made an appointment to see Dr. Ballensweig. He ran a few tests. When he gave me the results, I felt as if I had been hit by a car.

As soon as I got home, I phoned George at the bank.

“Hello, my darling,” he said.

“We need to talk,” I said.

“What’s happened?” he said, suddenly worried.

I took a deep breath.

“Is it something terrible?”

“That depends on how you look at it.”

“Tell me, darling. Tell me.”

Another deep breath. Then I said, “I’m pregnant.”


ELEVEN

A FEW TERRIBLE DAYS later, I went over to Eric’s apartment and told him my news. He flinched, then fell silent. Finally, he asked me a question. “Are you happy about this?”

That’s when I burst into tears, burying my head in my brother’s shoulder. He held me and rocked me. “You don’t have to go through with this if you don’t want to,” he whispered.

I pulled my head off his shoulder. “What are you suggesting?”

“I’m just saying: if you want out, I can probably help you.”

“Medically, you mean?”

He nodded. “An actress friend knows of this doctor . . .”

I held up my hand. “I couldn’t do that.”

“Fine,” he said. “I was only offering . . .”

“I know, I know—and I appreciate . . .”

I broke off and buried my head in his shoulder again. “I really don’t know what the hell to do,” I said.

“Let me ask you this: do you really want to marry this guy?”

“No. It’s a mistake. His mother even said that to me.”

“When?”

“After that night I spent at their house in Greenwich.”

“Was that the night you and George . . . ?”

I nodded. And blushed. “Somehow she knew.”

“She was probably standing outside the door, listening in. Anyway, if she says it’s a mistake, then she wouldn’t be too shocked if you decided not to go through with the wedding.”

“You cannot be serious. George knows I’m pregnant. His parents know I’m pregnant. There is absolutely no way that I am going to be allowed out of this.”

“This is not a feudal state—despite the best efforts of the Republican Party. You are not chattel. You can do whatever the hell you want.”

“You mean, raise this child on my own?”

“Yes. In fact, we could do it together.”

It took a moment or two for this to register. “I’m touched. Deeply touched. But it’s an insane idea. And you know it. I couldn’t raise this child on my own.”

“I would be there.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

“You’re worried about what other people would think.”

“I’m worried about being completely marginalized. You’ve said it over and over: at heart, we’re a puritan country. We ostracize anyone who commits a sexual transgression. And having a child out of wedlock—then raising it on your own—is considered a very big sin.”

“So being in a terrible marriage is a better alternative?”

“I’m sure I can make it work. George is not a bad man.”

“Not a bad man. That’s one hell of an endorsement, S.”

“I know, I know. But . . . what can I do?”

“Make the tough call. Tell him you’ll have the kid, but you won’t have him.”

“I’m not that brave, Eric. I’m too damn conventional.”

“Well, by the time Georgie-Boy and his parents are finished with you, you’re going to feel like a character in an Ibsen play.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“How did they take the news?”

I considered this question, and finally answered, “They took it reflectively.”

“Reflectively? What the hell do you mean by that?”

“They had a measured response to the news.”

“They’re WASPs, for God’s sake, not Italians. Of course they’d be measured. But I bet they were a bit glacial as well.”

I said nothing. Because glacial was the right word. Though George had informed his parents of our engagement on the afternoon I accepted his proposal, it was agreed that we’d wait at least a month or two before deciding on a date for the wedding.

Then I got the news from Dr. Ballensweig, and had to pass it on to George. He took it pretty well, telling me how much he wanted children with me. I did point out that a child might put a strain on a new marriage—especially one where the two people involved had only known each other for a month before getting engaged. But George reassured me that all would be fine.

“We’re going to be just hunky-dory,” he said. “Because when we’re as much in love as we are, all problems are easily solvable.”

Hunky-dory. Wonderful.

“Naturally,” he said, “Mother and Father might be a tad concerned about the fact that the wedding will now have to be brought a little forward.”

“You’ll break the news to them, won’t you?”

There was a long silence on the phone. When he spoke again, he sounded like a man who had just been “volunteered” into leading the advance party into Injun Country.

“Of course I’ll tell them,” he said, his nervousness so apparent. “And I know they are going to be thrilled to be grandparents.”

He went up to Connecticut the following night. Early the next morning, the phone rang at my office. It was my future mother-in-law.

“Julia Grey here,” she said crisply.

“Oh, hello,” I said, sounding seriously thrown.

“I am planning to be in the city tomorrow. It is important that we meet. Say four p.m. in the Palm Court of the Plaza. All right?”

Before I had time to reply, she had put down the receiver—making it very clear that she didn’t care whether or not that time was suitable for me. I was being summoned. I would be there.

Instantly I picked up the phone and called George at his office.

“Darling, I was just about to call you,” he said.

“Your mother preempted you.”

“Oh. I see.”

“And from her brusque tone, it’s pretty clear how she took the news.”

He cleared his throat. Loudly. Then said, “Naturally, it came as a surprise to them. But after the initial . . . uh . . .”

“Shock?”

“Yes, well, uh, they were, truth be told, quite shocked. But that only lasted a moment or two. After which they became . . .”

“Furious?”

“Reflective.”

“Now they really hate me.”

“Darling, they don’t hate you at all. On the contrary . . .”

“They think what? That I am a great social catch? The perfect banker’s wife?”

I could almost hear him squirming at the other end of the phone.

“Darling, everything will be fine. Just fine. Trust me.”

“I have no choice, do I?”

“And don’t worry about Mother’s brusqueness. It’s just . . .”

“Her style, I suppose?”

“Gosh, we’re already completing each other’s sentences.”

I put down the phone. I put my head in my hands. I felt cornered, trapped. There was no way out.

The next afternoon, I left my office at three thirty and walked up Fifth Avenue, full of dread. I entered the Plaza Hotel at the appointed time. Mrs. Grey was seated at a table in the Palm Court. She saw me approach. She did not smile. She did not proffer her hand. She simply motioned to the chair beside her and said, “Sit down, Sara.”

I did as ordered. She stared at me for a long time, her lips pinched, turning them into a fine inflexible line that bisected her face. I tried to meet her disdainful stare. I began to knead my hands together. Naturally she noticed this.

“Are you feeling anxious, Sara?” she asked mildly.

My hands froze. “Yes. I am feeling anxious.”

“I suppose, were I in your situation, I would feel anxious as well. The fact is, though—I would never have landed myself in such a situation. One always pays a huge price for impulsiveness.”

“And, I suppose, you’ve never been guilty of impulsiveness?”

Her lips expanded into her telltale tight smile. “No,” she said.

“Not a single act of rashness in your entire life?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“How controlled of you.”

“I will take that as a compliment, Sara. But back to business . . .”

“I didn’t realize we were talking business.”

“Oh yes. This is, without question, a business conversation. Because, as far as I’m concerned, we have nothing else to talk about but the practical matter of arranging a wedding posthaste. We don’t want you walking down the aisle visibly enceinte, now do we?”

Another of her narrow smiles. I said nothing.

“Of course, everyone at the wedding will naturally know why we have so expedited the scheduling of the ceremony. Which, in turn, means that we will want to keep the event small and discreet. No doubt, this will not tally with your childhood fantasies of a big all-white wedding . . .”

“How do you know what my childhood fantasies were?” I asked, the anger showing.

“Don’t all girls dream of a big wedding?”

“No.”

“Of course I forgot—you and your brother were always a little out of step with things, much to the distress of your very nice parents.”

I glared at her, wide-eyed.

“How dare you make such an assumption . . .”

“I’m not making an assumption, dear. I am simply reporting established fact. We have these very old friends in Hartford—the Montgomerys. They were your parents’ neighbors, n’est-ce pas?”

“Yes. They lived a few houses away from us.”

“Well, when Mr. Grey and I discovered—somewhat abruptly, I should add—that you were to be our daughter-in-law, we decided to do a little checking into your background. It turned out Mr. Grey knew Mr. Montgomery from Princeton. Class of nineteen oh eight. And Mr. Montgomery and his wife, Miriam, were exceedingly informative about your family. I never knew, for example, that your brother is a Communist.”

“He is not a Communist.”

“He joined the Party, didn’t he?”

“Yes . . . but that was during the thirties, when it was fashionable . . .”

“Fashionable? To the best of my knowledge the Communist Party wishes to overthrow the government of this country. Is that your idea of chic, Sara?”

“He left the Party in forty-one. He made a mistake. He’s the first to admit that now.”

“What a pity your poor parents aren’t around to hear his renunciation.”

I felt myself getting very angry.

“Eric mightn’t be the most conventional of men, but he was always a good son to our parents . . . and he is the best brother imaginable.”

“I do so admire familial loyalty. Especially in the face of such unconventionality.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Oh yes you do. So too, I gather, did your late parents. In fact, word has it that your brother’s unconventionality so upset your father that it hastened the stroke which killed him.”

“It’s outrageous to blame Eric . . .”

“No one is apportioning blame, Sara. I’m just reporting what I heard from others. Just as I also heard that you directly contravened your father’s wishes by moving to New York after Bryn Mawr. And shortly thereafter, the stroke felled him . . .”

I was on the verge of screaming at her. Or slapping her. Or spitting in her face. My heart was pounding, my rage immense. She saw this, and responded by affording me another of her little smiles. A smile which invited me to do something reprehensible . . . and pay an even bigger price than the one I was paying now. A smile which forced me to remain in control.

So, taking several deep steadying breaths, I simply stood up and said, “We have nothing more to say to each other, Mrs. Grey.”

Her tone remained temperate, steady.

“If you walk out of here now, dear, you will be creating enormous problems for yourself.”

“I don’t care.”

“Oh yes, you do. After all, I can’t imagine a respectable family magazine like Saturday Night/Sunday Morning allowing an unwed mother to remain in their employment. And once Saturday/Sunday dismisses you on moral grounds, who on earth will hire you? Then there’s the matter of your apartment. Isn’t there some clause in the standard New York City tenancy lease . . . Mr. Grey mentioned this to me en passant . . . about landlords being able to evict tenants who have committed acts of moral turpitude? Granted, having a child out of wedlock might not fit the letter of the law . . . but could you afford to fight such an eviction in court?”

I sat down again. I said nothing. Mrs. Grey lowered her head for a moment. When she raised it again, she was the picture of civility.

“I knew that, at heart, you were a sensible girl, Sara. I’m certain that, from this moment forward, we will get along just fine. Tea?”

I didn’t respond. Possibly because I felt the way a convicted felon must feel when he’s been sentenced to life imprisonment. This was the abyss. And I was in it.

“I’ll take your silence as a yes,” she said, motioning toward a waiter. “Now then, back to business. The wedding . . .”

She outlined the plans. Under the hasty circumstances, a wedding at the family parish church in Connecticut was out of the question (“one simply does not organize such an event with two weeks’ notice”). Instead, there would be a simple straightforward service at the Marble Collegiate Church in Manhattan—to which I would be allowed to invite four guests, including my brother (“I presume he will be giving you away?” she asked dryly). There would be a simple, straightforward reception afterward here at the Plaza. George would be organizing “the honeymoon details,” though Mrs. Grey had suggested to him “a nice, modest hotel” in Provincetown, into which he had subsequently booked us for a week. After the honeymoon, we would be moving into our new home . . . in Old Greenwich, Connecticut.

It took a moment for this news to register. “George and I are moving where?” I asked.

“To Old Greenwich, Connecticut. You mean, he hasn’t yet told you . . . ?”

“Considering that he only informed you of our news last night . . .”

“Of course, of course. The poor boy’s had so much on his mind. Anyway, when he did tell us your wonderful news yesterday evening, Mr. Grey gave him the most marvelous surprise. As our wedding gift to you both, we’re letting you have a little house we bought as an investment a year or so ago in Old Greenwich. Do understand—it’s hardly a mansion. But it’s the perfect starter house for a young family. And it’s only five minutes’ walk to the railway station, so it will be very handy for George’s commute to Manhattan. Do you know Old Greenwich? Very sweet little town . . . and right near Long Island Sound, so it will be perfect for . . .”

Drowning myself.

“. . . outings with other young mothers. After the baby arrives I’m sure you’ll find so much to do up there. Coffee mornings. Church socials. Charity yard sales. The PTA . . .”

As I listened to her delineate, with relish, my prosaic future, all I could think was: this is a master class in how to twist the knife.

I finally interrupted her.

“Why can’t we live in George’s apartment for a while?”

“That dreadful place? I wouldn’t allow it, Sara.”

It wasn’t that dreadful: a serviced one-bedroom flat in a residential hotel, the Mayflower, on 61st Street and Central Park West.

“We could always find a bigger place in the city,” I said.

“The city is no place to raise children.”

“But the baby’s not due for around seven months. I don’t want to be commuting back and forth to Connecticut to my job . . .”

“Your job?” she said, sounding amused. “What job?”

“My job at Saturday/Sunday, of course.”

“Oh, that job. You’ll be resigning at the end of next week.”

“No I won’t.”

“Of course you will. Because a week later you will be married. And married women do not work.”

“I was planning to be the exception.”

“Sorry, dear. It cannot be. Anyway, given your condition, you’d have to give up work in a few months. It’s the way motherhood works.”

I tried to remain rational, reasoned, in control.

“Say I refused? Say I simply walked out of this hotel right now and didn’t go through with any of this?”

“I have already outlined the consequences to you. I do believe in individual free will—so, as far as I’m concerned, you may do whatever you want to do. Sadly, the outcome of such a decision may not be to your liking—as raising a child on your own without a job or a decent place to live may be a little difficult. But we would never dream of stopping you . . .”

My eyes began to water. I felt tears cascading down my face. “Why are you doing this?” I whispered.

Mrs. Grey looked at me, baffled. “Doing what, dear?”

“Ruining my life.”

“Ruining your life? Please spare me the cheap melodrama, Sara. I certainly didn’t force you to get pregnant, now did I?”

I said nothing.

“Anyway, if I was in your position, I would be positively delighted with the way everything’s been arranged. After all, it’s not many girls who get given a house in a desirable suburb as a wedding gift.”

A final tight smile. I stared down at the table. There was a lengthy silence.

“Cat got your tongue, dear? Or have you simply seen the logic of my arguments?”

My gaze remained fixed on the table.

“Splendid,” she finally said. “Our plans will proceed as agreed. Oh . . . and look who’s here to see us. What marvelous timing the boy has.”

I looked up. George was standing at the entrance of the Palm Court, hesitantly awaiting the wave of his mother’s hand that would beckon him to the table. No doubt, she had given him an appointed time at which to arrive at the Plaza. Just as she had told him last night exactly how she was going to stage-manage our life from this day forward. Because, in the world according to Mrs. Grey, this was the price one paid for transgressing her sense of order and decorum and social standing.

Mrs. Grey used her right index finger to beckon George forward. He approached our table shyly, like a schoolboy being called into the principal’s office.

“Hi there,” he said, trying to sound cheery. “Everyone happy?”

He glanced at me and saw that I had been crying. Immediately, he tensed. His mother said, “Sara and I have been discussing future plans, and we’re in agreement on everything.”

I said nothing. I continued to stare at the tabletop. Her voice became testy. “Aren’t we, dear?”

I didn’t raise my gaze, but I did say, “Yes. Everything is fine.”

“And we now understand each other, don’t we?”

I nodded.

“So you see, George—everything is working out splendidly . . . as I told you it would. As I’m sure you well know, Sara—the poor boy is a bit of a worrier. Aren’t you, George?”

“I guess so,” he said nervously. Sitting down next to me, he tried to take my hand. But I pulled it away before he clutched it. Mrs. Grey caught sight of this little drama and smiled.

“I think I’ll go powder my nose, and let you lovebirds have a moment or two alone.”

As soon as she was out of earshot, George said, “Darling, don’t be upset . . .”

“I didn’t realize I was marrying your mother.”

“You’re not.”

“Oh yes I am . . . as it seems that she is calling all the shots here.”

“After the wedding, we can block her right out of our lives . . .”

“After the wedding we will be living in Old Greenwich, Connecticut. How nice of you to discuss this little change of address with me . . .”

“The offer of the house only came last night.”

“So you naturally decided to accept it without consulting me.”

“I meant to call you at work this morning.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I was tied up in meetings.”

“Liar. You were afraid what my reaction might be.”

He lowered his head. “Yes. I was afraid how you might react. But, look, the house in Old Greenwich was just a really generous offer from my parents. We don’t have to accept it.”

I stared at him with utter contempt. “Yes we do,” I said, “and you know it.”

A pause. He squirmed in his chair. And finally said, “You’ll really like Old Greenwich.”

“I’m so glad you think so,” I said.

“And if you don’t like it . . .”

“Then what?”

“Then . . .” He squirmed again. “I promise you, it will all work out. Let’s just get through the wedding . . .”

“And then—let me guess—you’re going to tell her to stay out of our lives forever?”

Another uncomfortable pause. “I’ll try,” he said, his voice a near whisper. He then made a loud coughing noise to indicate that his mother was returning. When she approached our table, George instantly stood up and held her chair. After she sat down, she nodded to indicate that he could be seated. Then she turned her gaze to me.

“So,” she asked, “did you have a nice chat about things?”

Had I been the fearless sort, I would have stood up and walked out of the Plaza, and accepted my fate. But to do that, in 1947, would have meant taking the most enormous personal gamble. And yes, as much as I loathed her, Mrs. Grey was right about one thing: deciding to be a single mother would have meant instant unemployment, instant social ostracization. Back then, only widows and abandoned women were allowed to be single mothers. To decide to have a child outside of wedlock—or, worse yet, to reject an offer of marriage by the child’s father—would have been considered, at best, deeply reprehensible; at worst, deranged. And I didn’t possess the don’t give a damn mentality needed to buck conventionality. I longed to have Eric’s seditious streak, but knew I couldn’t pull it off. Like it or not, I was a small-c conservative. My parents may have despaired at my minor acts of rebellion—like moving to Manhattan after college. But they instilled in me such a fear of authority—and such deeply engrained notions of respectability—that I felt unable to do the impossible, awkward thing: telling George Grey and his godawful parent to go to hell.

I certainly wasn’t going to tell Eric about my conversation with Mrs. Grey (or the way I was being railroaded into a life in Old Greenwich, Connecticut), because I knew he would have gone berserk. At best, I would have to listen to his very impassioned, very persuasive arguments, pleading with me to bail out of this future domestic nightmare while there was still a chance. At worst, he would have done something melodramatic . . . like spiriting me out of the country to Paris or Mexico City until the baby was born.

But my mind was made up. I was going to marry George. I was going to move to the Connecticut suburbs. I was going to have the child. I had landed myself in this mess. I was going to accept my fate. Because I deserved my fate.

I also began to rationalize like crazy. All right, George was dwarfed by his mother—but once we were married, I would be able to gradually excise her from our lives. All right, I would hate leaving New York—but maybe Old Greenwich would give me the peace and quiet I needed to try writing again. All right, my husband-to-be was the emotional equivalent of vanilla ice cream—but hadn’t I vowed never to fall victim to wayward passion again? Hadn’t I vowed to avoid another . . .

Jack.

Jack. Jack. Damn you, Jack. That night—that one absurd night—led me right into the dull, worthy arms of George Grey.

In the two weeks running up to the wedding, I assented to everything. I let Mrs. Grey make all the arrangements for the ceremony and the party. I let her book me a rushed appointment at a dressmaker, who whipped up a standard-issue white wedding dress for $85 (“Of course we wouldn’t dream of letting you pay, dear,” Mrs. Grey said at the fitting). I let her choose the order of the service, the menu at the reception, the centerpiece on the cake. I accompanied George by train to Old Greenwich to inspect our new house. It was a small two-story Cape Codder, located on a road called Park Avenue, within a five-minute walk from the railway station. Park Avenue was very leafy, very residential. Each house had a substantial front yard, with a very green lawn. They were all immaculately manicured. Just as all the houses showed no signs of wear and tear: no peeling paint, or decrepit roofs, or smudged windows. From my first stroll down Park Avenue, I knew immediately that this was a community which did not tolerate such sins against the body politic as unmowed grass or badly graveled driveways.

The houses along Park Avenue were New England in character—testaments to Poe-style Gothic rubbing shoulders with white clapboard, and Federalist red brick. Ours was one of the smallest properties, with low ceilings and small, cramped rooms. They were papered in discreet floral prints or tiny red-and-blue checks—the sort of old American patterns that put me in mind of the inside of a Whitman’s chocolate box. The furniture was spartan in character and size—cramped, narrow sofas; hard wooden armchairs, a pair of narrow single beds in the master bedroom. There was a plain wooden table in the other bedroom with a bentwood chair.

“This will be the perfect place to write your novel,” George said, trying to sound cheerful.

“So where will the baby sleep?” I asked quietly.

“In our room for the first few months. Anyway, we should look on this place as nothing more than a starter house. Once we have a couple of kids, we’ll definitely need . . .”

I cut him off.

“One child at a time, okay?”

“Fine, fine,” he said, sounding anxious at my testy tone. “I didn’t mean to be pushing things . . .”

“I know you didn’t.”

I moved back down the corridor to the master bedroom, and sat on one of the single beds. The mattress felt like a concrete slab. George sat down beside me. He took my hand.

“We can get a proper double bed if you like.”

I shrugged.

“And anything you want to do to this place is fine by me.”

How about burning it to the ground, darling?

“It’ll be fine,” I said, my voice toneless.

“Of course it will. And we’ll be happy here, right?”

I nodded.

“And I know you’re going to grow to love it here. Heck, Old Greenwich is a great place to raise a family.”

Heck. I was marrying a man who used the word heck.

But I still didn’t attempt to bail out of the wedding. Instead, I calmly upended my life. I handed in my resignation at Saturday/Sunday. I informed my landlord that I would be vacating my apartment. As I had rented it furnished, there was little to pack up. Just some books, my Victrola and my collection of records, a few family photos, three suitcases’ worth of clothing, my typewriter. Looking at my small pile of possessions made me think, I travel light.

Finally, three days before the ceremony, I conjured up the nerve to tell Eric about my impending move to Old Greenwich. My delay in informing him of this news was a strategic one—as I knew he would become vehement as soon as he heard.

Which, of course, he did.

“Have they railroaded you into this move?” he asked angrily, pacing my packed-up apartment.

“George’s parents simply offered us this charming little house as a wedding gift, and I thought: why not?”

“That’s all there was to it?”

“Yes.”

He looked at me with deep skepticism. “You—the most die hard New Yorker imaginable—simply decided to close down your existence in Manhattan and move to goddamn Old Greenwich just because Georgie-Boy’s parents gave you a house? I don’t believe it.”

“I thought it was time for a change,” I said, trying to sound calm. “And I am looking forward to the peace and quiet.”

“Oh please, S—cut the serenity crap. You don’t want to be in Connecticut. I know that. You know that.”

“It’s a gamble, but it could turn out wonderfully.”

“I said it once. I said it before. You can walk away now, and I will support you in every way I can.”

I touched my stomach. “I don’t have a choice in the matter.”

“You do. You just don’t see it.”

“Believe me, I see it. But I just can’t make that leap of imagination. I have to do what’s expected of me.”

“Even if it ruins your life?”

I bit hard on my lip and turned away, my eyes hot with tears.

“Please stop,” I said.

He came over and put his hand on my shoulder. For the first time ever, I shrugged him off.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Not as sorry as me.”

“We all ruin our lives in some way, I guess . . .”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“No. It’s supposed to make me feel better.”

I managed a laugh. “You’re right,” I finally said. “In some way or another, we all mess things up. Only some of us do it more comprehensively than others.”

To Eric’s infinite credit, he never again reproached me about marrying George and moving to Connecticut. Three days after that difficult conversation in my apartment, he put on his only suit, a clean white shirt, and (for him) a subdued tie, and walked me down the aisle at the Marble Collegiate Church. George was in an ill-fitting cutaway (with a high-collar shirt) that accented his schoolboy chubbiness. The minister was a bored man with thinning hair and bad dandruff. He read the service in a reedy monotone, and at speed. From start to finish, the entire ceremony took fifteen minutes. As there were only twelve invited guests, the church seemed very cavernous—our vows echoing through the rows of empty pews. It was very lonely indeed.

The reception afterward was also a rushed affair. It was held in a private dining room at the Plaza. Mr. and Mrs. Grey weren’t exactly the most welcoming of hosts. They didn’t try to make conversation with Eric, or with my friends from Saturday/Sunday. George’s chums from the bank were also exceptionally stiff. Before the dinner, they huddled together in a corner, talking quietly among themselves, occasionally emitting a sharp communal snigger of laughter. I was certain they were articulating what everyone at this joyless event was thinking, so this is what’s known as a shotgun marriage.

Only, of course, this being a WASP shotgun marriage, everyone was carrying on as if it was a perfectly straightforward event.

There was a sit-down meal. There was a toast from Mr. Grey. Like everything else that day, it was emotionless and brisk: “Please raise your glasses to welcome Sara to our family. We hope that she and George will be happy.”

That was it. George’s toast was almost as phlegmatic: “I just want to say that I am the luckiest man in the world, and I know that Sara and I will make a great team. And I want you all to know that we’re operating an open-door policy in Old Greenwich—so we’re going to expect lots of visitors real soon.”

I glanced across the table and saw my brother roll his eyes. Then he realized that I saw him being caustic, and he gave me a guilty smile. That one small private moment aside, he really had been a model of tact and diplomacy all afternoon. Even though he looked utterly respectable in his black suit, Mr. and Mrs. Grey still eyed him with anxious distaste—as if he was some sort of strange left-wing alien, about to jump on a table and hector us with passages from Das Kapital. At the reception, however, he made a point of chatting with my parents-in-law, and even managed to wangle a small laugh or two from them. This was an astonishing phenomenon—discovering that the Greys had a sense of humor—and I cornered Eric as he crossed the room en route to the bar for fresh drinks, whispering:

“What did you slip into their wine?”

“I was simply telling them how much they reminded me of The Magnificent Ambersons.”

I stifled a laugh.

“I’m glad to see you still have a sense of the comedic,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said, sounding unconvinced.

“And if it’s not fine, you can always run back to me.”

I clutched his hands in mine. “You’re the best.”

He arched his eyebrows. “I’m glad you finally figured that out.”

Eric did have one slight moment of mischief, when George called upon him “to speak for the bride’s family.” Standing up, he raised his glass and said, “The best quote about domicile conjugal came from that very short Frenchman Toulouse-Lautrec, who said that ‘marriage is a dull meal, preceded by dessert.’ I’m certain this will not be the case with George and Sara.”

Well, I thought it was witty—though most of the other guests coughed nervously after Eric sat down again. Then George and I cut the cake. We posed for a few photographs. The cake was served with coffee. Ten minutes later, Mr. and Mrs. Grey stood up, indicating it was time to draw things to a close. So we said our goodbyes. My father-in-law gave me a fast peck on the forehead, but had no words of luck or farewell for me. Mrs. Grey air-kissed my cheeks, and said, “You did fine, dear. Keep doing fine, and we will get along very well.”

Then Eric came over, embraced me, and whispered, “Don’t let the bastards get you down.”

He left. The room emptied out. The reception had started at 5:30 PM. It was now eight o’clock, and it was over. There was nothing left for us to do but retreat upstairs to the “honeymoon suite” which George had booked for us that night.

So upstairs we went. George disappeared into the bathroom and emerged in his pajamas. I disappeared into the bathroom and undressed, then slipped on a robe. I reentered the room to find George already in bed. I unfastened the robe and slid into bed next to him, naked. He pulled me close to him. He began to kiss my face, my neck, my breasts. He unfastened the fly of his pajamas. He spread my legs and climbed on top of me. A minute later, he emitted a small groan and rolled off me. Then he tucked himself back into his pajama bottom, kissed the back of my neck, and wished me “good night.”

It took a moment or two for me to realize that he had passed out. I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. Eight forty. Eight forty on a Saturday night—my damn wedding night—and my husband is already asleep?

I shut my eyes and tried to join him in early-to-bed unconsciousness. I failed. Opening my eyes again, I got out of bed and went into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. I ran a bath. As the water cascaded out of the tap, I suddenly did something I had been threatening to do for the past few hours: I started to weep.

Within moments, the weeping became uncontrollable, and so loud that it must have been discernible over the sound of running water. But there was no sudden knock at the bathroom door, followed by a huge reassuring hug from George, telling me everything was going to be all right.

Because, of course, George was a very deep sleeper. If the loud Niagara of open taps didn’t wake him, then why should he even hear his wife sobbing?

Eventually, I managed to regain control of myself. I turned off the taps. I caught sight of myself in the bathroom mirror. My eyes were red, my wedding makeup was streaked. I slid into the bath. I took a wash towel, dipped it in the hot water, then draped it over my face. I stared up into its white emptiness. Thinking, I have made the worst mistake of my life.

Too fast, too fast. Everything happened too fast. He made love too fast. We got engaged too fast. I agreed to this wedding too fast. He fell asleep too fast.

And now . . .

Now I was trapped . . . though, of course, it was me who had trapped myself.

The honeymoon wasn’t a great success either. The hotel which Mrs. Grey had suggested in Provincetown was an elderly inn, run by an elderly couple and catering largely for elderly visitors. It was shabby genteel. Our bed had a sagging mattress. The sheets stank of mildew. The bathroom was down the hall from our room. There were rust stains in the bathtub, and the sink had chipped enamel. As it was the off-season there were few places open in Provincetown for dinner, so we were forced to make do with the food at the inn—all of which was heavily boiled. It rained for three of the five days we were there—but we did manage to get a few walks in on the beach. Otherwise, we sat in the lounge of the inn, reading. George tried to be cheerful. I tried to be cheerful. I also managed to get him to make love to me without his pajamas. It was still over within a minute. I asked him not to roll over and play dead afterward. He apologized. Profusely. Instead he put his arms around me, holding me tight. Within moments, he was fast asleep—and I was trapped in his arms. I did not sleep well that night. Nor, for that matter, did I sleep well any night in Provincetown, thanks to the droopy bed, the bad food, the charmless atmosphere of the inn, and the fact that the true reality of marriage to George was beginning to hit.

The five nights came to an end. We boarded a bus which took five hours to drive the length of Cape Cod to Boston. We caught a train south. We arrived into Old Greenwich just before midnight. At that hour, there were no cabs at the station, so we had to carry our bags the ten minutes it took to walk up Park Avenue. As we approached our house, all I could think was, I will die here.

All right, I was being a little melodramatic. But the house seemed so drab, so poky, so damn cheerless. Inside, assorted boxes and suitcases from our respective New York apartments lay piled up in the living room. I looked at them and thought, I could call the movers tomorrow and have all my stuff picked up while George was at work, and be gone before he arrived home that night.

But where was I going to go?

In our bedroom, the two single beds were separated by a bedside table. When I first saw the house with George, he said that our first order of business upon moving in was to remove that table and push the beds together. But we were so tired after the twelve-hour journey from Provincetown that we simply slipped into our respective beds and fell asleep instantly. When I woke the next morning, there was a note awaiting me on the table:

Darling:

Off to the city to bring in the bacon. And as you were sleeping so peacefully, I decided I could fry the bacon myself. Back on the 6:12.

Love and kisses . . .

Off to the city to bring in the bacon. Did this man have no sense of irony whatsoever?

I spent the day unpacking. I took a walk over to Sound Beach Avenue—Old Greenwich’s Main Street—and did some shopping. Back in ’47, this corner of Connecticut had yet to become a busy dormitory community for Manhattan, so Old Greenwich still retained a small-town atmosphere. As befitting all small towns, all the shopkeepers quickly gauged that I was a newcomer, and turned on the communal charm.

“Oh, you’re the gal who married Old Man Grey’s son, and is living on Park Avenue,” said the woman in Cuff’s—the local stationery shop, and the only place in town that sold the New York Times.

“Yes, I’m Sara Grey,” I said, stumbling over my new last name.

“Nice having you in town. Hope you’ll be real happy here.”

“Well, it’s certainly a friendly place,” I said, hoping I sounded sincere.

“Friendly it is. And great for raising kids.” She glanced at my midsection, which had yet to show a telltale bulge. She tried to repress a smirk. “If, of course, you’re planning to have kids so soon after the wedding.”

“You never know,” I said quietly.

In every shop on Sound Beach Avenue, I was greeted with the same question: “New in town?” When I explained who I was, a knowing smile would follow, along with a pleasantly pointed comment like: “Heard you had a real nice little wedding.”

Or: “My, that was a whirlwind romance you and George had.”

By the end of this first shopping expedition, I felt as if I should wear a sign around my neck which read: Just Married and Pregnant. More worryingly, I had a stab of despair as I thought that the eight stores which lined Sound Beach Avenue would be my world.

George arrived home off the 6:12 from Grand Central Station, bearing flowers. After giving me a kiss on the lips, he noticed that half the boxes and suitcases on the living room floor had been cleared.

“Been unpacking already?” he asked.

“Yes—I put most of my things away.”

“Good work,” he said. “And you can tackle all of my clothes tomorrow. And, honey, if you wouldn’t mind giving the suits a light pressing . . .”

“Oh, sure, I guess.”

“Great, great. Listen, I’m going upstairs to change. How about making us a celebratory martini for our first full evening in at our new house.”

“A martini? Okay.”

“Not too dry. My sweet tooth is partial to vermouth. And four olives, if we’ve got any.”

“We don’t, I’m afraid.”

“Hey, no problem. Just add them to your shopping list tomorrow. And hey—forgot to ask . . . what’s for dinner?”

“Uh, I bought some lamb chops and broccoli . . .”

“Oh heck, meant to tell you—I really hate broccoli . . .”

“Uh, sorry . . .”

“Hey, how were you to know? Meat and potatoes—that’s my style. You know how to make a meat loaf?”

“Not really.”

“Oh, it’s a cinch. I’ll have Bea—Mom’s cook—give you a call tomorrow, and tell you her top-secret meat loaf recipe. And hon . . .”

“Yes?” I said, my voice now muffled.

“If I eat after seven at night, I just don’t sleep real good. So if you could aim to have dinner on the table no later than six forty-five, well that would be great.”

“I’ll do my best.”

He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “A guy can’t ask for anything more than that.”

He went upstairs to change. I retreated to the kitchen and assumed my new role as housewife. I put the lamb chops in the oven to broil. I peeled the potatoes and plunged them into a pot of boiling water. I found a glass pitcher, a bottle of Gilbey’s Gin, and one of vermouth. I mixed a large pitcher of martinis. I suddenly felt the need for strong alcohol.

George complimented me on my cocktails, gently reminding me again to “get those olives” in the morning. He liked the lamb chops, but hinted they could be a little more well done (“I really like my meat scorched”). My mashed potatoes, however, didn’t pass muster (“A little lumpy, don’t you think, hon? Anyway, I’m really a roasted-potato guy”). I hadn’t done anything for dessert, which disappointed him . . . “but, hey, it’s the first time you’ve cooked for me as man and wife, so gosh, why should I expect you to know my likes and dislikes. It’s a learning curve, right?”

I smiled. Tightly. Just like George’s mother.

“Get a chance to look around Old Greenwich?” he asked.

“Yes. It’s very . . . quaint.”

“Quaint,” he said, rolling the word around his tongue. “That’s the perfect word, all right. I told you you’d like it up here.”

“Everyone in town seemed to know who I was.”

“Well, it is a small place. Word travels fast.”

“Evidently—as everyone also seemed to know that I was pregnant.”

“Oh,” he said, worried.

“Now I wonder how that little titbit of news got around the community.”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t you?”

“What are you implying?”

“I’m implying nothing. I’m just wondering . . .”

“I’ll tell you what probably happened. People heard about us getting married so quickly, so they just put two and two together.”

“Unless, of course, somebody let slip with our little secret.”

“Who would do that?”

“Your mother.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say.”

“It’s just a speculation . . .”

“Why on earth would she be so vindictive?”

“It’s her style . . . not to mention her way of putting me in my place. In fact, if I had the money, I’d put a thousand dollars on the fact that she tipped someone in town off about my pregnancy, knowing full well that it would spread like cancer . . .”

“Why are you doing this?” he said, his tone now sharp.

“Like I said before, I’m just speculating . . .”

“Well, stop speculating now. I won’t allow it.”

I stared at him, wide-eyed. “You won’t what?”

He took a deep breath, and tried diplomacy. “All I’m saying here is this: Mother may have her difficult side, but she is not hateful. Anyway, she loves you . . .”

“Now that’s funny.”

“I didn’t know I was marrying a cynic.”

“And I didn’t know I was marrying a momma’s boy.”

He turned away, as if slapped.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“That’s okay,” he said.

But we both knew it really wasn’t.

When I woke the next morning at nine, there was a note on my pillow:

Hey, sleepy head!

Am I going to be cooking bacon every morning?

Bea will be calling this morning with that recipe for meat loaf. Really look forward to sampling yours tonight. Hugs and kisses . . .

Yes, you are going to be frying your own bacon every morning. Because there’s no way I’m getting up early just to be your very own short-order cook.

Bea called later that morning . . . right after I had finished putting away the last of George’s clothes. She sounded like a woman in her fifties—with a heavy Southern accent and the sort of deferential manners that put me in mind of Hattie McDaniel in Gone With the Wind. She called me “Miz Grey.” She referred to my husband as “Mistah George.” She told me that she’d been “cookin” for Mistah George ever since he was a li’l child,” and how he had “the biggest darn sweet tooth” she’d ever seen. She also informed me that as long as I kept that sweet tooth of his happy, I’d keep Mistah George real happy. I promised her I’d try my best.

Then she gave me her meat loaf recipe. It was long and involved. It necessitated the use of several cans of Campbell’s Condensed Tomato Soup, and at least two pounds of ground beef. I’d always hated meat loaf. I now knew I would grow to loathe it.

After taking down the recipe, I walked into the village and dropped all of George’s suits at the local cleaners—because there was no way I was also going to be his valet. Then I bought all the necessary ingredients for the meat loaf, not to mention a jar of olives, and a seven-layer cake at the local bakery. Walking back to the house, I passed a garage which was also selling bicycles. There was a used ladies’ Schwinn—painted black with high handlebars. There was a pair of wicker panniers on either side of the back wheel—making it the perfect bike for shopping. It was in good shape—and though twenty dollars wasn’t a cheap price for a used bike, I still felt I was getting a reasonable deal, especially as the garage owner assured me he would service the bike himself. So I handed him the money, loaded my groceries into both panniers, and cycled off down Sound Beach Avenue.

Instead of heading for home, I biked to the end of the main street—past the local high school, the local small hospital, and several substantial houses—then turned left and pushed on for over a mile until I came to a set of gates which announced my arrival at Todd’s Point Beach: Residents Only.

As it was late April, the guard at the gate wasn’t on duty, so I cycled right on, past a parking lot, and then turned left. Instantly I braked. Instantly I felt the first smile cross my lips in days. Because there, in front of me, was a long smooth strip of white sand, and the deep blue waters of Long Island Sound.

I parked the bike against a wooden fence, pulled off my shoes, and felt the sand creep between my toes. It was a mild day, the sun was at full altitude, the sky was clear. I took in several deep lungfuls of sea air, then began to hike down the beach. It was about a mile long. I meandered slowly, emptying my brain, enjoying the first moments of calm I’d felt ever since the discovery that I was pregnant. At the far end of the beach, I sat down in the sand and spent around a half hour doing nothing but staring out at the tidal waters of the Sound—the metronomic ebb and flow of the surf lulling me into a temporary state of placidity. Thinking:

This beach will be my safety valve, my escape hatch. This beach will be the way I survive George, his family, Old Greenwich, meat loaf.

I returned to the house and followed Bea’s recipe to the letter: take two pounds of ground beef, mix it by hand with one minced onion, salt, pepper, and finely crushed cornflakes (yes: cornflakes), and one-third of a can of Campbell’s Condensed Tomato Soup. Shape it into a loaf. Place it inside a baking pan. Use the remaining two-thirds of a can of soup to coat it completely. Then bake in an oven for thirty-five minutes.

Knowing that George would be arriving home on the 6:12, I put the meatloaf in the oven at 6:05 . . . which would give me ample time to meet my husband’s “Dinner before Seven” deadline. He walked in through the door at 6:20. He was carrying flowers. He gave me a peck on the cheek.

“Something smells good,” he said. “Bea must have called.”

“She did,” I said, handing him a martini.

“You got the olives!” he said, his voice fulsome—as if I’d done something extraordinary, like splitting the atom.

“Your wish is my command,” I said lightly.

He looked at me carefully. “That’s a joke, right?”

“Yes, George—that’s a joke.”

“Just making sure. You’re a gal full of surprises.”

“Oh really?” I said. “What kind of surprises?”

He took a sip of his martini, then said, “Like the new bicycle out front.”

“It’s not new, George. It’s secondhand.”

“It’s new to me, because I haven’t seen it before.”

He smiled. Now it was my turn to take a long sip of my martini.

“I only bought it today.”

“Obviously. Was it expensive?”

“Twenty dollars.”

“That’s not cheap.”

“It’s a good bicycle. You want me to be riding something safe, don’t you?”

“That’s not the issue.”

“So what is the issue?”

“The fact that you bought it without consulting me.”

I looked at him with something approaching shock. “You’re kidding me?” I said.

His smile remained fixed. “All I’m saying is, if you’re going to go out and make a major household purchase like a bicycle, I’d like to be told . . .”

“It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I saw the bicycle in Flannery’s Garage, the price was right, so I bought it. Anyway, I need a bicycle to get around town . . .”

“I’m not disputing that.”

“Then what are you disputing?”

“Twenty dollars of household money was spent by you without . . .”

I cut him off. “Do you hear what you are saying?”

“There’s no need for that tone, Sara.”

“Yes, there is. Because you are being absurd. Listen to yourself. You sound so generous, so benevolent, such a loving husband . . .”

His face fell. “I didn’t know you had such a cruel streak,” he said.

“Cruel streak! All I’m doing is responding to you saying dumb things like I need to have your written approval before I dare bankrupt us by spending an extravagant twenty dollars on a bicycle . . .”

Silence. Finally, he said, “I never asked for written approval.”

That’s when I threw back the rest of my drink and stormed off to the bedroom, slamming the door behind me, and falling face down on the bed. After a minute there was a tentative knock on the door.

“You’re not crying, are you?” he asked, sounding anxious.

“Of course I’m not crying. I’m too angry.”

“Can I come in?”

“It’s your room too.”

The door opened. He tentatively came over to the bed. He had my martini glass in his right hand. It had been refilled.

“A peace offering,” he said, holding it out to me. I sat up and took it. He crouched down next to me, and touched his glass against mine. “Everyone says the first decade of marriage is always the worst.”

I tried to smile.

“That was meant as a joke,” he said.

“I know.”

“We’re not getting off to a very good start, are we?”

“No, we’re not.”

“How can I make things better?”

“Stop treating me like your housekeeper, for a start. Yes, I am at home, which means I will take care of things like the shopping and the overall management of the house. But just because I am now financially dependent on you doesn’t automatically mean that it is my duty to serve you.”

“I’d never treat you like a servant.”

“Believe me, you were. And I want it to stop now.”

“Fine,” he said, looking away like a child who’d just been reprimanded.

“And as regards the issue of money . . . you will discover that, when it comes to spending, I am true to my New England roots, in that I’m not interested in furs, diamonds, staterooms on the Queen Mary, or keeping up with the Joneses. And I don’t think a bicycle exactly qualifies as a frivolous luxury, especially as I’ll be using it to get groceries.”

He took my hand. “You’re right. I’m wrong. And I’m sorry.”

“You really mean that?”

“Of course I do. I’m just not used to living with a wife.”

“I’m not a wife. I am Sara Smythe. There is a difference. Work it out.”

“Sure, sure,” he said.

We both sipped our martinis.

“I want this to work, Sara.”

I touched my midsection. “It has to work. For obvious reasons.”

“We’ll make it work. I promise.”

He kissed me lightly on the lips, and stroked my hair.

“Good,” I said, caressing his cheek with my hand.

“I’m glad we had this talk.”

“Me too.”

He pulled me toward him, and held me tight. Then he said, “So, is the meat loaf just about done?”

It was. We went downstairs and ate. He approved of my meat loaf. He was pleased with the seven-layer cake, and laughed when I informed him of Bea’s comments about his sweet tooth. We went to bed. We made love. This time he managed to hold on for almost two minutes. He seemed genuinely pleased about this. Then he kissed me fully on the lips, got up, and bumped against the bedside table that separated our two beds. As he slipped beneath his blankets, he said, “I must move that damn thing sometime.”

I slept well that night. But early the next morning, George shook me awake. As I came to, I could see he looked deeply upset about something.

“What’s happened, darling?” I asked.

“My suits . . .”

“What?”

“My suits. Where have you put my suits?”

“I took them to the cleaner’s.”

“You what?”

I was now awake. “You asked me to get them pressed, so I took them to the cleaner’s . . .”

“I asked you to press them yourself.”

“I don’t know how to press suits.”

“You don’t? Really?”

“Sorry—they didn’t teach me such fundamental things at Bryn Mawr.”

“There you go again, with that nasty tongue of yours.”

“I’m only being nasty because you are being so incredibly thoughtless.”

“Thoughtless? What the hell am I going to wear today to the office?”

“What about the suit you were wearing yesterday?”

“It’s wrinkled.”

“Then press it yourself.”

He went to the closet and angrily pulled it off the rail. “All right then, I will,” he said. “Because, at least, I know how to press a suit.”

“Well, it’s great to discover that a Princeton education taught you something.”

I fell back on my pillow, pulling the blankets over my head. I stayed in that position for nearly half an hour—until I heard the front door slam, as George went off to work. As I lay there, my stomach did somersaults. I felt sick. But it wasn’t morning sickness from which I was suffering. It was despair.

Naturally, George was guilty as hell about this early morning exchange—and a large bouquet of flowers arrived by messenger early that afternoon, accompanied by a card:

I am a well-pressed fool.

And I love you.

At least it was moderately witty.

When George came home that night, he acted as if he had gone through a Pauline conversion. Naturally he brought another peace offering of flowers, augmented by a big box of chocolates . . . indicating just how guilty he was feeling.

“Two bouquets in one day?” I said, nodding toward the twelve long-stemmed roses which had arrived that morning. “It’s starting looking like a mob funeral around here.”

His face fell. “You don’t like the flowers?”

“I was just trying to be funny.”

“Of course, of course,” he said. “I was just checking.”

“Thank you.”

“No—thank you.”

“For what?”

“For putting up with me. I know it can’t be easy.”

“All I want is a degree of equitableness between us.”

“You’ve got it. I promise.”

“Honestly?”

He took me in his arms.

“I’ve gotten this all wrong. And I’m going to change that.”

“Good,” I said, and kissed his forehead.

“I love you.”

“You too,” I said quickly, hoping I didn’t sound unconvincing. But George had his mind on other things, as he asked, “Is that meat loaf I smell?”

I nodded.

“You are wonderful.”

For the next few weeks, George really did make an effort to establish an entente cordiale between us. He excised all domestic demands from his conversation. He didn’t ask Bea to call me with more of his favorite recipes. He accepted the fact that I couldn’t iron a suit. He agreed when I suggested we start spending five dollars twice a week for a cleaning woman. He tried to be attentive—especially as my pregnancy had now become visible, and I was starting to tire easily. He tried to be loving and considerate.

In short, he tried. And I tried too. I tried to adjust to a life at home; a life away from the edgy rhythms and manic diversity of a great city. I tried to adjust to the business of running a house; to being that creature I always secretly vowed never to become: a homemaker in the suburbs.

Most of all, I tried to adjust to marriage—to that sense of shared space, shared preoccupations, shared purpose and destiny. Only I knew deep down that there was no real sense of shared anything. Had it not been for our little biological accident, our engagement would have collapsed within months (especially after I’d gotten a whiff of just how controlling his mother could be). But now, here we were, playing house, trying to pretend that we were happy newlyweds, yet also secretly knowing that all this was fraudulent. Because there was no real basis between us—no solid foundation of camaraderie or true rapport. Let alone love.

I sensed that George knew this too. Within a month of our wedding, we started to run out of things to say to each other. Yes, we made conversation, but it was forced, labored, prone to longueurs. We didn’t share each other’s interests. His Connecticut friends were country club types. The men all seemed to talk about golf, the Dow Jones average, and the ongoing horror that was Harry S. Truman. The women traded recipes and maternity tips, and planned coffee mornings, and looked upon me with great suspicion. Not that I was flashing my former Greenwich Village credentials in their face. I went to three coffee mornings, and tried to join in the conversations about the perils of stretch marks and the impossibility of making a really moist Angel Food cake. But I know that they smelled my disinterest. I wasn’t “one of them.” I struck them as bookish, and reserved, and not at all enthralled by my newfound status as a kept woman. I really did work hard at “fitting in,” but ambivalence is always sniffed out. Especially when it’s a clique that’s doing the sniffing.

Eric insisted on paying me a visit once a week. He’d catch a late-morning train up from Grand Central, and spend the entire day with me, grabbing the 6:08 that night back to the city . . . just in time to avoid having to deal with George. I’d make us lunch. Then, if the weather was good, I’d arrange for him to have use of a bicycle from Flannery’s Garage (the owner, Joe Flannery, and I had become friends), and we’d head off to Todd’s Point, squandering the entire afternoon at the beach.

“I’ll tell you something, S,” he said one balmy Thursday afternoon in mid-May, while we were sprawled on the blanket, staring up at an early summer sun. “Old Greenwich may be the most white-bread place on earth . . . but I sure as hell could get used to the beach.”

“This beach is my sanity,” I said.

“It’s that bad, is it?”

“Well, he’s not beating me with a lead pipe or chaining me to a radiator . . .”

“At least that would be colorful . . .”

I laughed loudly. “You have a serious sick streak, Eric.”

“You’ve only figured that out now?”

“No—but maybe when I was in the Sodom and Gomorrah of Manhattan, your wit didn’t seem so extreme.”

“Whereas here, in WASP Central . . . ”

“Oh, if you lived here, you’d be considered the Antichrist. They’d probably have you in the stocks on the village green.”

“How do you stand it?”

“I come to this beach a lot.”

“Do you miss the city?”

“Only five times an hour.”

“Then tell him you want to move back.”

“I might as well say that I want to move to Moscow. Anyway, his mother wouldn’t hear of it. And if Julia Grey won’t hear of something, then the matter is closed.”

“I bet she’s subtly meddlesome.”

“Not subtly. Unapologetically. For the first two weeks or so, she left us alone. But now that the honeymoon is well and truly over, she calls me up at least once a day.”

“Lucky you.”

“I’ve never said this about somebody before . . . but I actually hate her.”

“It’s that bad?”

“Yes—it’s really that bad.”

From all indications, it was going to get worse. Because now that I was legally ensconced with her son, Mrs. Grey felt it her right to direct all aspects of my life. She also made it very clear that her only real interest in me was in my role as the Grey Family Breeder.

The daily phone call would come promptly every morning at nine AM.

“Hello, dear,” she’d say briskly. Then, without any of the usual pleasantries, she’d immediately launch into her agenda du jour.

“I’ve made an appointment for you with an excellent obstetrician in Greenwich.”

“But I like the doctor I’ve been seeing locally.”

“You mean Dr. Reid?”

“Yes, I mean Peter Reid. His office is a five-minute walk from my house—and, more to the point, I’m really comfortable with him.”

“I’m sure he’s very nice. But do you know where he went to medical school? McGill in Montreal.”

“McGill is an excellent university. And, to the best of my knowledge, babies are born in Canada. So I’m certain Dr. Reid . . .”

She cut me off.

“My dear, McGill may be a good university, but it is not an American university. Whereas the specialist I’m sending you to—Dr. Eisenberg—went to Harvard. You have heard of Harvard, haven’t you, dear?”

I said nothing.

“He also happens to be chief of obstetrics at Doctors Hospital, with practices both in Manhattan and Greenwich. And he’s Jewish.”

“Why should that matter?”

“Jews always make the best doctors. It’s something about their innate sense of social inferiority: it makes them far more conscientious and rigorous. Because, of course, they always feel the need to try harder and prove a point. Especially in the case of Dr. Eisenberg—who’s still trying to gain membership of the Greenwich Country Club. You don’t have any objections about being attended to by a Jew, do you, dear?”

“Of course not. What I object to is being told which doctor I will be attending.”

“But, dear, we are paying for your care . . .”

“It’s my husband who’s paying . . .”

“No, dear. George’s salary at the bank might stretch to cover the services of Dr. Reid, but it certainly wouldn’t pay for an eminent man like Milton Eisenberg.”

“Then I won’t go to Dr. Eisenberg.”

“Yes you will, dear. Because it is our grandchild. And we must have the best for him.”

“Let me be the judge of which doctor is the best for . . .”

“The matter is closed, dear. The appointment with Dr. Eisenberg is at ten thirty tomorrow morning. I will send a taxi to collect you at ten.”

Then she put down the phone without saying goodbye. When I vented my anger that night at George, he just shrugged and said, “But she means well.”

“No, she doesn’t.”

“She wants you to be seen by the best doctor imaginable.”

“She wants to manipulate everything.”

“That’s unfair . . .”

“Unfair? Unfair! Don’t you dare talk to me about unfair.”

“Humor her, please. It will make everyone’s life easier.”

So I found myself transferred over to Dr. Eisenberg—a curt, gruff man in his early sixties, devoid of any warmth, yet brimming with his own self-importance. No wonder Mrs. Grey approved of him.

Every day there was a phone call. Every day there was some new matter that Mrs. Grey needed to discuss with me. Most of the time, the subject of the call was meaningless.

“Hello, dear. I want you to go to Cuff’s on Sound Beach Avenue and buy your husband this morning’s edition of the Wall Street Journal. There’s a story about a Princeton classmate of his, Prescott Lawrence, who is doing marvelous things on Wall Street.”

“I know George gets the Wall Street Journal at the bank.”

“But maybe he won’t get it today. So be a good girl and pop round to Cuff’s, and get the paper.”

“Fine, fine,” I said, then completely ignored the directive. Later that afternoon, there was a knock on the door. It was a paperboy, with a copy of the Wall Street Journal in his hand.

“Here’s the paper you ordered,” he said.

“I didn’t order it.”

“Well, someone did.”

An hour later, the phone call came. “Dear—did you get the paper?”

I held my tongue.

“Do make certain George reads that piece about Prescott Lawrence. And please don’t make a fuss about such a simple little request in the future.”

Day in, day out the calls came. Eventually, around four months into my pregnancy, I snapped. It was a hot day in July—the temperature inching toward ninety, the humidity touching similar figures. The house was stifling. I was feeling top-heavy and bloated. Our bedroom had become a sweat box. I hadn’t slept well for days.

Then the morning phone call came from Mrs. Grey.

“Morning, dear . . .”

Before she had time to launch into this morning’s demand, I hung up. The phone rang again a few seconds later. I ignored it. Five minutes later, it rang again—but I didn’t pick it up. In fact, I didn’t answer it for the balance of the day—even though it continued to clang into life every twenty minutes or so.

Around three that afternoon, the constant ringing finally stopped. I felt enormous relief. I had won a small victory. She’d finally got the point. From now on, she wouldn’t badger me.

Around six twenty that night, the phone clanged back into life. Thinking it might be George, calling to say he was delayed at the office, I answered it. That was a mistake.

“Hello, dear.”

Her voice was as composed as ever.

“Would you mind explaining to me why you hung up on me this morning?”

“Because I didn’t want to talk to you.”

There was a pause. I could sense that she was a little stunned by that statement. Finally she said, “That is not acceptable.”

“I don’t care if it is acceptable or not. I will simply not deal with your appalling behavior toward me anymore.”

She let out a small, low laugh.

“My, my, we are feeling emboldened tonight, aren’t we?”

“Not emboldened. Just fed up.”

“Well, alas, I am afraid you will simply have to put up with my alleged meddlesome nature. Because you have married my son and . . .”

“Marrying your son doesn’t give you the right to tell me what to do.”

“On the contrary, I have every right. You are carrying our grandchild . . .”

“He or she is my child.”

“Try fleeing this marriage and you will discover quick enough whose child he is.”

“I am not planning to flee this marriage.”

“Yes, you are. Why else is your brother visiting you at least once a week?”

“Because he’s my brother, that’s why. Because I’m lonely here.”

“That’s because nobody likes you, dear. You don’t fit in . . . something I’m certain you’ve complained about to your very dear brother during those long afternoons you spend together at Todd’s Point . . .”

“How the hell do you know about my brother’s visit . . .”

“It’s a small town. People talk. Most especially, they talk to me. And dear, never use profanity with me again. I won’t stand for it.”

“I don’t give a damn what you will or will not stand for . . .”

“Oh yes, you do,” she said mildly. “Because know this: if you want to leave this marriage, that is fine by me, and it’s also fine by Mr. Grey. Just leave us the child . . .”

It took a moment for this to register.

“What did you just say?” I said, hushed.

Her tone remained cordial, mild. “I said, I am very happy for you to leave this marriage after the birth of your child . . . on the condition, of course, that we retain custody of the child.”

“We?”

“George, of course . . . legally speaking.”

The phone trembled in my hand. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself.

“Do you hear what you’re saying?” I asked.

“What an extraordinary question,” she said with a mock laugh. “Of course I hear what I’m saying. The real question is: do you, dear?”

“Say I simply vanished . . .”

“To where? A cabin in the woods? Some one-room apartment in a big city? You know we’d spare no expense finding you. And we would most certainly find you. When we did, the very fact of your disappearance would strengthen our legal case against you. Of course, you might consider waiting until the child is born, and then suing George for divorce. But before you choose that route, do remember this: Mr. Grey is a partner in one of Wall Street’s most venerable law firms. If necessary, the full legal artillery of that firm can be turned against you. Believe me, a divorce court would have you declared an unfit mother before you had a chance to exhale.”

The phone began to tremble again. I suddenly felt ill.

“Still there, dear?” she asked.

I couldn’t speak.

“Have I upset you, dear?”

Silence.

“Oh my, I sense that I have. Whereas my purpose was simply to point out the stark alternatives should you attempt to do anything silly. But you’re not planning to do anything silly, are you, dear?”

Silence.

“I want an answer.”

Silence. I couldn’t open my mouth.

“An answer. Now.”

“No,” I whispered, “I won’t do anything silly.” Then I put down the phone.

When George came home that night, he found me curled up in bed, a blanket pulled tight around me. He looked alarmed.

“Darling? Darling?”

He shook me by the shoulder. I looked at him blankly.

“Darling, what’s happened?”

I didn’t answer him. Because I didn’t feel able to answer him. The ability to speak had left me. I was here, but I was not here.

“Darling, please, tell me what’s wrong.”

I keep staring at him. My mind felt curiously empty. A void.

“Oh God . . . ,” George said and ran out of the room. I nodded off. When I came to, help had arrived—in the form of my mother-in-law. She was standing at the edge of my bed, George at her side. As I came to, George was kneeling by my side, stroking my head.

“Are you better, darling?” he asked.

I still felt unable to respond. He turned back to his mother, looking deeply worried. She nodded her head toward the door, motioning for him to leave. As soon as he was gone, she walked over and sat down on George’s bed. She looked at me for a very long time. Her gaze was dispassionate.

“I suppose I am to blame for all this,” she said, her voice as temperate as ever.

I turned my eyes downward. I couldn’t bear looking at her.

“I do know you are there, dear,” she said. “Just as I also know that these sorts of little afflictions are usually a sign of deep personal weakness, and are often self-inflicted. So please understand: you are not fooling me. Not at all.”

I closed my eyes.

“Go on, feign sleep,” she said. “Just as you’re feigning this breakdown. Of course, if it was something to do with your pregnancy, I might have a certain sympathy. Mind you, I loathed being pregnant. Loathed every minute of it. I suppose you must hate it too. Especially given how much you hate the family into which you’ve married.”

She was right about my contempt for her family. However, she was so wrong about my feelings toward my pregnancy. I despised the circumstances in which I had landed myself. The absurdity of my marriage, the abhorrent nature of Mrs. Grey . . . The one thing—the only thing—that was maintaining my sanity was the child I was carrying. I didn’t know who or what this child would be. All I knew was that I felt a deep, absolute, unconditional love for him or her. I didn’t totally understand this love. If asked, I probably wouldn’t have been able to explain it in a rational, straightforward way. Because it wasn’t rational or straightforward. It was just all-encompassing. The child was my future, my raison d’être.

But now, Mrs. Grey had blanketed that future with a dark specter.

If you want to leave this marriage, that is fine by me, and it’s also fine by Mr. Grey. Just leave us the child . . .

A scenario began to unspool inside my head. The baby is born. I am allowed to hold him for a few minutes. A nurse comes and says that she’s bringing him back to the nursery. As soon as he is out of my hands, a bailiff arrives bearing a writ. Mrs. Grey has made good on her threat.

Believe me, a divorce court would have you declared an unfit mother before you had a chance to exhale.

A shudder ran through me. I felt as if I had touched a live wire. I clutched myself.

“Feeling cold, dear?” Mrs. Grey said. “Or are you just playacting for my benefit?”

I shut my eyes again.

“All right—be that way. A doctor should be here shortly. But I’m certain he should confirm what I already know: there is nothing physically wrong with you. Still, if you persist in continuing in this absent state, I’m certain there are several good sanitoriums in Fairfield County, where you’d be looked after until the baby arrives . . . and maybe even afterward, if your mental state remained unchanged. I’m told that getting someone committed isn’t that difficult. Especially if, like you, they are showing all the usual signs of mental distress . . .”

There was a knock on the door.

“Ah, that must be the doctor.”

The doctor was a solemn, taciturn man in his fifties. He introduced himself to me as Dr. Rutan and explained that he was dealing with Dr. Eisenberg’s house calls this evening. He had all of Eisenberg’s warmth and charm. When I didn’t answer his first few questions—because I still felt incapable of speech—he didn’t express concern or worry. He simply got down to business. He took my pulse, my blood pressure. He listened to my heart. He placed the stethoscope on my expanded abdomen, and listened there too. He did some prodding and poking with his hands. He opened my mouth and—using a tongue depressor and a penlight—he gazed inside. Then he pulled out a small penlight, and shined it in my eyes. Turning toward my husband and mother-in-law, he said, “Everything is working fine. So either she is having a minor breakdown, or what could best be described as a very big sulk. It’s not uncommon during pregnancy. If the woman is of the delicate sort, the whole experience can overwhelm them, throwing everything out of proportion. And so, like little children, they retreat into themselves. And sulk.”

“How long might this go on?” George asked.

“I don’t know. Try to keep her fed and quiet. She should pull out of it in a day or two.”

“And if she doesn’t?” Mrs. Grey asked.

“Then,” the doctor said, “we will consider other medical options.”

I shut my eyes again. Only this time the desired effect happened. I fell into nothingness.

When I opened my eyes again, I knew immediately that something was very wrong. It was the middle of the night. I could hear George snoring softly in the adjoining bed. The room was black. And hot. So hot that I felt sodden. Sodden to the skin. I also felt in urgent need of a toilet. But when I tried to sit up, I felt lightheaded, vertiginous, woozy. Eventually I managed to put my feet on the floor. Standing up took some effort. I tried to take a step and had to steady myself. My little episode earlier in the evening—my absent state, as Mrs. Grey called it—must have been more serious than I realized. Because I felt truly weak.

I staggered across the darkened room, feeling my way to the bathroom door with outstretched hands. Reaching it, I stepped inside and flipped the switch. The room convulsed into light.

And I screamed.

Because there—in the bathroom mirror—was a reflection of myself. My face was the color of chalk. My eyes were yellow. And the bottom half of my white nightgown was red. Crimson red. Drenched in blood.

Then I felt as if I was falling into nothingness again. Only this time the plunge was accompanied by a nasty thud. Then the world went dark.

When I snapped back to consciousness, I was in a white room. With harsh white light. And an elderly man in a stiff white jacket beaming a penlight into my eyes. My left arm was strapped to the bed. I noticed a tube protruding from the arm, then a bottle of plasma hanging beside the bed.

“Welcome back,” he said.

“Oh . . . right,” I said, utterly incoherent.

“Do you know where you are?”

“Uh . . . what?”

He spoke loudly, as if I was deaf. “Do you know where you are?”

“Uh . . . well . . . no.”

“You are at Greenwich Hospital.”

This took a moment to sink in.

“Okay.”

“Do you know who I am?” the man asked.

“Should I?”

“We have met before. I am Dr. Eisenberg—your obstetrician. Do you know why you’re here, Sara?”

“Where am I?”

“As I said before: you are at Greenwich Hospital. Your husband found you on the floor of your bathroom, covered in blood.”

“I remember . . .”

“You’re a very lucky young woman. You went into a dead faint. Had you fallen the wrong way, you could have broken your neck. As it turned out, you just have some minor bruising.”

Clarity was beginning to return. I suddenly felt scared.

“Am I all right?” I asked quietly.

He looked at me carefully.

“As I said, you only suffered some superficial bruising. And you lost quite a bit of blood . . .”

Now I was scared. And very conscious. “Doctor, am I all right?”

Eisenberg met my stare. “You lost the baby.”

I closed my eyes. I felt as if I was falling again.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I had my right hand to my mouth. I bit hard on a knuckle. I didn’t want to cry in front of this man.

“I’ll come back later,” he said and headed toward the door.

Suddenly I asked, “Was it a boy or a girl?”

He turned around. “The fetus was only partially formed.”

“Answer me: was it a boy or a girl?”

“A boy.”

I blinked. I bit down on my knuckle again.

“I have some other difficult news,” he said. “Because the fetus was only partially formed, we had to operate to remove it from your womb. During surgery, we discovered that part of the wall of your womb had been badly damaged by the abnormal pregnancy. So damaged, in fact, that it is highly unlikely you’ll ever be able to conceive, let alone carry another pregnancy to full term. Understand: this is not a finite diagnosis. But from my clinical experience, the chances of you now being able to have a baby are, I’m afraid, improbable.”

There was a very long silence. He stared down at his shoes. “Do you have any questions?” he finally asked.

I put the palms of my hands against my eyes, and pressed hard, wanting to black out the world. After a moment, Eisenberg said, “I’m sure you’d like to be on your own for a while.”

I heard the door shut. I kept my palms pressed against my eyes. Because I couldn’t face opening them. I couldn’t face anything right now. I was in a nose dive.

The door opened again. I heard George softly say my name. I removed my hands. He came into focus. He was very pale, and looked like he hadn’t slept for days. Standing next to him was his mother. I suddenly heard myself say: “I don’t want her here.”

Mrs. Grey blanched. “What was that you said?” she asked.

“Mother . . . ,” George said, putting a hand on her arm—a hand which she immediately brushed away.

“Get her the hell out of here now,” I shouted.

She calmly approached the bed. “I will forgive that comment on the grounds that you have been through a traumatic experience.”

“I don’t want your forgiveness. Just go.”

Her face flexed into one of her tight little smiles. She bent down close to me. “Let me ask you something, Sara. Having self-induced this tragedy, are you now using disrespect as a way of dodging the fact that you’ve become damaged goods?”

That’s when I hit her. Using my free hand, I slapped her hard across the face. It caught her off-balance, sending her to the floor. She let out a scream. George came rushing forward, yelling something incoherent. He helped his mother back to her feet, whispering, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . . ,” in her ear. She turned and faced me, looking disoriented, dumbfounded, robbed of her triumphant malice. George put an arm around her and helped her out the door. A few minutes later, he came back in as rattled as someone who had just walked away from a car wreck.

“One of the nurses is looking after her,” he said. “I said that she took a turn and fell.”

I turned away from him.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, approaching me. “I can’t begin to tell you how sorry . . .”

I cut him off. “We have nothing more to say to each other.”

He tried to reach for me. I put my arm up to fend him off.

“Darling . . . ,” he said.

“Please leave, George.”

“You were right to hit her. She deserved . . .”

“George, I don’t want to talk right now.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll come back later. But, darling, know this: we’re going to be fine. I don’t care what Dr. Eisenberg says. It’s just an opinion. Worst comes to worst, we can always adopt. But, really . . .”

“George—there’s the door. Please use it.”

He heaved a deep sigh. He looked rattled. And scared.

“All right, I’ll be back first thing tomorrow.”

“No, George. I don’t want to see you tomorrow.”

“Well, I can come back the day after . . .”

“I don’t want to see you again.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m saying it.”

“I’ll do anything . . .”

“Anything?”

“Yes, darling. Anything.”

“Then I want you to do two things. The first is, call my brother. Tell him what’s happened. Tell him everything.”

“Of course, of course. I’ll call him as soon as I get home. And the second request?”

“Stay away from me.”

This took a moment to sink in. “You don’t really mean that,” he said.

“Yes—I really mean that.”

Silence. I finally looked at him. He was crying.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He rubbed his eyes with his hands. “I’ll do as you ask,” he said.

“Thank you.”

He was frozen to the spot, unable to move.

“Goodbye, George,” I whispered, then turned away.

After he left, a nurse came in, carrying a small ceramic bowl, containing a syringe and a vial. She placed the bowl on the bedside table, inserted the needle into the rubber top of the vial, inverted it, and filled part of the syringe with a viscous fluid.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Something to help you sleep.”

“I don’t want to sleep.”

“Doctor’s orders.”

Before I could object further, I felt a quick jab in the arm. I was under within seconds. When I came to again, it was morning. Eric was sitting on the edge of my bed. He gave me a sad smile.

“Hi there,” he said.

I reached for his hand. He moved closer down the bed, and threaded his fingers through mine. “Did George call you?” I asked.

“Yes. He did.”

“And did he tell you . . . ?”

“Yes. He told me.”

Suddenly I was sobbing. Immediately Eric put his arms around me. I buried my head in his shoulder. My sobs quickly escalated. He held me tighter as I cried. I was inconsolable. I had never known such wild, unbridled grief. And I couldn’t stop.

I don’t know how long I carried on crying. Eric said nothing. No words of consolation or condolence. Because words were meaningless at this moment. I would never have children. That was the terrible fact of the matter. Nothing anyone said could change that. Tragedy renders language impotent.

Eventually I subsided. I let go of Eric and fell back against the pillows. Eric reached out and stroked my face. We said nothing for a long time. I was still in shock. Finally, he broke our silence.

“So . . . ,” he said.

“So . . . ,” I said.

“My sofa’s not the most comfortable bed in the world, but . . .”

“It will do fine.”

“That’s settled then. While I was waiting for you to wake up, I spoke with one of the nurses. They think you’ll be ready to leave in about three days. So—if it’s okay with you—I’ll call George and arrange a time to go to your house in Old Greenwich and pack up your things.”

“It was never my house.”

“George was pretty emotional on the phone. He begged me to get you to reconsider.”

“There is absolutely no chance of that.”

“I intimated that to him.”

“He should marry his mother and get it over with.”

“Why didn’t I think of that line?”

I almost managed a small smile.

“It will be good to have you back, S. I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve fucked it up, Eric. I’ve fucked everything up.”

“Don’t think that,” he said. “Because it’s not true. But do keep using language like that. It dents your refined image. And I approve.”

“I landed myself in this entire disaster.”

“That’s an interpretation—and one which is guaranteed to cause you a lot of useless grief.”

“I deserve the grief . . .”

“Stop it! You deserve none of this. But it’s happened. And, in time, you will find a way of dealing with it.”

“I’ll never deal with it.”

“You will. Because you have to deal with it. You have no choice.”

“I suppose I could jump out a window.”

“But think of all the bad movies you’d miss.”

This time, I nearly managed a laugh. “I missed you too, Eric. More than I can say.”

“Give us two weeks together as roommates, and I’m sure we’ll end up never talking again.”

“An asteroid will hit Manhattan before that happens. There’s a pair of us in it.”

“Nice expression.”

“Yes. The Irish have all the right lines.”

He rolled his eyes and said, “Yez lives and yez learns.”

“Too damn true.”

I glanced out the window. It was a perfect summer day. A hard blue sky. An incandescent sun. Not a single hint of an inclement future. It was a day when everything should have seemed limitless, possible.

“Tell me something, Eric . . .”

“Yeah?”

“Is it always so hard?”

“Is what always so hard?”

“Everything.”

He laughed. “Of course. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

“Sometimes I wonder: will I ever figure anything out?”

He laughed again. “You know the answer to that question, don’t you?”

I kept my gaze on the world beyond. And said,

“Yes, I’m afraid I do.”


PART Three

    

    Sara


TWELVE

THE FIRST THING I noticed about Dudley Thomson were his fingers. They were short, stubby, fleshy—like links of Polish sausage. He had a large oval face. His chin was augmented by two tiers of fat. He had thinning hair, round horn-rimmed glasses, and a very expensive three-piece suit. It was dark gray with a thick chalk pinstripe. I guessed that it was made to measure, as it carefully encased his bulky frame. His office was wood paneled, with heavy green velvet curtains, deep leather chairs, a large mahogany desk. It struck me as a small-scale approximation of a London gentlemen’s club. In fact, everything about Dudley Thomson reeked of Anglophilia. He looked like an overweight version of T. S. Eliot. Only unlike Mr. Eliot he wasn’t a poet, dressed in the raiments of an English banker. Rather, he was a divorce lawyer—a partner at Potholm, Grey and Connell, the white-shoe Wall Street firm of which Edwin Grey Sr. was a senior partner.

I had been summoned by Dudley Thomson to a meeting at his office. It was three weeks after I had been discharged from Greenwich Hospital. I was staying with my brother at his apartment on Sullivan Street, curling up every night on his lumpy sofa. As one of the senior nurses at the hospital had warned me, I would probably go through a period of depression and grief after my release. She was right. I had spent most of the three weeks inside Eric’s apartment, only occasionally venturing outside for groceries or an afternoon double feature at the Academy of Music on 14th Street. I really didn’t want to be around many people—especially those friends of mine who were married with children. The sight of a baby carriage on the street chilled me. So too did passing a shop which sold maternity outfits or infant paraphernalia. Curiously, I hadn’t cried since that outburst in Greenwich Hospital. Instead, I had felt constantly numb, and wanted to do nothing more than sequester myself within the four walls of Eric’s place. Which, with my brother’s tolerant encouragement, was exactly what I had been doing—squandering the days with a stack of pulp thrillers, and working my way through Eric’s extensive record collection. I rarely turned on the radio. I didn’t buy a newspaper. I didn’t answer the phone (not that it rang very much anyway). Eric—the most patient man on the planet—didn’t worry out loud about my solipsism. Though he made subtle enquiries about my well-being, he never once suggested a night out. Nor did he pass a comment about my dazed gloom. He knew what was going on. He knew it had to run its course.

Three weeks into this period of self-incarceration, I received a letter from Dudley Thomson. He explained that he would be representing the Grey family in the divorce settlement and asked me to arrange an appointment with him at my earliest possible convenience. He said I could have my own legal counsel present at this meeting—but suggested that I not go to the expense of hiring a lawyer for this preliminary discussion, as the Greys wanted to settle matters as quickly as possible.

“Hire a lawyer,” Eric said after I showed him this letter. “They want to settle for as little as they can.”

“But I really don’t want anything from them.”

“You’re entitled to alimony . . . or at least a sizeable settlement. That’s the very least those bastards owe you.”

“I’d rather just walk away . . .”

“They exploited you . . .”

“No, they didn’t.”

“They used you as a battery hen and . . .”

“Eric, stop turning this into a class warfare drama. Especially as the Greys and ourselves are basically from the same damn class.”

“You should still take them for every penny possible.”

“No—because that would be unethical. And that’s not my style. I know what I want from the Greys. If they give it to me, then this entire matter can be settled without further grief. Believe me, what I want more than anything right now is no further grief.”

“At least find some tough divorce lawyer to have in your corner . . .”

“I need nobody. That’s my new credo, Eric. From now on, I’m depending on no one.”

And so, I made an appointment to see Mr. Thomson, and walked into his office without a legal entourage. He was rather surprised by that.

“I actually expected to see you here today with at least one legal counselor,” he said.

“Really?” I said. “After advising me that I needed no counsel present at this interview?”

He flashed me a smile, showing bad dental work (a true sign of his deep Anglophilia). “I expect no one to really follow my advice,” he said.

“Well, I have. So—let’s get this over with. Tell me what you are proposing.”

He coughed a bit, and shuffled through a few papers, trying to mask his surprise at my directness. “The Greys want to be as generous as possible . . .”

“You mean, George Grey wants to be as generous as possible. I was—am still—married to him, not his family.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” he said, sounding a little flustered. “George Grey wants to offer you a most reasonable settlement.”

“What’s his—and your—idea of a ‘most reasonable settlement’?”

“We were thinking of something in the region of two hundred dollars a month . . . payable up until the time you remarry.”

“I’m never getting married again.”

He attempted a benevolent smile. He failed. “I can understand you’re upset, Mrs. Grey, given the circumstances. But I’m certain an attractive, intelligent woman like yourself will have no trouble finding another husband . . .”

“Except that I’m not in the market for another husband. Anyway, even if I was, I am now, medically speaking, damaged goods—to use my mother-in-law’s kind words.”

He looked deeply embarrassed. “Yes, I heard about your . . . medical difficulties. I am dreadfully sorry.”

“Thank you. But back to business. I’m afraid two hundred dollars a month is unacceptable. My salary at Saturday Night/Sunday Morning was three hundred a month. I think I deserve that.”

“I’m certain three hundred dollars a month would be agreeable.”

“Good. Now I have a proposal to put to you. When I told you that I am never planning to marry again, I’m certain you realized that George will, in effect, be paying me alimony for the rest of my life.”

“Yes, that thought did cross my mind.”

“I would like to simplify matters in that regard. I am willing to accept a one-off payment from George. Once that is made, I will ask for no further financial maintenance from him.”

He pursed his lips. “And what sort of sum were you considering?”

“I was married to George for almost five months. I was with him for two months before then. Let’s call it a total of seven months. I would like a year’s alimony for each of those months. That works out at . . .”

He was already scribbling figures on his desk blotter. “Twenty-five thousand two hundred dollars,” he said.

“Precisely.”

“It’s a large sum.”

“Not if you consider that, all going well, I should be alive for another forty-five or fifty years.”

“That is a point. And is that sum simply an opening offer?”

“No—it’s the final offer. Either George agrees to pay me that amount up-front, or he can support me until the day I die. Are we clear about that, Mr. Thomson?”

“Exceedingly. Naturally, I will have to discuss this with the Greys . . . sorry, with George.”

“Well, you know where to find me,” I said, standing up.

He proffered his hand. I took it. It was soft and spongy. “May I ask you something, Mrs. Grey?”

“Of course.”

“This may sound strange, given that I am representing your husband, but I am nonetheless curious to know one thing: why on earth don’t you want ongoing alimony?”

“Because I want nothing to do with the Greys ever again. And you can convey my feelings to your clients, should you so wish.”

He let go of my hand. “I sense they know that already. Goodbye, Mrs. Grey.”

On the way out of the offices of Potholm, Grey and Connell, I saw Edwin Grey Sr. walking toward me in the corridor. Immediately, he lowered his eyes to avoid meeting mine. Then he passed by me without saying a word.

As soon as I was out of the building, I hailed a taxi and headed back to Sullivan Street. The meeting had drained me. I wasn’t used to playing the role of the hard negotiator. But I was pleased with the way I had handled things. Just as I had surprised myself with the statement that I would never marry again. It was said off the top of my head, without premeditation. I hadn’t considered the matter before making this declaration. But it evidently reflected what I was thinking right now. Whether I would still be thinking this same way about marriage several years from now was another matter. What I did know was this: it didn’t work when your heart led your head. It didn’t work when your head led your heart. Which, in turn, meant . . .

What?

Maybe that we never get it right. We just muddle through.

Which is perhaps one of the great reasons why love always disappoints. We enter it hoping it will make us whole—that it will shore up our foundations, end our sense of incompleteness, give us the stability we crave. Then we discover that, on the contrary, it is a deeply exposing experience. Because it is so charged with ambivalence. We seek certainty in another person. We discover doubt—both in the object of our affection and in ourselves.

So perhaps the trick of it is to recognize the fundamental ambivalence lurking behind every form of human endeavor. Because once you recognize that—once you grasp the flawed nature of everything—you can move forward without disappointment.

Until, of course, you fall in love again.

Two days after my meeting with Dudley Thomson, a letter from him arrived in the mail. In it, he informed me that George Grey had accepted my proposal of a once-off payment of $25,200—on the condition that I would abnegate (his word) any further claims to alimony and/or other forms of financial maintenance. He also suggested that fifty percent of this sum would be payable to me on signature of a legally binding agreement (which he would draw up once I informed him that, in principle, I accepted these terms), and fifty percent when the official divorce decree came through twenty-four months from now (New York State was very reluctant back then to issue divorces with ease).

I picked up the phone and called Mr. Thomson, informing him that I agreed to these terms. Within a week of that call, a legal agreement arrived through the mail. It was lengthy and semantically challenging for anyone like myself who hadn’t been to law school. Eric also read it and decided it was labyrinthine. So, that day, he found me a local attorney in the neighborhood. His name was Joel Eberts. He was a beefy man in his late fifties, built like a stevedore. He had his office on the corner of Thompson and Prince streets. It was one room, with scuffed linoleum and fluorescent lighting. His handshake was like a vise. But I liked his blunt style.

After briefly perusing the contract, he whistled through his blackened teeth and said, “You were actually married to Edwin Grey’s son?”

“I’m afraid so. Do you know the Greys?”

“I think I’m a little too Semitic for their social tastes. But in my younger days, I used to practice labor law, and for a while I represented the dockers over at the Brooklyn Navy Yards. You ever been over to the Navy Yards?”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “Once.”

“Anyway, Old Man Grey’s firm made a lot of money representing the private contractors at the Navy Yards. Grey himself had this really fearsome reputation for actually taking pleasure in screwing the workers, especially when it came to negotiating contracts. And the thing was: the guy always won. I hated the sonofabitch—’scuse my French—so I’ll be happy to look this over for you. Six bucks an hour is what I charge. Is that okay?”

“Very reasonable. Too reasonable, in fact. Shouldn’t I be paying you more?”

“This is the Village, not Wall Street. Six bucks an hour is my rate, and I’m not going to jack it up just because you’re dealing with Potholm, Grey and Connell. But lemme ask you something: why just accept a one-off payment from the bastards?”

“I have my reasons.”

“As I am representing you, you’d better tell me them.”

Hesitantly, I informed him about the awfulness of the marriage, the nightmare that was my mother-in-law, and the miscarriage—with all its permanent implications. When I finished, he leaned over his desk and quickly squeezed my hand.

“That’s a tough call, Miss Smythe. I’m really sorry.”

“Thank you.”

“Listen, I’ll have all this sorted out in a couple of days. It shouldn’t take more than around ten to twelve hours of my time, max.”

“That’s fine,” I said.

A week later, Mr. Eberts called me at Eric’s apartment.

“Sorry it took me some time to get back to you, but this took a little longer to negotiate than expected.”

“I thought it was all pretty straightforward.”

“Miss Smythe—when it comes to law, nothing’s straightforward. Anyway, here’s the deal. First the Bad News: I ended up spending twenty hours on this agreement, so it’s gonna cost you a hundred and twenty dollars . . . which I know is twice the originally quoted price, but that’s how these things go. Especially since the Good News is really Good News. They’re now gonna pay you a one-off settlement of thirty-five grand.”

“Thirty-five thousand dollars? But Mr. Thomson and I had agreed twenty-five thousand.”

“Yeah—but I always like to get my clients a little more than they bargained for. Anyway, I spoke to a doctor friend of mine, who told me that we could have a case against that quack specialist your mother-in-law imposed on you. What was his name again?”

“Dr. Eisenberg.”

“Yeah, that’s the gonif. Anyway, according to my doc friend, Eisenberg was negligent in not detecting the catastrophic nature of your pregnancy—and therefore could be held responsible for the permanent damage you suffered. Of course, that jerk Dudley Thomson at Potholm, Grey and Connell tried to pooh-pooh the idea of medical negligence—until I told him that if the Greys really wanted a nasty public divorce case, we were prepared to give them one.”

“But I would never have agreed to that.”

“Believe me, I was aware of that. All I was doing was playing Call My Bluff. And then I told them we now wanted a settlement of fifty grand . . .”

“Good God.”

“Of course I knew they’d never agree to that. But it did scare the pants off them—because within a day they came back with a counter-offer of thirty-five. Thompson says it’s their absolutely final offer, but I’m pretty sure I can get them up to forty . . .”

“Thirty-five will do just fine,” I said. “Very honestly, I don’t think I should accept this new sum at all.”

“Why the hell not? The Greys have got the money. Medically speaking, they’re partially to blame for what happened to you. More to the point, this is a good deal for them. Once they pay you off, they’ll never have another responsibility toward you again . . . which is how you wanted it, right?”

“Yes, but . . . I had agreed to the sum of twenty-five.”

“That’s until you hired a lawyer. And trust me on this one: they owe you.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Say nothing. Just take the money . . . and don’t feel any guilt about it.”

“At least let me pay you more than a hundred and twenty dollars.”

“Why? That’s my fee.”

“Thank you.”

“No, thank you. I had great fun finally winning one against Edwin-goddamn-Grey. The agreement should be here tomorrow, so I’ll call you when it’s ready for signature. And here’s another little bit of good news: they’re gonna give you the entire thirty-five grand right now, on the condition that you don’t contest the divorce.”

“Why on earth would I want to do that?”

“That’s what I told him. So, there we go. Happy?”

“Overwhelmed.”

“Don’t be. But if you wouldn’t mind a small piece of advice, Miss Smythe?”

“Please.”

“As we used to say in Brooklyn, spend the money smart.”

I heeded that advice. When the payment came through a month later, I put it in the bank and went shopping. For an apartment. It only took a week to find what I was looking for: a sunny one-bedroom place on the first floor of a turn-of-the-century brownstone on West 77th Street off Riverside Drive. The apartment was spacious, with three bright rooms, high ceilings, hardwood floors. There was a small alcove area off the living room which would make a perfect study. But the best selling point—the thing that made me want the place immediately—was the fact that it had its own private garden. All right, it was only a ten by ten patch of cracked paving stones and dead grass—but I knew I could do wonderful things with it. More tellingly, I would have my own private garden in the center of Manhattan—a little dash of green in the middle of all that high-rise concrete and brick. True, the walls of the apartment were covered in heavy brown floral wallpaper. And yes, the kitchen was a little old-fashioned—it had an antiquated ice box that actually required regular deliveries from the local ice man. But the real estate broker said that she’d be willing to shave $300 off the asking price of $8,000 to compensate for the renovations I would need to make. I told her to add another $200 to that figure, and we’d have a deal. She agreed. As it was a brownstone, I didn’t have to be vetted by the board of the cooperative. There was just a monthly maintenance fee of twenty dollars. I used Joel Eberts again to handle the legal work. I paid cash. I owned the apartment a week after I saw it.

“My sister the property owner,” Eric said archly while looking around the apartment only a few days before I closed the deal.

“Next thing I know, you’ll be calling me a bourgeois capitalist.”

“I’m not being ideological—just wry. There is a difference, you know.”

“Really? I never realized that, comrade.”

“Shhh . . .”

“Stop being paranoid. I doubt Mr. Hoover’s bugged this apartment. I mean, the previous owner was a little old Latvian lady . . .”

“To Hoover, everyone’s a possible subversive. Haven’t you read what’s been going on in Washington? A bunch of congressmen are screaming about Reds under the Bed in Hollywood. Calling for a committee to investigate Communist infiltration of the entertainment industry.”

“That’s just Hollywood.”

“Believe me, if the Congress starts trying to dig up Commies in L.A., then it’ll just be a matter of time before they turn their attention to New York.”

“Like I told you before—if that happens, all you’ll have to tell them is that you left the Party in forty-one, and you’ll be in the clear. Anyway, you can always tell the Feds you have this archcapitalist, property-owning sister . . .”

“Very funny.”

“Give it to me straight, Eric: do you like the place?”

He glanced again around the empty living room.

“Yeah—it’s got great potential. Especially once you get rid of that Eastern European wallpaper. What do you think it’s depicting? Springtime in Riga?”

“I don’t know—but along with the kitchen, it’s going before I set foot in here.”

“Are you sure about living on the Upper West Side? I mean, it’s kind of quiet up here in the Dakotas.”

“I’ll tell you, the only thing I miss about Old Greenwich is the sense of open space. That’s why I like it up here. I’m a minute from Riverside Park. I’ve got the Hudson. I’ve got my garden . . .”

“Stop it, or you’re going to start sounding like Thoreau at Walden Pond.”

I laughed, then said, “After I pay for this place and do it up, I should still have around thirty-two thousand in the bank—that’s including the inheritance money from Mother and Father, which I put into government bonds.”

“Unlike your profligate brother.”

“Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The real estate agent who sold me this place told me there was another apartment going on the third floor. So why don’t you let me buy it for you and . . .”

He cut me off. “No way,” he said.

“Don’t be so dismissive of the idea. I mean, that place of yours on Sullivan Street really isn’t the best . . .”

“It suits me fine. It’s all I need.”

“Come on, Eric—it’s a student place. It’s like bad La Bohème—and you’re nearly thirty-five years old.”

“I know exactly how old I am, S,” he said crossly. “Just as I also know what I need or don’t need. What I don’t need is your damn charity, understand?”

His harsh tone stunned me.

“I was only making a suggestion. I mean, I know you don’t like the Upper West Side, so if you saw a place downtown you wanted to buy . . .”

“I want nothing from you, S.”

“But why? I can help you.”

“Because I don’t want help. Because needing help makes me feel like a loser.”

“You know I don’t think that about you.”

“But I think that. So . . . thanks, but no thanks.”

“At least consider it.”

“No. Case closed. But here’s a practical tip from an impractical guy: find yourself a smart stockbroker and let him invest that thirty-two grand in blue chips: GE, General Motors, RCA, that kind of thing. Rumor has it IBM is also a smart bet—although they’re still finding their feet as a company.”

“I didn’t know you followed the market, Eric.”

“Sure—former Marxist-Leninists always pick the best stocks.”

When the apartment became mine a few days later, I hired a decorator to strip the wallpaper, replaster the walls, and paint them a plain flat white. I also had him design a simple modern kitchen, featuring a new Amana refrigerator. All the work cost $600—and for that all-inclusive price, he also agreed to sand and revarnish the hardwood floors, build two floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in the living room, and retile the bathroom. Like the rest of the apartment, it too went white. The remaining $400 of my decorating budget was spent on furniture: an antique brass bed, a tall ash chest of drawers, a simple Knoll sofa upholstered in a neutral beige fabric, a big cushy easy chair (also covered in the same fabric), a large pine table which would serve as a desk. It was amazing what you could buy with $400 back then—my budget also stretched to a couple of throw rugs, a few table lights, and a chrome kitchen table with two matching chairs.

The redecoration took around a month. All the furniture arrived on the morning the painters finally moved out. By nightfall—thanks to Eric’s assistance—I had the place set up. I spent the next few days buying essentials like plates and glasses and cutlery and towels. I also exceeded my budget by a hundred and fifty dollars to invest in a state-of-the-art RCA radio and phonograph—all housed in one large mahogany cabinet. It was an indulgence, but a necessary one.

There were very few material things I craved. After reading in Life about the RCA Home Concert Hall (yes, that was its actual name), I knew I was going to buy it . . . even though it cost a ferocious $149.95. And now here it was—sitting in a corner of an apartment I owned outright, blaring the opening movement of Brahms’s Third Symphony. I was surrounded by the first furniture I had ever bought in my life. Suddenly I had possessions. Suddenly I felt very grown up—and very empty.

“Penny for them,” Eric said, handing me a glass of celebratory fizzy wine.

“I’m just a little bemused, that’s all.”

“Bemused that you are the mistress of all you survey?”

“Bemused that I’ve ended up here, with all this.”

“It could be worse. You could still be a resident of the Grey Penal Colony in Old Greenwich.”

“Yes—divorce does have its rewards, I guess.”

“You’re feeling guilty about all this. I can tell.”

“I know this sounds stupid, but I keep telling myself that it’s not right I’ve been handed this without . . .”

“What? Suffering? Martyrdom? Crucifixion?”

I laughed. “Yes,” I said. “Something extreme and punitive like that.”

“I love a masochist. Anyway, S—as far as I’m concerned, thirty-five grand doesn’t even begin to compensate you for the fact that you’ll never . . .”

“Stop,” I said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s my problem. I will come to terms with it.”

He put an arm around my shoulder.

“You don’t have to come to terms with it,” he said.

“Yes. I do. Otherwise . . .”

“What?”

“Otherwise I’ll do something very stupid . . . like turning this into the central tragedy of my life. Which I don’t want it to be. I’m not cut out to play the lamentable heroine. It’s simply not my style.”

“At least give yourself some time to come to terms with things. It’s only been two months.”

“I’m doing fine,” I lied. “I’m doing just fine.”

In truth, I wasn’t doing badly. Because I was also working hard at filling every hour of the day. After moving into the apartment, I set up meetings with half a dozen different stockbrokers, before settling on Lawrence Braun—the husband of an old Bryn Mawr friend, Virginia Sweet. She’d married Lawrence straight out of college, and was now coping with three under-fives in a rambling colonial house in Ossining. But it wasn’t the connection with Virginia that made me give Lawrence my business—rather, the fact that he was the only stockbroker I met who didn’t patronize me, or say things like: “Now I know you ladies really don’t have much of a head for figures . . . except when it comes to girdle sizes, ha! ha!” (yes, that really was commonplace male wit in 1947). On the contrary, Lawrence questioned me carefully about my long-term financial goals (security, security, and more security), and my attitude toward risk (to be avoided at all costs).

“Do you want this money to provide an immediate income for you?” he asked.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “I’m planning to go back to work as soon as possible. I refuse to be the so-called lady of leisure. It’s a waste of a life.”

“And if marriage happens again for you?”

“It won’t. Ever.”

He thought about that one for a moment, then said, “Fine. Then let’s think very long term.”

His financial plan was a straightforward one. My five thousand dollars in government bonds would be moved into a pension plan that would mature when I was sixty. Twenty thousand dollars would be used to acquire a portfolio of blue-chip stocks—with the aim of achieving at least six percent growth per annum. The remaining five thousand would be mine to play with—or to live on while I found work.

“All going well, you will have quite a substantial war chest behind you by the time you’re into middle age. Add to this the fact that you will be sitting on an appreciable asset—a completely paid-off apartment—and it looks like you will be financially dependent on no one.”

That was what I wanted—complete independence. Never again would I allow myself to be dependent on someone else. I wasn’t slamming the door on men, or sex, or the possibility of falling in love. But there was no damn way I was going to stumble into a situation where I would be reliant on a man for my sense of self, my social status, or the cash in my pocket. From now on, I would be an autonomous unit: self-sufficient, unimpeded, unattached.

So I agreed to Lawrence’s financial plan. Checks were written, investments made. Though I now had five thousand dollars in my bank account—to spend however I wanted—I forced myself to be prudent, determined not to squander it on frivolities. Because money now meant independence. Or, at least, the illusion of independence.

After sorting out my financial situation, I paid a call to Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. Nathaniel Hunter’s appalling successor had only lasted a few months in the job. She’d been replaced by a tiny, impish woman named Imogen Woods—a real Dorothy Parker type who was known for her long lunches, her perpetual hangovers, and her spot-on taste in fiction. When I called her office, she told me to drop by the next afternoon around five. She was sitting in an armchair next to her desk, correcting some proof pages from the magazine. A Pall Mall was smoldering in an already brimming ashtray. A highball was in one hand, a pencil in the other. She had a pair of half-moon glasses on the end of her nose, through which she studied me with care.

“So—another refugee from married life,” she said.

“News obviously travels fast.”

“Hey—it’s a magazine. Which, in turn, means it’s filled with people who think they’re doing something important, but secretly know they’re doing nothing of importance, and therefore like nothing better than gossiping about other people’s more interesting lives.”

“My life isn’t particularly interesting.”

“A marriage that only lasts five months is always interesting. The shortest of my three marital disasters lasted six months.”

“And the longest?”

“A year and a half.”

“Impressive.”

She cackled loudly, exhaling a lungful of smoke. “Yeah—like hell. So, tell me—when are you going to write another story for us? I dug your first one out of the file. Pretty damn good. Where’s the next one?”

I explained that I considered myself a one-hit wonder—that I had tried writing fiction again, but found that I had nothing to say.

“So that’s really going to be your only story?” she asked.

“I think so, yes.”

“He must have been quite a guy, your sailor.”

“He was fictitious.”

She threw back her highball.

“Yeah—and I’m Rita Hayworth. Anyway, I’m not going to pry, much as I’d like to. How can I help?”

“I know my old job is filled, but I was wondering if I might be able to do a little freelance reading for you . . .”

“No problem,” she said. “Ever since the goddamn war ended, everyone in America’s decided they’re a writer. We’re deluged with unsolicited crap. So we’d be happy to throw around twenty manuscripts your way each week. We pay three bucks a report. It ain’t a fortune, but it should pay for some groceries. Your friend Emily Flouton was telling me that you’ve just moved into your own place.”

“That’s right,” I said.

“So tell me about it,” she said.

I did as instructed, explaining a bit about how I threw myself into apartment hunting after leaving George, how I’d found this place on West 77th Street, and had stripped the apartment bare, redecorating it in neutral tones.

“That’ll work,” she said.

“What will work?”

“Your story about the apartment. We’ll call it ‘Act Two’ or ‘Starting Over’ or something goddamn similar. What I want from you is a smart, funny account of finding your own place after your marriage got torpedoed.”

“But, like I told you, I’m not writing fiction anymore.”

“And I’m not asking you to write fiction. I’m asking you to be the first contributor to a new slot His Godship the Editor has asked me to develop. He wants to call it ‘Slice of Life’—which shows you the sort of imagination he’s got. But that’s the gist of it—a quick, elegant dispatch from that battlefront called ‘real life.’ A thousand words, no more, the fee is forty bucks, and to make sure you don’t spend too much time sweating over it, I’m going to expect it on my desk five days from now. That’s start of business Monday. Are you clear on that, Smythe?”

I gulped. Loudly. “Are you sure you want me to write this?” I said.

“No—I always waste my time commissioning stuff I really don’t want. Come on, Smythe: are you going to do this or what?”

After a nervous pause, I said, “Yes—I’ll do it.”

“That’s settled then. Meanwhile, I’ll have one of my lackeys dig out twenty new arrivals from the slush pile of The Great Unsolicited Short Story and have them sent over to your place. But do your own story first. And Monday means Monday. Okay?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“No—you’ll do it very well. Because that’s what I’m expecting from you. One final thing—write sharp. I like sharp. Sharp always works.”

Naturally enough, by ten that Sunday night, I had given up hope of making the deadline the next morning. The area around my desk looked like a do-it-yourself snowfall, as it was knee-deep in balled-up typing paper. I was blocked, congealed, mentally barricaded. Over the previous four days, I had tried dozens of different openings to the piece. Each time, I had thrown my hands up in despair, ripped the paper from my Remington, and cursed myself for accepting this commission. I wasn’t a writer—I was a fraud. Someone who’d gotten lucky the first time around, but had been a muse-free zone since then. Worse yet, I knew full well that inspiration only constituted around fifteen percent of the ingredients needed for writing. Craft, diligence, and sheer obstinacy made up the rest of the equation—and I was certainly lacking in all these departments. Because if I didn’t possess the stubbornness—and self-assurance—required to toss off a dumb thousand-word feature about redecorating my new apartment, then how would I ever do this sort of thing professionally?

I now knew the answer to that question: I didn’t have the skill, the rigor, the sheer moxie required to get on with the job of writing. I didn’t trust myself enough.

Just before midnight, I picked up the phone and called Eric, repeating this self-pitying rant to him. I ended with the plaintive comment: “I suppose I can always stick to editing.”

“What a tragic denouement,” he said, with more than a hint of irony.

“I knew I could count on you for sympathy and understanding.”

“I simply don’t understand why you can’t just write the damn thing—and get it over with.”

“Because it’s not that damn simple!” I said, adding: “And yes, I do know I sound overwrought.”

“At least you haven’t lost your capacity for self-knowledge.”

“Why do I ever tell you anything?”

“God knows—but if you want a piece of writerly advice, here it is: just sit down and punch it out. Don’t think—just write.”

“Thanks a lot,” I said.

“Anytime,” he said. “Good luck.”

I hung up the phone, I staggered into my bedroom, I fell on my bed, I nodded off (having hardly slept the previous night). When I came to again, the bedside clock read 5:12 AM. I sat up, startled. Thinking: I’ve got a deadline to make in less than five hours.

I threw off all my clothes. I took a very hot shower, finishing it with a punishing thirty-second blast of ice-cold water. I dressed. I put a pot of coffee on the stove. I glanced at my watch. Five thirty-two a.m. The deadline was ten. When the coffee was ready, I poured myself a cup and carried it over to my desk. I rolled a piece of paper into my Remington. I took a fast sip of the still-scalding coffee. Then I took a very deep breath.

Don’t think—just write.

All right, all right. I’ll try . . .

Without thinking, I hammered out a paragraph:

The real estate agent was a woman in her fifties. Her face was heavily rouged, her smile rigid, fixed. I saw her studying my ringless left hand, and the elaborate engagement ring which I had just recently transferred to my right hand.

“Was he a bum?” she said.

“No,” I said. “It just didn’t work out.”

I stopped for a moment. I took another gulp of coffee. I glanced at the six typed lines on the page. I started writing again.

“So you’re looking for a fresh start?” she asked me.

“No,” I said. “I’m just looking for an apartment.”

Not bad, not bad. Keep going. I downed the rest of the cup. I looked back down at the keyboard. I started typing again.

When I looked up again, it was 8:49 AM. Morning light was flooding the living room. And four typed pages were stacked beside me at the desk. I pulled the final page from the Remington, and placed it at the bottom of the pile. Then, reaching for a pencil, I read through the feature—quickly excising a few clumsy phrases, tightening up the grammar, rewriting a small block of dialogue. Another fast glance at my watch: 9:02 AM. I reached for ten clean sheets of typing paper, one of carbon. I sandwiched the carbon paper between two sheets. I carefully rolled it into my Remington. I started retyping the story. It took just under forty minutes to finish the job. 9:42 AM. No time to lose. I took the top copy of the story, tossed it into my briefcase, grabbed my coat, and charged for the door. I hailed a cab going downtown on Riverside Drive, and told the driver I’d give him a hefty tip if he could get me to Rockefeller Center just before ten AM.

“From here to Rockefeller Center in twelve minutes?” he said. “Forgeddaboudit.”

“Just do your best, please.”

“Lady, that’s all any of us can do.”

Besides being something of a philosopher, the cabbie was also a maniac behind the wheel. But he did get me to 50th and Fifth by 10:04. I gave him a buck fifty, even though the meter only read eighty-five cents.

“Remind me to pick you up again,” he said when I told him to keep the change. “I hope you get whatever you’re rushing to get.”

I charged into the lobby of Saturday/Sunday. The elevator was crowded, and made a lot of stops before it reached the fifteenth floor. Ten eleven AM. I walked briskly down the corridor. I knocked on Imogen Woods’s door, fully expecting her secretary to greet me. But Miss Woods opened it herself.

“You’re late,” she said.

“Just a few minutes.”

“And you look harassed as hell.”

“The traffic . . .”

“Yeah, yeah—I’ve heard that one before. And let me guess: your dog ate your copy.”

“No,” I said, fumbling with the clasps on my briefcase. “I actually have it here.”

“Well, well—wonders do happen.”

I reached inside and handed over the five pages. She took them from me, then opened the door again.

“I’ll call you when I’ve read it,” she said, “which might take a couple of days, given how goddamn behind I am on everything. Meanwhile, go buy yourself a cup of coffee, Smythe. You look like you need one.”

I actually treated myself to breakfast at Lindy’s: bagels and lox, accompanied by lots of black coffee. Then I walked one block uptown to the Colony Record Shop and dropped $2.49 on a new recording of Don Giovanni, featuring Ezio Pinza as the great womanizer. Feeling that I was being just a tad profligate, I opted for the subway home, kicked off my shoes, stacked the four new discs on my phonograph, pushed the lever marked On, flopped on my sofa, and spent the next few hours doing nothing but listening to Mozart and Da Ponte’s sublime, dark tale of carnal crime and punishment. The music washed over me. I was exhausted, depleted. And totally bemused as to how the hell I had managed to get the story written. Though the carbon copy was on my desk, I didn’t want to read through it right now. There was time enough to discover whether it was good or not.

Around three that afternoon—just as Don Giovanni was descending into hell—the phone rang. It was Imogen Woods.

“So,” she said, “you can write.”

“Really?” I said, sounding uncertain.

“Yeah. Really.”

“You mean, you liked the piece?”

“Yes, Oh Unconfident One—I actually did like it. So much so that I’m going to commission another feature from you . . . if you’re not too full of self-doubt to handle another commission.”

“I can handle another commission,” I said.

“That’s what I like to hear,” she said.

The commission was for another “Slice of Life” piece—only this time she wanted me to do something funny and smart on that most unnerving rite of passage: the first date. Once again, the length was a thousand words. Once again, she insisted it be in within a week. Once again, I pulled my hair out until—following Eric’s advice—I sat down and simply wrote the thing straight through. Telling the silly story of the night that Dick Becker—one of my classmates at Hartford High, a tall, nervous science whiz with bad skin and an overbite—invited me to a Square Dance at the local Episcopalian church. It wasn’t exactly the most lascivious first date in history. Rather, it was very awkward, very sweet. At the end of the evening (I had a curfew of nine thirty), he walked me to my door and chastely shook my hand.

Nothing terribly memorable happened, I wrote. Neither of us did anything embarrassing, like clunking our heads together while attempting a kiss. Because there was no kiss. We were both terribly formal with each other. Formal and proper and oh-so-innocent. Which, after all, is the way a first date should be.

This time I made the deadline with twenty minutes to spare. On my way back home from the Saturday/Sunday offices, I had breakfast again in Lindy’s, then went to the Colony and bought a new recording of Horowitz playing three Mozart piano sonatas. As I walked back into my apartment, the phone started ringing.

“Now, in my jaundiced opinion,” Imogen Woods said, “a first date should end with me waking up the next morning and discovering that I’m in bed with Robert Mitchum. But, of course, I’m not a nice girl like you.”

“I am not a nice girl,” I said.

“Oh yes you are. Which is why you’re the perfect Saturday/Sunday writer.”

“So you liked the piece?”

“Yeah—give or take the occasional dumb line, I liked it. Mucho. So what next?”

“You want me to write something else for you?”

“I love a girl with impressive powers of deduction.”

My third commission was for a piece entitled “When You Just Can’t Get It Right,” a moderately amusing thousand-word stroll through that perennial tonsorial problem called “a bad hair day.” Yes, I knew this was lightweight stuff. Yes, I knew that this sort of thing would never win me a Pulitzer. But I also knew that I had a facility for wry observations on small domestic or personal subjects. I could—to quote Imogen Woods—write sharp. More importantly, I had discovered that I could actually write again . . . a discovery which astonished and delighted me. It wasn’t fiction. It wasn’t high art. But it was tightly constructed and had some wit. For the first time in years, I felt curiously confident. I had a talent. A small talent, perhaps—but a talent nonetheless.

I delivered “When You Just Can’t Get It Right” a day ahead of its due date. As always I celebrated with breakfast at Lindy’s and the acquisition of a record at the Colony (a recording of Bach’s Goldberg Variations for harpsichord, performed by Wanda Landowska—a bargain at eighty-nine cents). I heard nothing from Miss Woods for nearly forty-eight hours. By the time she called, I had convinced myself she’d so hated this new piece that my career at Saturday/Sunday was over.

“Well, His Godship the Editor and I have been having words about you,” she said as soon as I picked up the phone.

“Oh, really,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

“Yeah—he hates your stuff and wanted me to break the news to you.”

After a long pause, I managed to say: “Well, I guess that’s to be expected.”

“Jesus Christ, will you listen to yourself. Little Miss Fatalistic.”

“So he . . . uh . . . wasn’t asking you to fire me?”

“Au contraire—His Godship really likes those three pieces you wrote. So much so that he wants me to offer you a contract.”

“What kind of contract?”

“What kind of contract do you think? A writing contract, you dolt. You’re going to have your own weekly column in the magazine.”

“You can’t be serious.”

But she was. And during the first week of 1948, my column—“Sara Smythe’s Real Life”—made its first appearance in the magazine. It was, at heart, a continuation of the three “Slice of Life” pieces I had already written for Miss Woods. Each week, I would take an incident or a minor problem—“The Guy With Bad Breath,” “How I Can Never Boil Spaghetti Well,” “Why I Always Buy Stockings That Run”—and turn it into a light, fast divertissement. Without question, the column celebrated the trivial, the prosaic. But it was reasonably droll—and because it was rooted in the mundanity of day-to-day female existence, I never ran out of weekly ideas.

Initially I was paid fifty dollars a column for forty-eight columns per annum. To me, this was incredible money—considering that the piece never took more than a day to write. Within six months of its inauguration, however, His Godship renegotiated my contract—after the Ladies’ Home Journal and Woman’s Home Companion tried to poach me. Because, much to my complete surprise, “Sara Smythe’s Real Life” had become something of a success. I was getting around fifty letters a week from women readers across the country, telling me how much they enjoyed my allegedly funny observations on what Imogen Woods called “girly stuff.” His Godship himself—Ralph J. Linklater—was also beginning to receive positive reader feedback about the column. Then two things happened which suddenly made me valuable—(a) four of Saturday/Sunday’s advertisers asked for their copy to be run alongside my column, and (b) I was approached by those two ladies’ magazines, and offered a considerable raise in pay if I would defect to them.

I was astonished by these offers. So astonished that I mentioned them, en passant, to Imogen Woods—dropping it halfway into a phone conversation about my next column. She sounded instantly worried.

“Honestly, Imogen,” I assured her. “I wouldn’t dream of leaving the magazine. That wouldn’t be ethical.”

“Well, God bless your George Washington conscience. But promise me this: don’t respond to those letters until I’ve spoken to His Godship.”

Of course, I promised not to respond to the competing magazines. Call me naive—but I was perfectly happy being paid fifty dollars a column. Especially as it had become so straightforward to write. I didn’t intend to use the other offers as a bargaining chip. When His Godship himself personally called me at home the next morning, I suddenly realized that that was what they had become.

I had met Mr. Linklater just once before this conversation—when he invited me out to lunch (with Miss Woods) a few months after my column had started. He was a large, portly man who reminded me a lot of Charles Laughton. He liked to run the magazine in a grandfatherly way—but was notoriously harsh with anyone who contradicted him. As Miss Woods warned me before our lunch, “Treat him like your favorite uncle, and he’ll love you. But if you try to flash your smarts at him—not that you would—he won’t respond to that at all.”

Of course, my Smythe family manners meant that I was instantly deferential to this man of authority. Afterward, Miss Woods told me that His Godship thought I was “just peachy” (an exact quote), and “precisely the nice, clever sort of young woman we like writing for the magazine.”

His phone call came at eight a.m. I had been up late the night before, finishing next week’s column—so I was still groggy when I reached for the phone.

“Sara—good morning! Ralph J. Linklater here. Haven’t woken you, have I?”

I was instantly conscious. “No, sir. It’s nice to hear from you.”

“And it’s wonderful to speak to our star columnist. You are still our star columnist, Sara . . . aren’t you?”

“Of course, Mr. Linklater. Saturday/Sunday has been so good to me.”

“Delighted to hear you say that, Sara. Because—as I’m sure you know—I like to think of all of us at Saturday/Sunday as family. You do consider us family, don’t you, Sara?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Linklater.”

“Wonderful. It’s so good to know that. Because we consider you such a valuable part of our family. So valuable that we want to put you under an exclusive contract to us and increase your fee to eighty dollars a week.”

The word exclusive suddenly rang alarm bells in my head. I decided to tread carefully.

“Gosh, Mr. Linklater, eighty dollars a week is really generous. And God knows, I really want to stay with Saturday/Sunday—but if I accept your offer, it means my income will only be eighty dollars a week. Which is kind of limiting, wouldn’t you agree?”

“A hundred a week then.”

“That’s very acceptable—but say” someone else offers me a hundred and twenty dollars—and on a nonexclusive basis.”

“No one would do that,” he said, suddenly sounding a little irritated.

“You’re probably right, sir,” I said, politeness itself. “I guess the only thing that troubles me is the idea that I’d be closing off other options, other potential markets. Isn’t making the best of your opportunities all part of the American Way?”

I couldn’t believe I’d spoken that line (even though I knew that His Godship was always writing “Thoughts from The Editor’s Chair” pieces on O.W.L.: Our Way of Life). I couldn’t believe I was suddenly in this high-stakes (for me) negotiation with our benevolent ruler, Ralph J. Linklater. But having entered into this negotiation, I knew I had to see it through.

“Yes, you’re absolutely right, Sara,” His Godship said with reluctance, “a competitive marketplace is one of the great glories of American democracy. And I really respect a young woman like yourself who understands the marketability of her talents. But one hundred and twenty a column is the absolute maximum I can pay. And yes, that would be for the exclusive use of your talents. However, here’s what I’m also prepared to do. According to Miss Woods, you love classical music—and know lots about it. So say you also wrote an amusing monthly column for us about how to listen to Beethoven and Brahms, which record you should give your honey for Christmas . . . that kind of fun thing. We’ll call the column . . . uhm . . . got any thoughts on the subject?”

“How about ‘Music for Middlebrows’?”

“Perfect. And I’ll be willing to pay you sixty dollars per month for the column, in addition to the hundred and twenty you’ll be getting for ‘Real Life’. Does that sound like a peachy deal or what?”

“Very peachy.”

Within a few days, I had a contract from Saturday/Sunday for the terms agreed with His Godship. I paid Joel Eberts to look it over. He spoke to someone in the magazine’s legal affairs department, and after a bit of horse trading, got them to include a clause which allowed both parties to renegotiate the terms in eighteen months’ time. Once again, Mr. Eberts only charged me six dollars an hour for his services. And when he handed me his bill for twenty-four dollars, he said, “Sorry I took the extra hour, but . . .”

“Mr. Eberts, please. I can well afford it. I’m now making more money than I know what to do with.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure out ways of spending it.”

Actually, there was little I wanted to buy. My new music column meant that I was being inundated with free records from all the music companies. I had no mortgage, no rent. I had no dependents. I still had most of that five thousand dollars cash in the bank. Lawrence Braun seemed to be achieving reasonable growth on my twenty-thousand-dollar portfolio. I was suddenly earning seven thousand a year—giving me an after-tax income of five thousand dollars. Prudently, I started salting away two thousand per annum in my pension plan, but this still gave me nearly sixty dollars a week to live on. Back in 1948, a top-price ticket on Broadway or at Carnegie Hall was two dollars fifty. A movie was sixty cents. My weekly grocery bill was under ten dollars. Breakfast at my local Greek coffee shop was forty cents—and that included scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, orange juice, and bottomless coffee. A great meal at Luchow’s for two was no more than eight dollars tops.

Of course, I wanted to lavish as much money as possible on Eric. But he wouldn’t let me do much more than pick up the occasional check for dinner or accept all the free surplus records I received from the record companies. Once or twice I made noises again about buying him an apartment, but these were always met with an instant “No, thanks.” Though he kept telling me how thrilled he was with my success, it was clear that it made him a little anxious.

“I think I’ll start introducing myself as Sara Smythe’s brother,” he said one evening.

“But I always introduce myself as the sister of the funniest comedy writer in New York,” I countered.

“Nobody rates a comedy writer,” he said.

That wasn’t totally true—because a few months after I signed my new contract with Saturday/Sunday, Eric called me early one morning in a state of high excitement. A young comedian named Marty Manning had been hired by NBC to create a show for the network’s prime-time television schedule—due to go on the air in January 1949. Manning told Eric that he’d heard great things about him from his pal Joe E. Brown—and, after a long lunch at the Friars Club, offered Eric a contract as one of his show’s top writers.

“Of course, I accepted on the spot—because Manning is a really hot talent: very smart, very innovative. The problem is, who the hell is going to watch television? I mean, do you know anyone who owns one?”

“Everyone says it’s the coming thing.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

A few days later, one of NBC’s lawyers contacted Eric to discuss his contract. The money was amazing: two hundred dollars per week, starting September 1, 1948—even though the show wasn’t premiering until January twenty-eighth. There was a problem, however: the network had become aware of the fact that Eric was deeply involved in the Presidential campaign of Henry Wallace. He’d been Roosevelt’s vice president, until FDR dropped him from the 1944 ticket for being too radical, instead choosing the untried, universally disliked Harry S. Truman. Had FDR kept his nerve and retained Wallace as his VP, he’d be our president now—and, as Eric was fond of noting, we would have a proper democratic socialist in the White House. Instead, we ended up with “that ward boss hack from Missouri” (Eric’s words again)—a hack whom everyone was betting on to lose to Dewey in November. Especially since Wallace was now running as the candidate of his own Progressive Party, and was expected to rob Truman of many left-of-center voters.

Eric adored everything about Henry Wallace: his rigorous intelligence, his belief in social justice, his unwavering support for the working man and for the original principles of the New Deal. From the moment Wallace had announced his presidential candidacy—in spring of ’48—my brother had been a leading figure in the “Show Business for Wallace” campaign, becoming one of the chief fund-raisers in the tristate area, organizing benefit performances, soliciting contributions from the entertainment community in New York.

As Eric later described it to me, the NBC lawyer—Jerry Jameson—was a perfectly reasonable fellow, with a perfectly reasonable tone of voice, and a perfectly reasonable way of explaining why the network had a few problems with his political activism.

“God knows, the National Broadcasting Company is a staunch defender of First Amendment rights,” Jameson told him. “And those rights, Eric, include supporting whatever political party or candidate you want—whether he’s hard-left, hard-right, or just plain cuckoo.”

Jameson laughed at his own joke. Eric didn’t join in. Instead he said, “Let’s get to the point here, Mr. Jameson.”

“The point, Mr. Smythe, is this: if you were simply supporting Wallace privately, there’d be no problem. But the fact that you’re flashing your radical credentials for all to see is worrying some of the NBC brass. They know Manning wants you. He keeps telling everyone how good you are. And the way the brass see it is: if Marty wants you on the team, Marty should have you. All they’re worried about is. . . .”

“What? That I might set up my own politburo within NBC? Or maybe that I’ll try to hire Laughing Joe Stalin as part of Marty’s writing team?”

“I can see why Marty wants you. You really know how to turn out a one-liner . . .”

“I am not a Communist.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“I am a loyal American. I have never supported a foreign power. I have never preached civil insurrection, or the overthrow of Congress, or come out in favor of a Soviet as our next commander in chief.”

“Believe me, Mr. Smythe—you don’t have to convince me of your patriotism. All we’re asking . . . my advice to you . . . is that you take a back seat in the Wallace campaign. Sure, you can attend fund-raising stuff. Just don’t be seen to be playing such an upfront role for the guy. Face fact, Wallace has absolutely no chance of being elected. Dewey’s going to be our next president . . . and after November fifth, no one’s going to give a damn about any of this. But, Eric, take it from me—people are going to give a damn about television. Give it five, six years—and it will kill radio dead. You could be one of the pioneers of the medium. Someone, my friend, in the vanguard of an entire new revolution . . .”

“Cut the crap, Jameson. I’m a gag writer, not Tom Paine. And let’s get one thing clear: I am not your friend.”

“All right. I’m very clear on that point. I am simply asking you to be realistic.”

“All right. I’ll be completely realistic. If you want me to back out of the Wallace campaign, I want a two-year contract with Manning at three hundred dollars a week.”

“That’s excessive.”

“‘No, Jameson—that’s the deal.’ And then I put down the phone.”

I poured Eric some more wine. He needed it.

“So what happened next?” I asked.

“An hour later, the sonofabitch came back and agreed to the three hundred bucks per week, the two-year contract, three weeks paid vacation, major medical, blah, blah, blah—on the condition that it would all be taken away from me if I was seen publicly raising funds for that bad Mr. Wallace. They even added an extra proviso: they didn’t want me near any Wallace rallies, campaign parties, whatever. ‘That’s the price for your extra hundred a week,’ Jameson told me.”

“That’s outrageous,” I said. “Not to mention unconstitutional.”

“Well, as Jameson himself said, I didn’t have to accept these terms—‘because, after all, it is a free country.’ ”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Oh, I’ve done it already. I said ‘yes’ to NBC’s terms.”

I said nothing.

“Do I detect a hint of reproach in your silence?” he asked.

“I’m just a little surprised by your decision, that’s all.”

“I have to tell you, the Wallace people were very understanding. And supportive. And actually grateful.”

“Grateful? Why?”

“Because I’m giving them the extra five thousand dollars I’m making this year from NBC for agreeing to vanish from the Wallace campaign.”

I laughed loudly. “That’s brilliant,” I said. “What a classy sting.”

He put his finger to his lips. “It’s obviously all Top Secret—because if NBC learned what I was doing with their hush money, the ax would fall on my head. There is a problem, though—I won’t have the five grand until I start getting paid . . .”

“I’ll write you a check,” I said.

“I promise it will be paid back in full by February first.”

“Whenever. I’m just so damn impressed, Mr. Machiavelli. Do you always never let the right hand know what the left hand is doing?”

“Hey—it’s the American Way.”

Wallace, as predicted, was trounced at the polls. Like the rest of the nation, Truman went to bed on the night of the election, fully expecting to wake up to Thomas Dewey’s victory. But the math didn’t work out that way—and Harry stayed put at the White House. On the morning of the election, I got cold feet. Fearing that a vote for Wallace was, in actuality, a vote for Dewey—I switched allegiance and voted for the President. When I later admitted this to Eric, he just shrugged and said, “I guess somebody has to be sensible in this family.”

Two months later, the Big Broadway Review with Marty Manning premiered on NBC. It was an immediate, huge hit. Shortly thereafter, my banker rang me one morning to say that a check for five thousand dollars had just been lodged to my account. Eric was always a man of his word.

And now, finally, he was also a huge success. The Big Broadway Review eventually turned into the Marty Manning Show—and became the talk of the town. Everyone adored it. I even went out and bought a television set—because, understandably, I had to see what my brother was cooking up each week. Marty Manning and his cohorts became overnight stars. But Eric and his writing team were also fêted. The New York Times ran a lengthy profile in its Sunday Arts and Leisure section on a day in the life of the Marty Manning writers—in which Eric featured prominently as the witty ringleader of this gang of paid gag men. Even Winchell mentioned him in his column:

Heard a good yuck the other day at the Stork Club from Marty Manning scribe Eric Smythe: “Where there’s a will, there’s always a relative” Smythe—Marty Manning’s majordomo for one-liners—also has a talented sis: Sara, whose ha-ha column in Saturday Night/Sunday Morning keeps the ladies laughing every week. Talented yucksters, them Smythes . . .

“Did you really tell Winchell that terrible joke?” I asked Eric after the column appeared.

“I was drunk at the time.”

“Well, he obviously thought it was funny.”

“Don’t you know that rabid Republicans never have a sense of humor.”

“I love being referred to as a ‘yuckster.’ ”

“What can I say, S? Fame at last.”

Not just fame—but also, for Eric, celebrity. Success transformed him. He reveled in his newfound professional esteem and prosperity. Finally, he cast off his aura of self-loathing, his need to play the failed writer in the garret. Within a month of the show’s premiere, he exchanged his down-at-heel atelier on Sullivan Street for an elegant furnished apartment at the Hampshire House on Central Park South. The rent was a staggering two hundred and fifty dollars a month—nearly four times that of his Greenwich Village place—but, as he was fond of saying, “Hey, that’s what the money’s for.”

Besides his talent for comedy, Eric also discovered another interesting gift during that first heady year with Marty Manning: an ability to spend money recklessly. As soon as he moved to Central Park South, he revamped his entire wardrobe—and started favoring bespoke suits. Whereas Manning’s other writers dressed like Damon Runyon characters—just back after a day at the track—Eric fancied himself a Noel Coward dandy: cravats, double-breasted suits in Prince of Wales check, handmade brogues, expensive aftershave. But it wasn’t just clothes that soaked up his money. He was out every night—a regular habitué at the Stork Club, or 21, or the Astor Bar, or the jazz clubs that lined 52nd Street. He would always pick up the tab. Just as he would insist on taking me on a weeklong vacation to Cuba, staying at the ultraexpensive Hotel Nacional. Just as he would hire his own personal valet. Just as he would lend money to anyone who needed it. Just as he would always be broke at the end of every month . . . until the next paycheck rolled in.

I tried to lecture him on financial restraint, and the virtue of putting a little bit aside every month. He didn’t listen to me. He was having too good a time. And he was also in love—with a musician named Ronnie Garcia, who played sax for the Rainbow Room’s resident band. Ronnie was a diminutive Cuban-American, raised on the Bronx’s Grand Concourse; a high school dropout and self-taught musician who also managed to consume books at a ferocious rate. I’d never met a better-read person. As a musician, he’d backed the likes of Dick Haymes, Mel Tormé, and Rosemary Clooney . . . but he could also carry on a very erudite conversation about Eliot’s Four Quartets (in an authentic dees-dems-and-does Bronx accent). Eric had met him at a backstage Rainbow Room party for Artie Shaw in April of 1949—and from that moment on, they were an item. Only, of course, they could never advertise that they were involved. Extreme discretion was demanded. Though the staff of the Hampshire House obviously knew that Ronnie was living with Eric, this was never mentioned. His fellow writers on Marty Manning never asked him about his private life—though they all knew he was the only member of the team who wasn’t bragging about his skirt-chasing exploits. Ronnie and Eric never showed the slightest bit of physical affection toward each other in public. Even around me, their status as a couple was never acknowledged. Only once—over dinner alone with my brother in Chinatown—did Eric openly ask me if I liked Ronnie.

“I think he’s wonderful. Smart as hell—and he plays a mean sax.”

“Good,” he said shyly. “That really makes me happy. Because . . . well . . . uh . . . you know what I’m getting at, don’t you?”

I put my hand on top of my brother’s. “Yes, Eric—I do. And it’s fine.”

He looked at me warily. “Are you sure?”

“If you’re happy, I’m happy. That’s all that matters.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.”

He gripped my hand. “Thank you,” he whispered. “You don’t know how much that means to me.”

I leaned over and kissed his head, then said, “Shut up.”

“Now we just need to fix you up.”

“Forget it,” I said sharply. And I meant it. Because though I wasn’t short of male company—let alone suitors—I deliberately sidestepped involvement. Yes, I did see a Random House editor, Donald Clark, for around four months. And yes, I did have a short-lived fling with a Daily News journalist named Gene Smadbeck. But I ended them both—possibly because Clark was too much of a pleasant stiff, whereas Smadbeck was, at the age of thirty, already trying to drink himself to death (though, when sober, he was a total charmer). When I told Gene that it was over, he didn’t take the news very well—as he’d delusionally convinced himself he was in love with me.

“Lemme guess,” he said, “you’re dropping me for some corporate type, who will give you all the security I can’t.”

“I was married to that sort of man—as you well know—and I left him after five months. So, believe me, I don’t need a man to give me security. I’ve got enough of it myself.”

“Well, you’ve got to be leaving me for someone.”

“Why is it that men always have this preposterous idea that, if a woman doesn’t want to see them anymore, it’s because there must be someone else? Sorry to disappoint you—but I’m leaving you for no one. I’m leaving you because you’re determined to self-destruct before the age of thirty-five . . . and I don’t want a supporting role in your melodrama.”

“Christ, will you listen to the tough little broad.”

“I have to be tough,” I said. “Because tough’s the only way you hold your own . . . as a broad.”

This exchange took place in the bar of the New Yorker Hotel on 34th and Seventh. After finally extricating myself, I caught the subway home and spent the evening listening, yet again, to that amazing Ezio Pinza performance of Don Giovanni. Of all the records in my ever-growing collection, it was the one to which I kept returning. Tonight, however, I figured out why. In the opera, Donna Elvira is swearing revenge against Giovanni—because he’s robbed her of her virtue. In truth, however, Elvira’s anguish is rooted in the fact that she fell head over heels for the Don who had seduced and abandoned her. Meanwhile Donna Anna is doing her damnedest to avoid the dull, cautious Don Ottavio who so desperately wants her as his wife.

For some curious reason, this story rang a bell with me.

I had surrendered to Don Giovanni. I had surrendered to Don Ottavio. But why surrender again to anyone when you’re finding your own way in the world?

On New Year’s Eve 1949, Eric threw a bash at his Hampshire House apartment. There must have been forty people there, not to mention a five-piece band, featuring Ronnie (naturally) on sax. My contract with Saturday/Sunday had just been renewed for another two years. Thanks to Joel Eberts, my per column price had risen to a hundred and fifty dollars. The magazine had also just appointed me as their movie critic, at an additional hundred and fifty dollars per week. And I was still writing the monthly “Music for Middlebrows” column. All told, I would be making sixteen grand in 1950—crazy money for such easy, fun work. Meanwhile, Eric had also just finished an extended contractual renegotiation with NBC. Besides retaining his position as Marty Manning’s chief writer, the network also wanted him to develop new ideas for other shows. To keep him sweet (and out of the prying hands of CBS), they upped his salary to four hundred dollars a week, and also handed him an annual twelve-thousand-dollar consultancy fee, along with his own office and a secretary.

And so, here we were, crammed in Eric’s living room overlooking Central Park, shouting “five-four-three-two-one” as the dying moments of the 1940s vanished, and we all screamed “Happy New Year” and embraced a new decade.

After being kissed by two dozen strangers, I managed to find my brother—standing near one of the windows. A fireworks display within the park was illuminating the midnight sky. Eric—giddy on too much champagne—grabbed me in a bear hug.

“Can you believe it?” he asked me.

“Believe what?”

“You. Me. This. Everything.”

“No. I can’t believe it. Nor can I believe our luck.”

Outside, there was a rat-a-tat explosion, followed by a supernova flash of streaking red, white, and blue light.

“This is it, S,” Eric said. “This moment is definitely it. So savor it. Because it might not last. It might vanish overnight. But now—right now—we’re winning. We’ve won the fucking argument. For the time being, anyway.”

The party broke up at dawn. I greeted the first sunrise of 1950 with bleary eyes. I was in desperate need of my bed. The doorman at the Hampshire House found me a cab. Back at my apartment, I fell asleep within seconds of climbing between the sheets. When I woke again, it was two in the afternoon. It was snowing outside. By night, that snowfall had upgraded itself into a major blizzard. It didn’t stop until the morning of January third. The city was paralyzed by all the stacked-up snow. Venturing outside was virtually impossible for two more days. So I lived off assorted canned goods in my pantry, and managed to write a month’s worth of “Real Life” columns to make some reasonable use of this forced period of incarceration.

On the morning of January fifth, the radio reported that the city was getting back to normal. It was a bright, cold day. The streets had been cleared of snow; the sidewalks shoveled and salted. I stepped outside, and took a deep pleasing breath of bad Manhattan air. I knew I needed to do some serious grocery shopping (all my cupboards were now bare). But before I replenished my stocks, what I really craved—after five days indoors—was a long brisk walk. Riverside Park was my usual exercise yard—but this morning, I suddenly decided to head east.

So I turned right down 77th Street. I passed a series of local landmarks: the Collegiate School for Boys, Gitlitz’s Delicatessen, the Belle-claire Hotel. I crossed Broadway. I walked by the shabby brownstones huddled together between Amsterdam and Columbus avenues. I stared up at the gargantuan gothic splendor of the Museum of Natural History. I crossed Central Park West. I entered the park.

The footpaths in Central Park had yet to be cleared, so I had to negotiate the snowbound road. Within moments of walking downhill, I was no longer in New York City—rather, in some wintry corner of backwoods New England: a white, frozen landscape, in which all sound had been absorbed by the sheer density of snow.

I made my way further down the hill, then crossed over to the path that ran by the lake. There was a narrow little laneway which led down to a gazebo. I took it. When I got there, I sat down on a bench. The lake was frozen. Above it loomed the midtown skyline: proud, lofty, impervious. Of all the vistas in Manhattan, this was my favorite—the pastoral stillness of the park overshadowed by the brash mercantile splendor of this mad island. No wonder I had headed here after five days indoors. A new decade had arrived—with all its edgy promise. This was my first proper chance to acknowledge it. Where better to do it but here?

After a few minutes, I heard murmurs in the distance. A woman my age entered the gazebo. She had a lean, patrician face—an attractive severity that made me instantly categorize her as a fellow New Englander. She was pushing a stroller. I smiled at her and looked inside. Wrapped up tightly against the cold was a little boy. I felt the usual stab of sadness that now hit me every time I saw a child. As always, I masked it with a tight smile and a platitude.

“He’s beautiful,” I said.

“Thank you,” the woman said, smiling back at me. “I agree.”

“What’s his name?”

The question was answered by another voice. The voice of a man. It was a voice I had heard before.

“His name’s Charlie,” the voice said.

The man—who had been two or three steps behind the woman and child—now joined us in the gazebo. Immediately, he put a proprietorial hand on the woman with the stroller. Then he turned toward me. And suddenly went white.

I felt a gasp well up in my throat. I managed to control it. Somehow—after a few seconds of shocked silence—I compelled myself to say, “Hello.”

It also took Jack Malone a moment or two to regain his voice. Finally he forced himself to smile.

“Hello, Sara,” he said.


THIRTEEN

HELLO, SARA.”

I stared at him without speaking. How long had it been? Thanksgiving Eve 1945. Four years—give or take a month or two. Good God, four years. And somehow, some way, he’d haunted me all that time. Not a day went by when I didn’t think of him. Always wondering where he was. If I would ever see him again. Or if that three-word postcard—I’m sorry . . . Jack—was his final statement on the matter.

Four years. Could it have evaporated so quickly? Blink once, you’re a neophyte New Yorker, just out of college. Blink twice, you’re a divorced woman of twenty-eight—suddenly face to face again with a man with whom you spent a night nearly fifty months ago . . . yet whose presence has loomed over everything since then.

I studied his face. Four years on, he still looked so damn Irish. His skin had remained ruddy, his jaw square. This altar boy was yet unlined. He was wearing a dark brown overcoat and thick leather gloves, and a flat cap. At first sight, Jack Malone was an exact facsimile of the man I’d met in 1945.

“Do you know each other?”

It was the woman talking. Check that: it was his wife. Her voice was pleasant, devoid of suspicion or mistrust—despite the evident shock experienced by myself and her husband only moments earlier. I looked at her again. Yes, she was definitely my contemporary—and pretty in a pinched sort of way. She was wearing a navy blue coat with a fur collar. She had matching gloves. Her short, light-brown hair was held in place by a black velvet band. She was as tall as Jack—nearly five-ten, I reckoned—but with no bulk whatsoever. Despite her heavy coat, you could still tell that she was angular, lean. She had one of those handsome, gaunt faces which called to mind portraits of the first settlers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. I could have easily imagined her braving the hardships of 1630s Boston with steely resolve. Though she graced me with a pleasant smile, I sensed that, if necessary, she could be most formidable.

The baby was asleep. Not a baby, really—he must have been at least three years old. A little boy. And very cute, like all little boys. Swathed in a navy blue snowsuit, with little mittens that were attached to the snowsuit with metal clips. The color of his outfit matched his mother’s coat. How sweet. How adorable—to be able to color-coordinate yourself and your child. What a nice privilege—though I was certain she didn’t consider it a privilege. Why would she? She had a husband, a baby. She had him, damn her. Him . . . and a womb that worked. Though I’m sure she probably considered that all to be her right. Her goddamn Divine Right to Motherhood, and to that Man. That loathsome, abominable, self-centered, handsome Irish . . .

Oh God, will you listen to me.

“Yes,” I heard him saying, “of course we know each other. Don’t we, Sara?”

I snapped back to Central Park.

“Yes, we do,” I managed to say.

“Sara Smythe . . . my wife, Dorothy.”

She smiled and nodded at me. I did likewise.

“And our son, Charlie, of course,” he said, patting the stroller.

“How old is he?”

“Just past the three-and-a-half-year mark,” Dorothy said.

I did some very fast math in my head, then gazed squarely at Jack. He averted his eyes.

“Three and a half?” I said. “A nice age, I bet.”

“Just wonderful,” Dorothy said, “especially as he’s now talking. A real little chatterbox, isn’t he, dear?”

“Absolutely,” Jack said. “How’s your now-famous brother?”

“Flourishing,” I said.

“That’s how Sara and I know each other,” he said to Dorothy. “We met at a party her brother threw . . . when was it again?”

“Thanksgiving Eve, nineteen forty-five.”

“God, you’ve got a better memory than I have. And who was the guy you were with that night?”

Oh, you operator. Covering your tracks like a well-heeled thief.

“Dwight D. Eisenhower,” I answered.

There was a moment of stunned silence, followed by nervous laughter from Jack and Dorothy.

“You’re still the fastest wit in the West,” Jack said.

“Hold on,” Dorothy said, “you’re not the Sara Smythe who writes for Saturday Night/Sunday Morning?”

“Yes—that’s her,” Jack said.

“I love your column,” she said. “I’m really a great fan.”

“Me too,” Jack added.

“Thank you,” I said, now staring at the ground.

She nudged her husband. “You never told me you knew the Sara Smythe of “Sara Smythe’s Real Life.”’

Jack just shrugged.

“And didn’t I read in Winchell,” Dorothy said, “that your brother is one of Marty Manning’s writers?”

“He’s Manning’s top banana,” Jack added. “His head writer.”

Without meeting Jack’s eye, I said, “You’ve obviously been keeping tabs on us.”

“Hey, I just read the papers like the next guy. But it’s great to see you both doing so well. Please say ‘hi’ to Eric for me.”

I nodded. Thinking, don’t you remember that he really didn’t like you?

“You must come over and see us sometime,” Dorothy said. “Do you live in this neighborhood?”

“Nearby, yes.”

“Us too,” Jack said. “Twenty West Eighty-fourth Street—just off Central Park West.”

“Well, Jack and I would love to have you and your husband . . .”

“I’m not married,” I said. Once again, Jack averted his gaze.

“Please excuse me,” Dorothy said. “That was very presumptuous of me.”

“Not at all,” I said. “I was married.”

“Oh, really?” Jack said. “For long?”

“No—not long at all.”

“I’m so sorry,” Dorothy said.

“Don’t be. It was a mistake. A fast mistake.”

“Mistakes do happen,” Jack said.

“Yes,” I said. “They do.”

I needed to end this conversation fast, so I glanced at my watch. “God, look at the time,” I said. “I must be getting back.”

“You will pay us a visit?” Dorothy asked.

“Sure,” I said.

“And if we wanted to get in touch with you?” Jack asked.

“I’m not in the phone book,” I said. “My number’s unlisted.”

“Of course it is,” Dorothy said. “You being so famous . . .”

“I’m hardly famous.”

“Well, we’re in the book,” Jack said. “Or you can always find me at my office.”

“Jack’s with Steele and Sherwood,” Dorothy said.

“The public relations agency?” I asked him. “I thought you were a journalist?”

“I was—while there was a war to write about. Now, however, public relations is where the money is. And hey, keep this in mind: if you’re ever looking for someone to bump up your public image . . . we’re the company to do it.”

I couldn’t believe his poise, the way he pretended that I was a mere casual acquaintance. Or maybe to him, I was always nothing more than that. Dorothy gave him another playful nudge.

“Will you listen to yourself,” she said. “Constantly on the make.”

“I’m serious here. Our company could do a lot for a rising young columnist like Sara. We could give you a whole new profile.”

“With or without anesthetic?” I said. Jack and Dorothy instantly laughed.

“God, you really are the fastest wit in the West,” he said. “Nice seeing you again after so long.”

I stopped myself from saying, “You too.”

“Nice meeting you, Dorothy,” I said.

“No—the pleasure was mine. You really are my favorite journalist.”

“I’m flattered,” I said.

Then, with a quick wave, I turned away and walked back toward the main footpath. When I got there, I leaned against a lamp post for a moment, and took a deep steadying breath. Then I heard their approaching voices as they too started heading this way. Instantly, I dashed across the road, then marched with speed toward the 77th Street exit. I didn’t turn back, for fear of finding them behind me. I wanted to get away. Fast.

When I reached Central Park West, I hailed a taxi to take me the four long crosstown blocks to Riverside Drive. As soon as I reached my building, I slammed my apartment door behind me, tossed my coat over the sofa, and began to pace my living room. Yes, I was manic. Yes, I was unnerved. Yes, I was deeply, deeply thrown.

That bastard. That heartbreaking bastard.

How old is he?

Just past the three-and-a-half-year mark.

Three and a half. A nice age.

Three and a half meant that Charlie was born in the early summer of ’46. If he was “just past” that mark, that meant conception would have taken place in . . .

I started ticking off the months on my fingers. June, May, April, March, February, January, December, November, October . . .

October, ’45.

Oh, you complete, total s.o.b. She was already up the spout when you worked your gimcrack magic on me.

And to think—to goddamn think—of the idiotic, schoolgirl way I bought your act. The thousands of wasted words I poured out in letters to you. The absurd months of pining while I waited to hear from you. And then . . . then! . . . that one terse postcard.

I’m sorry.

And now I knew why. Just as I also knew that, for the past few years, he’d been tracking my career. He knew I’d been writing for Saturday/Sunday, just as he knew of Eric’s success. He could have easily made contact with me through the magazine. Not, of course, that the charmer would have ever dreamed of doing something so up front and straightforward.

I kicked a table. I cursed myself for being such a fool, for over-reacting, for still finding him so damn attractive. I went to the kitchen. I found a bottle of J&B Scotch in a cabinet. I poured myself a shot and threw it back, thinking: I never drink before sunset. But I was in need of something strong. Because of all the jumbled emotions whirling around my brain right now, the most predominant one was sheer, absolute longing for that bloody man. I wanted to hate him—to despise him for his dishonesty, and for the snow job he perpetrated on me. Better yet, I wanted to dismiss him from my thoughts with detached coolness—to shrug my shoulders and move on. But here I was—less than twenty minutes after seeing him—feeling simultaneously furious and covetous. I so loathed him. I so wanted him. For the life of me I couldn’t fathom the instantaneous rush of shock, anger, and desire when I first saw him in the park. All right, the shock and the anger I could comprehend. But that ardent surge of sheer want had thrown me completely. And left me in desperate need of another small Scotch.

After downing the second shot, I put away the bottle—and left the apartment. I forced myself to eat lunch at a local coffee shop, then decided to lose myself in a double feature at my neighborhood fleapit, the Beacon. The B-movie part of the program was some forgettable war picture with Cornell Wilde and Ward Bond. But the main feature—Adam’s Rib with Hepburn and Tracy—was a complete delight: smart, sassy, and urbane (not to mention set in the world of magazines—which amused me no end). Not only do movie stars get the best lines, they also land themselves in on-screen romantic conundrums that are inevitably resolved . . . or which end with wonderful tragic gravitas. For the rest of us mere mortals, things never turn out so clear-cut. It’s always a state of ongoing mess.

I returned home around six. As soon as I walked through the door, the phone began to ring. I answered it.

“Hello there,” he said.

Immediately, my heart skipped a beat.

“Are you still on the line, Sara?” Jack asked.

“Yes. I’m still here.”

“So your number’s not unlisted after all.”

I said nothing.

“Not that I blame you for telling me it was.”

“Jack—I really don’t want to talk to you.”

“I know why. And I deserve that. But if I could just . . .”

“What? Explain?”

“Yes—I’d like to try to explain.”

“I don’t want to hear your excuses.”

“Sara . . .”

“No. No excuses. No explanations. No justifications.”

“I’m sorry. You don’t know how sorry . . .”

“Congratulations. You deserve to be sorry. Sorry for deceiving me. For deceiving her. She was part of your life when you met me, wasn’t she?”

Silence.

“Well, wasn’t she?”

“These things are never simple.”

“Oh, please . . .”

“When I met you, I didn’t . . .”

“Jack, like I said, I don’t want to know. So just go away. We have nothing to say to each other anymore.”

“Yes, we do . . . ,” he said with vehemence. “Because for the last four years . . .”

“I’m putting the phone down now . . .”

“. . . for the last four years I have thought about you every hour of every day.”

Long silence.

“Why are you telling me this now?” I finally asked.

“Because it’s the truth.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’m not surprised. And yes, yes . . . I know I should have written . . . Should have answered all those amazing letters you sent me. But . . .”

“I really don’t want to hear any more of this, Jack.”

“Please meet me.”

“No way.”

“Look, I’m on Broadway and Eighty-third Street. I could be at your place in five minutes.”

“How the hell do you know where I live?”

“The phone book.”

“And let me guess what you told your wife . . . that you were going out for a pack of cigarettes and a little fresh air. Right?”

“Yeah,” he said reluctantly. “Something like that.”

“Surprise, surprise. More lies.”

“At least let me buy you a cup of coffee. Or a drink . . .”

“Goodbye.”

“Sara, please . . . give me a chance.”

“I did. Remember?”

I put down the phone. Instantly it rang again. I lifted the receiver.

“Just ten minutes of your time,” Jack said. “That’s all I ask.”

“I gave you eight months of my time . . . and what did you do with it?”

“I made a terrible mistake.”

“Finally—a hint of self-knowledge. I’m not interested. Just go away, and never call me again.”

I hung up, then took the phone off the hook.

I fought the temptation of another bracing shot of Scotch. A few minutes later, my intercom rang. Oh Jesus, he was here. I went into the kitchen and lifted the intercom’s earpiece, then shouted:

“I told you, I never want to see you again.”

“There’s a coffee shop on the corner,” Jack said, his voice cracking on the bad line. “I’ll wait there for you.”

“Don’t waste your time,” I said. “I’m not coming.”

Then I hung up.

For the next half an hour I tried to do things. I dealt with a day’s worth of dirty dishes in the sink. I made myself a cup of coffee. I brought it over to my desk. I sat down and attempted to proofread the four columns I had written during the blizzard. Finally, I got up, grabbed my coat and headed out.

It was a two-minute walk from my building to Gitlitz’s Delicatessen. He was sitting in a booth near the door. A cup of coffee was in front of him, as well as an ashtray with four stubbed-out butts. As I walked in, he was lighting up another Lucky Strike. He jumped to his feet, an anxious smile on his face.

“I was starting to give up hope . . . ,” he said.

“Give up hope,” I said, sliding into the booth. “Because ten minutes from now, I’m walking out of here.”

“It is so wonderful to see you,” he said, sitting back down opposite me. “You don’t know how wonderful . . .”

I cut him off.

“I could use a cup of coffee,” I said.

“Of course, of course,” he said, motioning to the waitress. “And what do you want to eat?”

“Nothing.”

“You sure?”

“I have no appetite.”

He reached for my hand. I pulled it away.

“You look so damn beautiful, Sara.”

I glanced at my watch. “Nine minutes, fifteen seconds. Your time’s running out, Jack.”

“You really hate me, don’t you?”

I dodged that one by glancing back at my watch. “Eight minutes, forty-five seconds.”

“I made a very bad call.”

“Words is cheap . . . as they say in Brooklyn.”

He winced, then took a deep drag on his cigarette. The waitress arrived with my coffee.

“You’re right,” he said. “What I did was inexcusable.”

“All you had to do was answer one of my letters. You got them all, didn’t you?”

“Yes, all of them. They were fantastic, extraordinary. So extraordinary I’ve kept them all.”

“I’m touched. Next thing you’re going to tell me is you showed them all to . . . what was her name again?”

“Dorothy.”

“Ah yes, Dorothy. Very Wizard of Oz. Let me guess: you met her in Kansas with her little dog, Toto . . .”

I shut myself up. “I think I should leave,” I said.

“Don’t. Sara, I am so damn sorry . . .”

“I must have written you . . . what?”

“Thirty-two letters, forty-four postcards,” he said.

I looked at him carefully.

“That’s a very precise inventory.”

“I prized each and every one of them.”

“Oh, please. Lies I can just about handle. But schmaltzy lies . . .”

“It’s the truth.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“She was pregnant, Sara. I didn’t know that when I met you.”

“But you obviously knew her, some way or another, when you met me. Otherwise she couldn’t have become pregnant by you. Or have I got that wrong too?”

He sighed heavily, exhaling a lungful of smoke.

“I met her in August forty-five. Stars and Stripes had just transferred me back to England after that assignment in Germany. I was doing a three-month stint at their main European bureau, which happened to be located at Allied HQ just outside of London. Dorothy was working at HQ as a typist. She’d just graduated from college—and had volunteered her services to the military. ‘I had this romantic idea of wanting to do my bit for the war effort,’ she later told me. ‘I saw myself as some Hemingway heroine, working in a field hospital.’ Instead, the Army made her a secretary in London. One day, during a coffee break in the canteen, we got talking. She was bored in the typing pool. I was bored rewriting other journalists all day. We started seeing each other after work. We started sharing a bed. It wasn’t love. It wasn’t passion. It was just . . . something to do. A way of passing the time in the Ho-Hum capital of England. Sure, we liked each other. But we both knew that this was just one of those passing flings, with no future beyond our stint in England.

“A couple of months later, at the start of November, I was told I was going to cover the start of postwar reconstruction in Germany . . . but could first take some leave in the States. When I broke the news to her that I was departing, she was a little sad . . . but also realistic. It had been pleasant. We liked each other. And I thought she was really swank. Hell, I was a Catholic mick from Brooklyn, whereas she was this classy Episcopalian from Mount Kisco. I went to Erasmus High. She went to Rosemary Hall and Smith. She was way out of my league. She knew this too—though she was too damn nice to ever say that to me. Part of me was flattered that she’d even deigned to spend time with me. But stuff like this happens during wartime. She’s there, you’re there . . . so, why not?

“Anyway, I sailed from England on November tenth, never expecting to see Dorothy again. Two weeks later, I met you. And . . .”

He broke off, stubbing out his cigarette. Then he fished out another Lucky Strike and lit it up.

“And what?” I asked quietly.

“I knew.”

Silence.

“It was immediate and instantaneous,” he said. “A complete jolt. But I knew.”

I stared down into my coffee cup. I said nothing. He reached again for my hand. I kept it flat on the table. His fingers touched mine. I felt myself shudder. I wanted to pull my hand away again. I didn’t move it. When he spoke again, his voice was a near whisper:

“Everything I said to you that night, I meant. Everything, Sara.”

“I don’t want to hear this.”

“Yes, you do.”

Now I pulled my hand away. “No, I don’t.”

“You knew, Sara.”

“Yes, of course I fucking knew,” I hissed. “Thirty-two letters, forty-four postcards . . . and you ask me if I knew. I didn’t simply miss you. I longed for you. I didn’t want to, but I did. And when you didn’t respond . . .”

He reached inside his overcoat and pulled out two envelopes. He placed them in front of me.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Two letters I wrote you, but never sent.”

I stared down at them. The envelopes were embossed with the U.S. Army seal. They both looked worn and a little aged.

“The first letter was written on the ship back to Germany,” he said. “I was planning to mail this to you as soon as we docked in Hamburg. But when I arrived there, a letter was waiting for me from Dorothy, telling, me she was pregnant. I immediately requested a weekend leave, and took the boat train to London. On the way there, I made up my mind to tell her that, much as I liked her, I couldn’t marry her. Because . . . ,” another deep drag of his cigarette, “. . . because I wasn’t in love with her. And because I had met you. But when I got to England, she . . .”

“What? Fell into your arms? Cried? Said that she was so afraid you were going to abandon her? Then told you she loved you?”

“Yeah—all of the above. She also said her family would disown her if she had the child on her own. Having since met them, I know she was telling the truth. Don’t blame her . . .”

“Why the hell would I blame her? Had I been in her position, I would have done exactly the same thing.”

“I felt I had no choice. The old Jesuit teaching kicked in: you are accountable for your actions . . . you cannot escape the sins of the flesh . . . all that enlightened Catholic guilt stuff compelled me to tell her that, yes, I would marry her.”

“That was very responsible of you.”

“She’s a decent woman. We don’t have major problems. We get along. It’s . . . amiable, I guess.”

I made no comment. After a moment, he touched one of the envelopes and said, “I wrote the second letter to you on my way back to Hamburg. In it, I explained . . .”

“I really don’t want to know your explanations,” I said, pushing both letters back toward him.

“At least take them home and read them . . .”

“What’s the point? What happened happened . . . and over four years ago. We had a night together. I thought it might be the start of something. I was wrong. C’est la vie. End of story. I’m not angry at you for “doing your duty” and marrying Dorothy. It’s just . . . you could have saved me a lot of grief and heartache had you just come clean with me, and told me what was going on.”

“I wanted to. That’s what the second letter was about. I wrote it on the boat train back to Hamburg. But when I arrived there, and found three of your letters waiting for me, I panicked. I didn’t know what to do.”

“So you decided that the best approach was to do nothing. To refuse to answer my letters. To keep me dangling. Or maybe you just hoped I’d finally get the message and vanish?”

He stared down into his coffee cup, and fell silent. Eventually I spoke. “Ego te absolvo . . . is that what you want me to say? Shame I could have dealt with. Guilt I could have dealt with. The truth I could have dealt with. But you chose silence. After swearing love to me—which is a huge thing to swear to anybody—you couldn’t face up to the simple ethical problem of coming clean with me.”

“I didn’t want to hurt you . . .”

“Oh, Jesus Christ—don’t feed me that dumb cliché,” I said, a wave of anger hitting me. “You hurt me more by keeping me in the dark. And then when you deigned to send a postcard to me, what was your message? ‘I’m sorry.’ After eight months and all those letters, that’s all you could say. How I despised you when that card arrived on my doormat.”

“Sometimes we do things we don’t even understand ourselves.”

He stubbed out the cigarette. He was about to light up another one, but thought better of it. He looked disconcerted and sad—as if he didn’t know what to do next.

“I really should go,” I said.

I started to stand up, but he took my hand.

“I’ve known exactly where you’ve lived for the past couple of years. I’ve read everything you’ve written in Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. I’ve wanted to call you every day.”

“But you didn’t.”

“Because I couldn’t. Until today. When I saw you in the park, I knew immediately that . . .”

I removed his hand from mine, and interrupted him. “Jack, this is pointless.”

“Please let me see you again.”

“I don’t go out with married men. And you are married, remember?”

I turned and moved quickly out the front door, not looking back to see if he was following me. The January night air was like a slap across the face. I was about to turn back west toward my apartment, but feared that he might come calling again. So I headed south down Broadway, ducking into a bar in the lobby of the Ansonia Hotel. I sat at a table near the door. I downed a J&B. I called for one more.

“Sometimes we do things we don’t even understand ourselves.”

Yes—like falling in love with you.

I threw some money on the table. I stood up and left. I hailed a cab. I told him to head downtown. When we reached 34th Street, I told him to head back uptown. The cabbie was bemused by this sudden change of direction.

“Lady, do you have any idea where you’re going?” he asked.

“None at all,” I said.

I had the cab drop me in front of my apartment. Much to my relief, Jack wasn’t loitering outside. But he had paid me a visit, as the two envelopes were waiting for me on the inside front doormat. I picked them up. I let myself into my apartment. I took off my coat. I went into the kitchen and put the kettle on the stove. I tossed both letters into the trash can. I made myself a cup of tea. I went into the living room. I put on a Budapest String Quartet recording of Mozart’s K. 421 quartet. I sat on the sofa and tried to listen to the music. After five minutes, I stood up, walked into the kitchen, and retrieved the letters from the trash. I sat down at the kitchen table. I laid the envelopes before me. I stared down at them for a long time, willing myself not to open them. The Mozart played on. Eventually, I picked up the first envelope. It was addressed to my old Bedford Street apartment. The address was smudged, as if it had been briefly exposed to rain. The envelope itself was crumpled, worn, aged. But it was still sealed. I tore it open. Inside was a single piece of Stars and Stripes stationery. Jack’s handwriting was clear, fluent, easy to decipher.

November 27th, 1945

My beautiful Sara,

So here I am—somewhere off the coast of Nova Scotia. We’ve been at sea for two days now. Another week to go before we dock in Hamburg. My “state room” could be politely called “intimate” (it’s 10’x6’—the size of a jail cell). It’s also less than private, as I share it with five other guys, two of whom are congenital snorers. Leave it to the Army to figure out a way of fitting six soldiers into a broom closet. No wonder we won the War.

When we hoisted anchor in Brooklyn two days ago, I had to stop myself from jumping overboard, swimming to shore, hopping the subway back to Manhattan, and knocking on your Bedford Street door. But that would have cost me a year in the brig—whereas this current penal sentence is only nine more months. And you better be waiting for me at the Brooklyn Naval Yards when we dock in September . . . otherwise I might do something rash and self-destructive, like becoming a Christian Brother.

What can I say, Miss Smythe? Only this: people always talk about that thing called at first sight. I never believed in it myself . . . and always thought it was the stuff of bad movies (usually starring Jane Wyman).

But maybe the reason I didn’t believe in it was because it didn’t happen to me. Until you.

Isn’t life wonderfully absurd? On my last night in New York I crash a party I shouldn’t be at, and . . . there you are. And almost immediately, I thought: I am going to marry her.

And I will . . . if you’ll have me.

All right, I’m being a little premature. All right, I’m probably getting a little carried away. But love is supposed to make you a little impetuous and daffy.

Our staff sergeant is calling us for mess duty, so I’ve got to end here. This gets mailed the moment I reach Hamburg. In the meantime, I will only think of you night-and-day.

Love,

Jack

As soon as I finished reading the letter, I read it again. And again after that. How I wanted to be distrustful, skeptical, hard-boiled. But instead all I could feel was sadness. A sense of what was there between us in the immediate aftermath of that night. A sense of what might have been.

I picked up the other envelope. Just as smudged, just as crumpled. A reminder that paper—like people—ages noticeably after four years.

January 3rd, 1946

Dear Sara,

I did some math today, and worked out that it has been thirty-seven days since I said goodbye to you in Brooklyn. I set sail that day, thinking: I have met the love of my life. All the way across the Atlantic, I started scheming of ways I could legally get myself out of being an Army journalist and back to you in Manhattan without facing a court martial.

Then, when we docked in Hamburg, there was a letter waiting for me. A letter which has turned my life upside down.

For the next five paragraphs, he told me the story of how he had met an American typist named Dorothy while stationed in England, how it had been a passing fling, and how it had ended in early November.

But then—upon docking last week in Hamburg—he had received word from her that she was pregnant. He’d visited her in London. Dorothy had cried with relief when he arrived—as she feared he might abandon her. But he wasn’t the abandoning type.

All actions have a potential consequence. Sometimes we get lucky and dodge the repercussions. Sometimes we pay the price. Which is what I am doing now.

This is the hardest letter I’ve ever written—because you are the woman I want to be with for the rest of my life. Yes, I feel that absolute, that certain. How do I know? I just know.

But there is nothing I can do to change the situation. I must do the responsible thing. I must marry Dorothy.

I want to beat my head against a wall, and curse myself for losing you. Because I know that, from this moment onwards, you will haunt my every move.

I love you.

I am so sorry.

Try, somehow, to forgive me.

Jack

Oh, you fool. You big dumb fool. Why the hell didn’t you send this letter? I would have understood. I would have believed you. I would have forgiven you on the spot. I would have coped. I would have eventually gotten over it. And I would have never started hating you.

But you couldn’t face . . . what? Hurting me? Letting me down? Or simply admitting the whole damn lousy business?

But the act of admission—of owning up to a mistake, an error of judgment, a bad call—is sometimes the hardest thing imaginable. Especially when, like Jack, you suddenly find yourself cornered by a biological accident.

“You really believe his story?” Eric asked me later that night on the phone.

“In a way, it makes sense, and explains . . .”

“What? The fact that he’s a moral coward, who couldn’t give you the benefit of the truth?”

“He did tell me that he’d made a terrible mistake.”

“We all make terrible mistakes. Sometimes they’re forgiven, sometimes they’re not. The question is: do you want to forgive him?”

Long pause. I finally said, “Isn’t forgiveness always easier for everyone involved?”

Eric sighed loudly.

“Sure—and while you’re at it, why don’t you shoot yourself in the foot with a tommy gun, pausing twice to reload.”

“Ouch.”

“You asked for my opinion, there it is. But, S—you’re a big girl. Believe him if you want. You know what happened before. For your sake, I hope it doesn’t happen again. So if you want a ten-cent piece of advice: caveat emptor.”

“There’s nothing to buy here, Eric. He’s married, for God’s sake.”

“Since when has ‘being married’ ever stopped anyone from engaging in extra-marital stupidity?”

“I won’t be stupid here, Eric.”

I really had no intention of being foolish. At three in the morning—having finally let insomnia win that night’s war—I sat down at my desk and typed a letter.

January 6th, 1950

Dear Jack,

Who was it who said that hindsight was always 20/20? Or that if you come to a fork in the road, you should always take it? I’m glad I read your letters . . . which I am returning to you now. They explained a lot. They made me sad—because, like you, I too felt something close to certainty in the aftermath of that Thanksgiving night. But everyone comes equipped with a back story . . . and yours mitigated against any future between us. I don’t feel rancor or animosity toward you because of Dorothy. I just wished you’d had the courage to mail those letters.

You intimated that you have a reasonably good marriage. Having myself made a very bad marriage, “reasonably good” sounds more than reasonably good to me. You should consider yourself a lucky man.

In closing, may I wish you and your family all good things for the future.

Yours,

And I signed it Sara Smythe. Because I wanted to be doubly sure that he got the letter’s underlying message: goodbye.

I looked up the address of Steele and Sherwood in the phone book. I found a large manila envelope and addressed the letter to him there. I threw on some clothes, dashed to the mailbox on the corner of Riverside Drive and 77th Street, then dashed back to my apartment. I got undressed and climbed back into bed. I could now sleep.

But I didn’t sleep late. Because, at eight AM, the intercom began to buzz. I staggered into the kitchen to answer it. It was someone from my local florist. My heart immediately sank. I answered the door. The delivery guy handed me a dozen red roses. Inside was a card:

I love you.

Jack

I put the flowers in water. I tore up the card. I spent the day away from my apartment—loitering with intent in a variety of midtown screening rooms, watching this month’s releases for my movie column. When I got home that night, I was relieved to see no letters awaiting me on the inside doormat.

At eight the next morning, however, the intercom rang again.

“Handleman’s Flowers.”

Oh God . . .

This time, I received a dozen pink carnations. And, of course, a card:

Please forgive me. Please call me.

Love, Jack

I put the flowers in water. I tore up the card. I prayed that my letter would arrive at his office this morning, and that he would get the message and leave me be.

But, at eight the following morning . . . buzz.

“Handleman’s Flowers.”

“What’s it today?” I asked the delivery guy.

“A dozen lilies.”

“Take them back.”

“Sorry, lady,” he said, thrusting them into my hand. “A delivery is a delivery.”

I found my third (and last) vase. I arranged the flowers. I opened the card.

I am taking the fork in the road.

And I still love you.

Jack

Damn him. Damn him. Damn him. I grabbed my coat and stormed off in the direction of Broadway—to a Western Union office on 72nd Street. Once there, I went over to the main counter and picked up a telegram form and a much-chewed pencil. I wrote:

No more flowers. No more platitudes. I do not love you.

Stay out of my life. Never see me again.

Sara

I walked over to a hatch in the wall, and handed the form to a clerk. He read the message back to me in a deadpan voice, saying Stop every time I had indicated a period. When he was finished, he asked me if I wanted the regular or fast rate.

“As fast as possible.”

The charge was a dollar fifteen. The telegram would be delivered to Jack at his office within two hours. As I reached into my purse to pay for the telegram, my hand began to shake. On the way home, I stopped in a luncheonette and stared down into a black cup of coffee, trying to convince myself that I had done the right thing. My life—I told myself—was finally going well. I was enjoying professional success. I was materially comfortable. I had gotten through the marital breakup as cleanly as could be expected. All right, the knowledge that I would never have children continued to haunt me . . . but it always would be there, no matter who I was with. And it would most certainly be there if I was involved with a married man. Especially one who already had a child of his own.

All right, all right, I still loved him. But love cannot succeed without a pragmatic foundation. And there was nothing pragmatic about Jack’s situation. It would only lead us—me—to grief.

So, yes, I had done the right thing in sending that telegram. Hadn’t I?

I was out for the rest of the day. When I got home that night, I opened the door and felt an acute stab of disappointment when there wasn’t a telegram from Jack waiting for me. I slept until nearly noon the next morning. Waking up with a jolt, I immediately went downstairs to see if the mail yielded anything from Mr. Malone. It didn’t. The thought struck me: no flowers today. Maybe I was so asleep I didn’t hear the intercom . . .

I made a call to Handleman’s Flowers.

“Sorry, Miss Smythe,” Mr. Handleman said, “today wasn’t your lucky day.”

Nor was the next day. Or the day after. Or the day after that.

A week went by without a word from Jack. Stay out of my life. Never see me again. Oh God, he’d taken me at my word.

Again and again, I told myself I had made a wise, sensible decision. Again and again, I longed for him.

And then, nine days after I sent that telegram, a letter finally arrived. It was short. It read:

Sara:

This is the second hardest letter I’ve ever written in my life. But unlike the first letter, I will mail this one.

I will respect your wishes. You won’t hear from me again. But know this: you will always be with me—because I will never get you out of my head. And because you are the love of my life.

I didn’t tear this letter up. Perhaps because I was too stunned at the time. Later that morning, I took a taxi to Penn Station and boarded the train to Chicago—where some local ladies’ club had invited me to give a lunchtime talk to their members, and were paying me two hundred dollars, plus all my expenses, for an hour’s work. I was supposed to have been away for four nights. Instead, I arrived in Chicago in time for the city’s worst blizzard in thirty years. As I quickly discovered, a Chicago blizzard made the equivalent Manhattan climatic event look like a mild sprinkling of flurries. Chicago didn’t simply come to a standstill—it became petrified. The mercury dipped to ten below zero. The wind off Lake Michigan sliced you like a scalpel. The snow kept falling. My talk was canceled. My train back east was canceled. Venturing outside was impossible. For eight days I was incarcerated within the Hotel Ambassador on North Michigan Avenue, passing the time by punching out a few more “Real Life” columns on my Remington, and reading cheap mysteries. Thinking: this isn’t the American Midwest. This is a bad Russian novel.

Every hour of every day, I kept trying to convince myself that sending that telegram to Jack was the correct decision. He’d fractured my heart once before. I was right not to let him do it again. Or, at least, that’s the justification I kept repeating over and over, in an attempt to stop myself from thinking I had made the worst mistake of my life.

Eventually, the trains started running again. Getting a reservation back to New York was a nightmare. After forty-eight hours, the concierge at the Hotel Ambassador finally managed to wangle me a seat, but no berth. So I sat up all night in the bar car, drinking black coffee, trying to read the latest J. P. Marquand novel (and getting rather fed up with the alleged spiritual crisis suffered by his starchy Boston banker hero), nodding off, and waking up with a stiff neck to sunrise over beautiful Newark, New Jersey.

It was cold, but clear in Manhattan. I deposited myself in a taxi, and slept all the way up Broadway. There was a pile of mail on the mat outside my apartment door. I shuffled through it. Nothing with Jack’s telltale scrawl. He was really taking me at my word. I went inside. I checked my ice box and cupboards, and noticed that, yet again, I was low on stocks. I picked up the phone, called Gristedes, and gave them a big order. Because it was still early in the morning, they said they would send a delivery boy around with the groceries in under an hour.

So I unpacked, then had a bath. As I was drying myself off, the intercom rang. I threw on a bathrobe, wrapped my hair in a towel, dashed into the kitchen, picked up the receiver, and said, “Be there in a sec.”

I went out into the hallway. I opened the front door. Jack was standing there. My heart missed about four beats. He smiled one of his anxious smiles.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello,” I said, sounding toneless.

“I got you out of the bath.”

“Yes. You did.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll come back later.”

“No,” I said. “Come in now.”

I led him into my apartment. As soon as he closed the door behind him, I turned to face him. Less than a second later, we were in each other’s arms. The kiss went on for a very long time. When it ended, he said my name. I silenced the possibility of any further talk by putting my hand behind his head, and kissing him again. It was a deep, long kiss. There was no need for words. I just wanted to hold him. And not let go.


FOURTEEN

LATER THAT MORNING, I turned to Jack and said, “I want you to grant me one small wish.”

“I’ll try.”

“Let me have you to myself all day.”

“Done deal,” he said, slipping out of my bed and walking naked into the kitchen. I heard him dial the phone, and make low muted conversation for a few minutes. Finally he returned to the bedroom, clutching two bottles of beer.

“I’m now officially out of town on business until Friday at five PM,” he said. “That’s three days, two nights. Tell me what you want to do, where you want to go . . .”

“I want to go nowhere. I just want to stay here with you.”

“Fine by me,” he said, crawling back into bed and kissing me deeply. “Three days in bed with you sounds like the best idea imaginable. Especially as it also gives us the license to drink Schlitz at ten in the morning.”

“If I’d known you were coming, I’d have bought champagne.”

You always know when you have true rapport with someone. When you’re in each other’s presence, you find you can’t stop talking to each other. Or, at least that’s how it was with us during those three days. We never left the apartment. We barricaded ourselves from the world. I didn’t answer the phone. I didn’t answer the door—except when I had arranged for a delivery of supplies. Groceries arrived from Gristedes. I called my local liquor store, and had them send over some wine and bourbon and beer. And Gitlitz’s Delicatessen was willing to dispatch anything from their menu at short notice.

We locked ourselves away. We talked. We made love. We slept. We woke up. We started talking again. We actually knew so damn little about each other. We were both greedy for information. I wanted to learn everything—to pick up where we left off four years ago, and hear more about his childhood in Brooklyn, his tough-guy father, and his mother—who died when he was thirteen.

“It was the damnedest thing,” he told me. “I was in the seventh grade. It was Easter Sunday nineteen thirty-five. We’d all just come back from Mass—Mom, Dad, Meg, and me. I got out of my suit, and went out with a couple of pals in the neighborhood to play stickball in the next street. My mom told me to be back within an hour tops, as we had a bunch of relatives coming over for lunch. Anyway, there I was, playing with my pals, and Meg came charging down the street, tears running down her face . . . she was all of eleven at the time . . . screaming, ‘Mom’s real sick.’ All I remember after that was running like hell back toward our house. When we got there, an ambulance was out in front, along with the cops. And then, suddenly, these two guys came out of our front door, carrying a stretcher, with a body on it covered by a sheet. My dad was behind the stretcher, being supported by his brother Al. My dad never cried, but here he was sobbing like a kid. That’s when I knew . . .

“An embolism is what caused it. Some artery to her heart got blocked, and . . . She was only thirty-five. No history of heart trouble. Nothing. Hell, Mom never got sick. She was too busy looking after all of us to even think of getting sick. But there she now was on that stretcher. Gone.

“I felt as if the bottom of my world had just been snatched from under me. That’s what my mom’s death taught me. You go out to play stickball, thinking your life is secure. You come back, and discover it’s been permanently maimed.”

I ran my hand through his hair. “You’re right,” I said. “Nothing’s ever secure. And I don’t think anyone gets through life without being dealt some truly bad cards.”

He touched my face. “And the occasional four aces.”

I kissed him. Then said, “You mean, I’m not a royal flush?”

“You’re the best hand imaginable.”

Much later that night—after feasting on two of Gitlitz’s famous corned-beef-on-rye sandwiches, and a few bottles of Budweiser—he got talking about his work in public relations.

“Naturally, I saw myself leaving Stars and Stripes and landing a big job on the Journal American or even the New York Times. But when I found out I was about to be a dad, I decided to opt for something a little more lucrative than the usual sixty-dollar-a-week starting salary at one of the big papers . . . if, that is, they were even willing to take me on. More to the point, the London bureau chief on Stars and Stripes—Hank Dyer—had been working at Steele and Sherwood before the war, so I had a pretty easy entrée into a job. And I kind of like it—since most of the time, it’s about three-martini lunches with journalists, and schmoozing the client. At first, I was doing all Manhattan-based stuff, but our business has really started to expand and we’re now handling a lot of corporate accounts. So, for the moment, I’m the liaison with a string of insurance companies up and down the eastern seaboard. It’s not as much fun as the early days, when I was looking after a fight promoter and a couple of midlevel Broadway producers. But they’ve upped my salary by seventy dollars a week, and the traveling expenses are good . . .”

“You should be well compensated for having to go to Albany and Harrisburg.”

“Believe me, I’m only going to keep with the insurance boys for another two years max. Then, if I can, I’m leaving PR and getting back into newspapers. My sis, Meg, tells me she expects me to win a Pulitzer by the time I’m thirty-five. I told her, ‘Only if you’re editor in chief of McGraw-Hill by then.’ Mind you, she might just get there. McGraw-Hill have just made her a fully fledged editor . . . and she’s only twenty-five.”

“Is she married yet?”

“No way. She thinks all men are bums,” he said.

“She’s dead right.”

Jack looked at me warily. “Do you really mean that?”

“Absolutely,” I said with a smile.

“Was your ex-husband a bum?”

“No—just a banker.”

“Something bad happened during the marriage, didn’t it?”

“What makes you think that?”

“The way you’ve dodged telling me anything about him.”

“Like I said before, marrying George was a major error of judgment. But, at the time, I thought I had no choice. I got pregnant.”

Now I told him everything. The grim shotgun wedding. The appalling honeymoon. My circumscribed life in Old Greenwich. My nightmare of a mother-in-law. Losing the baby. Losing my ability to have children. When I was finished, Jack reached over across my kitchen table and took both my hands.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he said. “How do you deal with it?”

“The way you deal with any loss: you just do. There’s no other option, except excessive booze, alcohol, pills, nervous breakdowns, depression, or any of those other self-pitying options. But do you know what I sometimes wonder? Especially late at night, when I can’t sleep. Was I to blame? Did I somehow will the miscarriage myself? Because, at the time, I kept thinking: if only I would miscarry, I’d be free of George . . .”

“That was a perfectly legitimate way to think, given that your wimp of a husband and his goddamn mother were making your life hell. Anyway, we all think dark stuff when we’re scared or trapped . . .”

“The thing is: I got my wish. The miscarriage happened. And I also destroyed my chance to ever have children . . .”

“Will you listen to yourself. You didn’t destroy anything. It was . . . I don’t know . . . rotten goddamn luck. We think we have command over so much stuff. We don’t. Sure, there are the really rare moments when we have to make a ethical call. But, by and large, we’re victims to things over which we have little control. You had no control over this. None.”

I swallowed hard. I looked at him with care. His vehemence had surprised—and pleased—me.

“Thank you,” I finally said.

“For nothing.”

“I needed to hear that.”

“Then I needed to tell you that.”

“Stand up,” I said.

He did as ordered. I pulled him toward me. I kissed him deeply.

“Come back to bed,” I said.

Around nine PM on our second night together, he got up out of bed, and said he had to make a phone call. Pulling on his trousers and fastening a cigarette between his lips, he excused himself and walked into the kitchen. I heard him dial a number. He spoke in a pleasant, low voice for around ten minutes. I went into the bathroom, and tried to distract myself by having a shower. When I emerged ten minutes later—swathed in a robe—he was back sitting on the edge of my bed, lighting up a fresh cigarette. I smiled tightly, wondering if my sense of guilt and rivalry was apparent.

“Everything okay at home?” I asked mildly.

“Yeah, fine. Charlie’s got a touch of flu, which means Dorothy had a bad night last night . . .”

“Poor Dorothy.”

He looked at me carefully. “You’re really not jealous?”

“Of course I’m goddamn jealous. I want you. I want to be with you day and night. But because you’re married to Dorothy, that can’t be. So, yes, I am jealous of the fact that Dorothy is your wife. But that doesn’t mean I hate Dorothy. I’m just totally envious of her—which shows my bad taste, writ large. And you do love her, don’t you?”

“Sara . . .”

“I’m not asking that in an accusatory manner. I’m just interested. For obvious reasons.”

He stubbed out his half-finished cigarette. He fished a fresh Chesterfield out of the pack and lit it. He took two deep drags before finally speaking. “Yes,” he said. “I do love her. But it is not love.”

“Meaning?”

“We got thrown together because of Charlie. We adore our little boy. We get on well with each other. Or, at least, we’ve worked out a way of getting on with each other. There’s no . . . passion. There’s a kind of amiability . . .”

“You never . . .”

“Once in a while, sure. But it doesn’t seem to be that important to her.”

“Or to you?”

“Put it this way. With Dorothy, it’s . . . I don’t know . . . pleasant, I guess, nothing more. With you, it’s . . . everything. If you know what I mean.”

I leaned over and kissed him. “I know what you mean.”

“Do yourself a favor—throw me out now. Before it gets complicated.”

“The problem is: if I threw you out, you’d be back here in five minutes, begging to be let in.”

“You’re right.”

“One day at a time, eh?” I said.

“Yeah: one day at a time. And we’ve still got all day tomorrow.”

“That’s right. Nearly twenty-four hours.”

“Come here,” he said.

I walked over to where he stood. He began to kiss my face, my neck. Whispering: “Don’t move.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

We slept late the next morning. It was snowing again. I made coffee and toast. We lounged on the bed, eating breakfast. For the first time in days, we said nothing for a while—the sort of pleasurable silence that usually exists between a long-established couple. We shared that morning’s edition of the New York Times. The Pablo Casals recording of Bach’s solo cello suites played on my Victrola. The snow kept coming down.

“I could get used to this,” he said.

“So could I.”

“Let me see your story,” he said.

“What story?” I said, suddenly thrown.

“The story you wrote about us.”

“How did you know about that?”

“Dorothy. As she told you in the park, she’s a big fan. She’s also been reading Saturday Night/Sunday Morning for years. So as we were walking home from the park, she told me that the first thing she ever read of yours was a short story you wrote for Saturday/Sunday in . . . when was it?”

“Nineteen forty-seven.”

“Well, when she told me what the story was about, I simply went: ‘Oh’ . . . and hoped to hell she didn’t see how damn shocked I looked.”

“She didn’t suspect . . . ?”

“Hell no. I mean, she has no idea that we spent a night together. So show it to me.”

“I don’t think I have a copy in the apartment.”

“Do you expect me to believe that?”

“All right,” I said. “Wait here.”

I went out into the living room, rummaged around one of my file boxes, and found the magazine containing “Shore Leave.” I went back into the bedroom and handed it to Jack. Then I headed toward the bathroom.

“I’m having a bath,” I said. “Knock on the door when you’ve finished it.”

Fifteen minutes later, the knock came. Jack walked in, sat down on the edge of the tub, and lit up another cigarette.

“So?” I asked.

“Do you really think I kissed like a teenager?”

“No—but I think the guy in the story did.”

“But it’s our story.”

“Yes. But it’s also just a story.”

“A brilliantly written story.”

“You don’t have to say that.”

“I wouldn’t if it wasn’t true. So where’s the next one?”

“That is my entire literary output to date.”

“I’d like to read more by you.”

“You can—every week in Saturday Night/Sunday Morning.”

“You know what I’m saying here.”

I reached up with my wet soapy hand and rested it on his thigh.

“I really don’t mind being trivial, minor, lightweight.”

“You’re better than that.”

“That’s your opinion—and I’m touched by it. But I also know my limitations.”

“You’re a great writer.”

“Hardly. Anyway, I’m not remotely interested in being ‘great.’ I like what I write. I do it pretty well. Sure, it’s inconsequential, left-handed stuff. But it pays the bills and lets me go to movies in the afternoon. What more could a girl ask for?”

“Literary fame, I guess,” he said.

“‘Fame is a bee. It has a song. It has a sting. Ah too, it has a wing.’”

“Emily Dickinson?”

I looked at him and smiled. “You really know your stuff, Mr. Malone.”

The day drifted by. Around five that afternoon, I pulled him back into bed. At six, he turned to me and said,

“I suppose I’d better be going.”

“Yes. I suppose you must.”

“I don’t want to.”

“And I don’t want you to either. But there we are.”

“Yep. There we are.”

He showered. He dressed.

“Now I’m going to leave,” he said. “Before I start kissing you again.”

“Okay,” I said quietly. “Leave.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Sorry?”

“Could I see you tomorrow?”

“Of course. Absolutely. But . . . will you have the time?”

“I’ll find the time. Around five, if that’s okay.”

“I’ll be here.”

“Good.”

He leaned toward me. I put my hand against his chest, stopping him from coming closer.

“Tomorrow, Mr. Malone.”

“Just one last kiss.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because we’ll end up back in bed.”

“Point taken.”

I helped him on with his coat.

“I shouldn’t be leaving,” he said.

“But you are.”

I opened the door.

“Sara, I . . .”

I put a finger to his lips. “Say nothing.”

“But . . .”

“Tomorrow, my love. Tomorrow.”

He gripped my hand. He stared directly into my eyes. He smiled.

“Yes,” he said, “tomorrow.”


FIFTEEN

BY FIVE TWENTY the next afternoon, I was convinced he wouldn’t be coming. I’d been pacing the floor since four fifty—certain that he’d had a change of heart, or had been found out by Dorothy, or had suddenly succumbed to guilt. But then the doorbell rang. I went dashing out of my apartment. And there he was—with a bottle of French fizz in one hand and a bouquet of lilies in the other.

“Sorry, darling,” he said. “Stuck in a meet . . .”

I cut him off.

“You’re here,” I said, grabbing him by the lapels and pulling him toward me. “That’s all that counts.”

An hour or so later, he turned to me in bed and asked, “What happened to the champagne?”

I scoured the floor—covered with our discarded clothes. The champagne was lying on its side, atop Jack’s overcoat. The flowers were strewn next to it.

“That’s where it landed,” I said.

He jumped out of bed, picked up the bottle, ripped off the foil, and popped the cork. A geyser of foam baptized us both.

“Nice one,” I said, as champagne streamed down my face.

“Oops,” he said.

“You’re lucky I love you,” I said.

He handed me the bottle. “Bottoms up,” he said.

“I do have glasses in this house.”

“By ze neck, dahling,” he said. “It’s ze Muscovite vey.”

“Okay, comrade,” I said taking the bottle and tipping it back. “And by the way, this champagne is from France, and far too expensive to be spraying around my bedroom. What is it, six or seven dollars a bottle?”

“Does it matter?”

“If you’ve got a family to support . . . then, yes, six dollars does matter.”

“God, you are deeply responsible.”

“Shut up,” I said, running my hand through his hair.

“With pleasure,” he said, and lowered me back down on the bed.

Afterward, he lay against me, his arms curled around my chest. We fell into a silent reverie for a few moments. Then he said, “Ever since I walked out of here last night, all I could think about was walking back in here again.”

“I was ticking off the hours too.”

“Around three last night, I couldn’t sleep.”

“Join the club.”

“If I’d only known . . . because I was so tempted to call you.”

“You must never call me from your house.”

“I won’t.”

“If this is going to work, we must be completely discreet. No phone calls from your house or your office. Use a pay phone when you want to call me. There can never be any correspondence between us. If I give you a gift, you keep it here. And no one can ever know about us. No one.”

“Why the great worry about secrecy?”

“Do you really think I want to be cast in the role of the Happy Homewrecker? Or the kept woman? La maîtresse? No way, soldier. I’ll be your lover. I won’t be your femme fatale. I want you . . . but I don’t want the incumbent grief that comes with loving a married man. That’s what I decided at three this morning. You’ll have your life. I’ll have my life. And you and I will have a life together . . . which no one else will know about.”

“Believe me, Dorothy doesn’t suspect anything . . . though she was intrigued by the new aftershave I was wearing.”

“But I wasn’t wearing any perfume yesterday.”

“Yeah—but I stopped in a pharmacy on the way home and bought two bottles of Mennen Skin Bracer, and splashed some on before walking in the door . . . just in case you were still lingering on my face.”

“Why two bottles?”

He reached down for his overcoat, and pulled out a little bag from a local pharmacy.

“A bottle for home, a bottle for here. I also bought the same soap and deodorant and toothpaste I keep in my apartment.”

I looked at him warily. “You’re a quick worker, aren’t you? Or maybe you’d done this sort of thing before.”

“I have never, ever done this sort of thing before.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“I just don’t want to hurt Dorothy.”

“If you really don’t want to hurt Dorothy, get dressed now and leave. Because this is definitely going to hurt Dorothy.”

“Not if she doesn’t find out.”

“She will find out.”

“Only if I let her find out. I won’t let her find out.”

“Are you that clever?”

“It’s not a matter of cleverness . . . it’s a matter of protecting her.”

“As in: what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her?”

“No . . . as in: I won’t leave her . . . but I won’t give you up either. Of course, you might not like this arrangement.”

“Oh, so that’s what this is: an arrangement? Cinq à sept, as they say in jolly old Paree? You know your French literature, Jack. Who am I going to be? Emma Bovary?”

“Wasn’t she married?”

“Touché.”

“Sara . . .”

“And how silly of me to think of myself as an adulterous woman, when I’m actually . . . what? . . . a courtesan . . . isn’t that the right term? Yes, a courtesan whose aristocratic lover leaves a bottle of Mennen aftershave in her toilette.”

Long silence. Jack tried to put his arms around me. I placed my hand against his chest and gently pushed him away.

“I’m not going to let myself get mangled again,” I said.

“I won’t hurt you.”

“We’ll see about that.” I glanced at my watch. “You should head home to your wife.”

He left a few minutes later. “I’m out of town on Monday and Tuesday, due back in New York midday on Wednesday,” he said, putting on his coat.

“Fine,” I said.

“But if I work it right, I should be able to rearrange my final meetings in Philadelphia, and get back here around eight in the evening on Tuesday . . . if you’d like a guest for the night.”

“I don’t know. I’m really going to have to think this through, Jack.”

“Sara . . .”

“And don’t forget to take your aftershave and toothbrush with you. I don’t want them in the house.”

“I’ll call you,” he said, kissing me on the forehead as he left the apartment.

But he didn’t call over the weekend. Nor did he call on Monday. Idiot, idiot, I kept telling myself. You’ve pushed him away. By eight on Tuesday night, I was bracing myself for the worst. If you really don’t want to hurt Dorothy, get dressed now and leave. Because this is definitely going to hurt Dorothy. Why the hell had I said that? It had obviously sunk in. Why had I made such a big deal over the aftershave? Because I had to be Miss Sense and Sensibility, didn’t I? You should head home to your wife. He’d taken me at my word. He’d gone home. Permanently.

Then, at eight ten, the doorbell rang. I stormed to the front door, and opened it angrily. Jack was dressed in his dark brown overcoat, and the sort of snap-brimmed brown felt hat favored by newspapermen. He had a suitcase in one hand, a bouquet in the other.

“Where the hell have you been?” I asked.

“Philadelphia,” he said, sounding taken aback by my anger. “But you knew that.”

“And on Saturday and Sunday?”

“At home with my family, as you instructed me . . .”

“I know what I told you. That doesn’t mean you have to follow my damn advice.”

He tried to suppress a smile. “Come here, you kook,” he said.

Within seconds of falling backward into my apartment, we had pulled off each other’s clothes. We didn’t get further than the carpet in my living room. When I felt myself on the verge of disturbing the neighbors, I engulfed his mouth with mine. Afterward, we said nothing for a very long time.

“Hello,” he finally said.

“Hello,” I laughed.

“Four days was . . .”

“Too damn long,” I said. “I can’t tell you how much I missed you.”

“I would never have guessed.”

“Don’t get cocky, soldier.”

I got up and disappeared into my bedroom. I put on a bathrobe. I reached inside my closet and brought out a shopping bag. When I returned to the living room, Jack was sitting on the sofa, pulling on his underwear.

“No need to get dressed,” I said.

“But I might freeze. You keep things on the chilly side here.”

“This might keep you warm,” I said, reaching into the bag and tossing him a large rectangular package, gift-wrapped in stern blue Brooks Brothers paper.

“A present?” he said.

“My, my—you are clever.”

He tore off the paper. He smiled—and immediately put on the blue linen bathrobe I’d bought him yesterday.

“You’ve got style, Miss Smythe,” he said.

“You like?”

“I love it. Brooks Brothers. Total class. I feel like I went to Princeton.”

“It suits you.”

He walked into the little entrance foyer off the living room, and sized himself up in the mirror. “Yes,” he said. “It really does.”

I reached into the shopping bag and handed him another wrapped package.

“Are you nuts?” he said.

“No. Just generous.”

“Too generous,” he said, kissing me on the lips.

“See if you like it first,” I said.

He opened the paper. He laughed. Inside were two bottles of Caswell-Massey’s Bay Rum Aftershave.

“Two bottles?” he said, twisting off the top of one bottle.

“One for here, one for home.”

He gave me an amused smile, then took a long sniff of the scent. “That’s nice stuff,” he said. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

“Yes. Mennen makes you smell like a bad locker room.”

“Oh, you snob. Brooks Brothers robes, now Caswell-Massey aftershave. Next thing it will be elocution lessons.”

“Is there anything wrong with me buying you nice things?”

He stroked my hair. “Absolutely not. I approve. I’m just wondering how I’ll explain the new aftershave to my wife.”

“You could always say you bought it yourself.”

“But I’m someone who never drops more than a buck on a bottle of aftershave.”

“Well, Brooklyn boy—here’s a thought. Drop by Caswell-Massey tomorrow—they’re on Lexington and Forty-sixth Street—and buy your wife a bottle of their eau de toilette. Then you can tell her that, while buying her this gift, you sampled their Bay Rum aftershave and decided you needed to graduate from Mennen. She’ll approve, believe me.”

He splashed some of the aftershave into his hand, and on to his face.

“What do you think?” he asked.

I put my face close to his, then began to kiss his neck.

“It works.”

“You’re wonderful. How portable is your typewriter?”

“Not very portable.”

He went over to my desk and lifted up my Remington. “I could carry that,” he said.

“I’m sure you could. But why would you?”

“I have an idea.”

Two days later, I was on a morning train to Albany with Jack. We checked into the Capital Hotel as Mr. and Mrs. Jack Malone. While he went off to see his clients, I sat down at the desk in our room and punched out a “Real Life” column on my Remington. Jack came back from his appointments around five. I had him undressed within a minute. Half an hour later, he lit up a cigarette and said, “This is, without doubt, the sexiest thing that’s ever happened to me in Albany.”

“I should hope so,” I said.

It was fifteen below in Albany, so we stayed in that night and ordered room service. The next morning Jack braved the elements to deal with a few more clients. I took a brisk walk around downtown—and decided that I had seen enough of Albany for one morning. So I retreated back to our room, punched out half of my movie column on my Remington, then killed the afternoon at a wonderfully cheesy Victor Mature double feature (Samson and Delilah and Wabash Avenue) at a nearby RKO fleapit. I was back at the hotel by five thirty. As I was about to open the door of our room, I could hear Jack on the phone.

“All right, all right—I know you’re angry, but . . . what’s one more night? . . . Yeah, yeah, yeah . . . you’re right . . . but, hey, it’s not like I want to be away . . . You know I love you . . . Look, an extra night in Albany probably means another ten bucks this week . . . Okay, okay . . . You too, darling . . . Tell Charlie I love him . . . and yeah, five o’clock tomorrow without fail . . . Okay, bye.”

I waited a moment, then opened the door. Jack was lighting up a cigarette and pouring a shot of Hiram Walker bourbon into a hotel tooth glass. He tried to force a smile, but looked strained. I came over, put my arms around his neck and said, “Tell me.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s hardly nothing if it’s making you look so tense.”

He shrugged. “Just a bad business call, that’s all.”

I let go of his neck, walked into the bathroom, took the remaining tooth glass off the sink, returned to the room, and poured myself two fingers of bourbon.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I hate being lied to.”

“How have I lied to you?”

“‘Just a bad business call.’ I heard who you were talking to on the phone.”

“What do you mean, you heard?”

“I mean, I was standing outside the door . . .”

“Eavesdropping?”

“I didn’t want to walk in right when you were speaking with Dorothy.”

“Either that or you wanted to listen in . . .”

“Why the hell would I want to listen in, Jack?”

“I don’t know. You were the one who was standing outside the door . . .”

“That’s because I didn’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position by bursting into the room . . .”

“I’m sorry,” he said suddenly.

“Never lie to me, Jack. Never.”

He turned away, looking out the grimy window at the dim lights of downtown Albany. “I just thought . . . I don’t know . . . the last thing you wanted to hear was that I’d had a fight with Dorothy.”

“You’re a fool, Malone. I may not like the idea you’re married, but that’s the territory you occupy—and I accept that. But if this is going to continue, you’ll have to keep lying to Dorothy. If you can handle that, fine. If you can’t, I’ll catch the last train back to Grand Central tonight.”

He turned and touched my arm. “Don’t catch that train.”

“What was the argument about?”

“She wanted me back tonight.”

“Then you should have gone home.”

“But I wanted to stay here with you.”

“Much appreciated—but not when you start lying to me, in order to cover up lying to Dorothy.”

“I’m a jerk.”

I managed a smile.

“No—you’re a married jerk. Is she suspicious?”

“Not at all. Just lonely. And I’m so damn muddled. There are times when I wish Dorothy wasn’t so decent and understanding. If she was a bitch . . .”

“Everything would be fine?”

“I wouldn’t feel so bad.”

“Poor, poor you: she’s not a bitch.”

“God, you can be a hard case,” he said.

“That’s because I have to be. It’s not easy loving someone with divided loyalties.”

“They’re not really that divided. I adore you.”

“But you are also committed to her.”

He shrugged. And said, “I have no choice.”

“So, you’re dealing with a conundrum. The question is: are you going to let the conundrum remain insoluble?”

“What do you suggest I do?”

“Work out a way of being with me and with Dorothy. Compartmentalize. Be French.”

“Can you handle that?”

“I don’t know. Time will tell. The real question is: can you handle it, Jack?”

“I don’t know either.”

“Well, I’d try to figure that one out, Jack. Because if this romance becomes one long exercise in bad conscience, I’ll walk. I know what I can—and cannot—expect out of this. It’s up to you, my love.”

We returned to Manhattan the next morning. At Grand Central Station, he held me tightly.

“I’d better stick close to home for the next few days,” he said.

“That’s probably smart.”

“Can I call you?”

“Do you really have to ask that question?”

He kissed me lightly on the lips.

“Love you,” he said.

“You sound tentative.”

“I’m trying not to be.”

I didn’t hear from him the next day. Or the day after. Or the day after that. Naturally, his silence drove me crazy. Because it could only mean one thing: it was over.

The weekend came and went. On Monday, I stayed by the phone all day, just in case. But he never called. Then, at six thirty on Tuesday morning, the doorbell rang. He was standing outside. Behind him, a taxi was waiting in the street. His face lit up when I answered the door—even though I was still in a nightgown and was the picture of postsleep disarray.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Where the hell have you been?” I asked, groggily.

“I’ll talk with you about that later. Right now, I want you to get dressed, get packed . . .”

“I’m not following you.”

“It’s simple: we’re booked on the eight forty-seven from Penn Station to Washington, DC. We’re staying three days at the Mayflower Hotel, and . . .”

“Jack, I’d like an explanation . . .”

He leaned forward and kissed me.

“Later, darling. I’ve got to run to the office before we depart.”

“Who says I’m going. And why the hell are you suddenly springing this on me?”

“Because I just decided to spring this on you ten minutes ago. Track seventeen at Penn Station. Be there no later than eight thirty. Which gives you around ninety minutes to pack and get down there.”

“I don’t know, Jack.”

“Yes, you do,” he said, kissing me again. “Bye.”

Before I could say another word, he turned and headed into the taxi. When he got inside, he rolled down the window and shouted, “Be there.”

Then the taxi headed off.

I went back inside. I kicked a chair. I made a fast, firm decision: I wouldn’t be railroaded into running out of town with Jack—just because he’d suddenly decided I should accompany him. Hell, the bum hadn’t called me in six whole days. So there was absolutely no way that I was going to capitulate to his demands.

Having reached this judgment, I went straight into my bedroom and packed a suitcase. Then I jumped into the shower, dressed hurriedly, grabbed my typewriter, and found a taxi heading south on West End Avenue.

I made the train with around ten minutes to spare. As planned, Jack was waiting for me on the platform. A porter walked ahead of me, my suitcase and Remington balanced on his trolley. Seeing me approach, Jack whipped off his snap-brim hat and bowed with a flourish.

“I’m a fool to be doing this,” I said.

“Kiss me,” he said.

I gave him a fast buzz on the lips.

“That’s not much of a kiss,” he said.

“I want some answers first.”

“You’ll get them,” he said, handing the porter a tip.

We found our seats. As soon as the train pulled out of the station, Jack suggested we go to the dining car for breakfast. We ordered coffee. Jack made small talk—breezily asking me about the past six days, what movies I’d seen, how my work was going, and did I really think that Stevenson had a chance against Ike if (as expected) they did go head to head in the ’52 election. Eventually, I cut him off.

“What the hell has you so happy this morning?”

“Oh, this and that,” he said, still sounding far too cheerful.

“Are you going to explain to me why you vanished for six days?”

“Yes, I will.”

The coffee arrived. We fell silent until the waiter left.

“Well, go on then,” I said.

The requisite cigarette was placed between his lips. After lighting it, he glanced around the car, noting that there wasn’t anyone sitting directly next to us. Then he leaned forward and said, “I told her.”

This took a moment to register.

“What did you just say?” I asked.

“I told her.”

“You told Dorothy . . . ?”

“Yes. I told Dorothy.”

My shock was deepening.

“What exactly did you say?”

“I told her everything.”

“Everything?”

“Yes,” he said. “Everything.”


SIXTEEN

THE TRAIN WAS just emerging into New Jersey when I was able to speak again.

“When did you tell her?” I whispered.

“The night I got back from Albany with you.”

“How did you explain . . .”

“I gave her the whole story. How we met after I came back to the States in forty-five. How I knew instantly that you were . . .”

He stopped and took a deep drag on his cigarette. After a moment or two he started talking again.

“Dorothy is no fool. She got the entire gist of the story immediately. Then she said, ‘So you’re going to leave us?’ I said no, I wouldn’t leave, because I had made a commitment . . . taken a vow . . . to her. And, of course, because we had Charlie. But I wouldn’t give you up either. Of course, if she now wanted me to leave, I’d go. But it would have to be her choice, her decision.”

“So she threw you out?”

“No. She told me she needed time to think. And she made me promise not to contact you until she had considered all this. Which is why you didn’t hear from me for nearly a week. I respected her wishes—even though she froze me out for five straight days. Then, last night, she finally spoke to me.

“‘I don’t have much choice in the matter,’ she said. ‘But understand this: I never want to know. As far as I’m concerned, you’re on the road a couple of days a week. You are out of town. But when you’re home with Charlie and me, you’re completely with us.’”

I finally spoke again. “Of course she has a choice. She could throw you out. If I was in her position, I would. In a heartbeat.”

“Yeah—I probably deserve that.”

I put down my coffee cup. I leaned forward and spoke quietly. “You don’t really think that, Jack. I mean, you should have seen your face ten minutes ago when you saw me walking down the platform. You looked like the cat who’d gotten the cream. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why. Now, of course, I know exactly why you’re so damn happy. What a fantastic position for a guy like you to be in: the loyal little wife at home with the baby . . . and then, there’s the other woman, to whom the loyal little wife has suddenly decided to turn a blind eye, on the proviso that she’s never referred to as anything but out of town. In fact, here’s a thought: why don’t you stop using my real name and start calling me by my new acronym: O.O.T . . . out of town.”

“I thought you’d be pleased with this news.”

“Of course you’d think that. After all, you’re the one who’s suddenly been transformed overnight from a guilt-laden Catholic to a happily polygamous Mormon. Because your poor wife has given you the license to have it your own damn way.”

“I am not being smug.”

“No—you’re just totally pleased with yourself. Why shouldn’t you be? You’ve confessed, you’ve been absolved. And now you can screw me two or three times a week, then waltz back home with a bouquet of roses, feeling irreproachable . . .”

“Shhh . . . ,” he said, nervously looking around the dining car.

“Never tell me to shut up,” I said, standing up.

“Where are you going?”

“Leaving.”

He was on his feet. “What do you mean, leaving?”

I stormed off down the corridor. Jack threw some money down on the table, and chased after me. He caught me between coaches. I shrugged him off.

“I don’t get this,” he said, yelling above the roar of the wheels.

“Of course you don’t. That’s because you never think about other people’s feelings . . .”

“I told Dorothy because I couldn’t lie . . .”

“No—you told Dorothy because you needed her to absorb the remorse that you felt about cheating on her. You gambled that she wouldn’t throw you out. You gambled right. Now you have the ideal arrangement. Except there’s one little problem: I want nothing to do with it.”

“If you’d just let me explain . . .”

“Goodbye,” I said.

“What?”

“I’m getting off at Newark.”

I moved into the next car. Jack followed me. “Don’t get off the train,” he said.

“I won’t be part of an arrangement.”

“It is not an ‘arrangement.’ ”

“Well, it sure as hell looks like that to me. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

“Darling . . . ,” he said, lightly touching my shoulder.

“Get off!” I barked. Suddenly all eyes in the carriage were on us. I blushed deeply. Jack turned white.

“Fine, fine,” he whispered. “Have it your way.”

With that, he turned and went back toward the dining car.

With my gaze firmly fixed on the ground—to avoid seeing the disapproving glances of my fellow passengers—I slunk back to my seat. I sat down. I stared out the window, feeling the sort of jumpy aftershock that always accompanies an exchange of words. A few moments later, a conductor wandered down the aisle, shouting, “Newark. Next stop, Newark.”

I was about to stand up and grab my suitcase and typewriter. I didn’t move. The train shunted into Newark. I remained seated. After a few minutes, the conductor blew his whistle, and we continued our journey south.

Around half an hour later, Jack came walking down the aisle. He did a double take when he saw me. But he did not smile.

“You’re still here,” he said, sitting down opposite me.

“Clearly,” I said.

“I’m surprised.”

“So am I.”

“What made you change your mind?”

“Who said I’ve changed my mind?” I said. “I might still get off at Philadelphia.”

“That’s your choice, Sara. Just like it’s also your choice whether . . .”

“I will not be cast in the role of the other woman.”

“But that is exactly why I told her,” he whispered. “That’s why I admitted to her that I loved you. Because I didn’t want you to be forced into that mistress role. Because Dorothy had to know—no matter how painful it was—that I was in love with you. Because that, in turn, gave her some options—like throwing me out, if she wanted to.”

“Weren’t you disappointed when she foolishly decided to keep you?”

“On one level, yes . . . I was disappointed. Because it would have freed me to be with you all the time. But it would have distressed the hell out of me as well. Because of Charlie, and because of Dorothy, who is too damn nice to be with a bum like me.”

I sighed loudly.

“I still wish you’d never told her. Because now, every time you’re with me, I’ll find myself thinking: she knows.”

“All right, now she knows. But it’s not as if Dorothy and I were ever the love of each other’s life. She wouldn’t be with me if it hadn’t been for that little accident. She knows that too. So, it’s with her that I have the arrangement. Not you. Never you. Believe me: this is all going to work out fine.”

“I don’t know . . .”

“It will. I promise.”

“Never promise anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because you open up the prospect of disappointment. And because—now that Dorothy knows—things will change between us. Change is always unsettling.”

“I won’t let things change between us.”

“They will, my love. Because we’ll be no longer living in fear of discovery.”

“But that’s a good thing.”

“Agreed,” then I added: “But it will never be as romantic, will it?”

At Washington, we immediately checked into a hotel and made love. We made love again late that night. And the next night in Baltimore. And the night after that in Wilmington. We returned to Manhattan. We shared a cab uptown. He dropped me at my apartment. He kissed me long and hard. He promised to call me tomorrow.

He kept his promise, phoning me the next afternoon from work. I asked him how he was greeted at home yesterday. I could hear him choose his words with care.

“She was happy to see me.”

“No questions asked about out of town . . . ?”

“None whatsoever.”

“How’s Charlie?”

“Wonderful.”

“Did you sleep with her?” I suddenly heard myself asking.

“Sara . . . ,” he said, trying to sound patient.

“I need to know.”

“We shared the same bed.”

“Cut the crap, Jack.”

“She wanted to, so . . .”

“You had no choice. Oops! Miss Sarcastic strikes again.”

“You shouldn’t ask me about that.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t. It’s self-injurious and self-defeating. Like being in love with a married man. Can you come over now?” I asked, cutting him off.

“Now?”

“Yes. Now. Because I need you now.”

He walked through my door thirty minutes later. An hour afterward, he jumped up from my bed, and made a fast telephone call, informing some client that he was running ten minutes late. As he dressed, he said, “I’m out of town tomorrow.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Hartford and Springfield, allegedly. But I could actually be here—if that fits in with your schedule.”

“I’ll see if I can move a few things around.”

When he showed up the next night, he had a large suitcase with him.

“I just thought I might leave a few things here. If that’s all right.”

“I suppose you’d like your very own closet.”

“That would be handy.”

That night, he unpacked two suits, two pairs of shoes, three shirts, and several changes of underclothes. His umbrella soon found a home next to mine in a stand by the front door. A spare overcoat ended up in his closet. So too did a raincoat and one of his favorite snap-brim hats. Gradually, a complete second wardrobe appeared in my spare closet. His bathrobe hung next to mine on the back of the bedroom door. His shaving cream, brush, and razor monopolized a corner of the bathroom sink. His ties dangled off the closet doorknob (until I bought him a tie rack). There were two spare cartons of Chesterfields in a kitchen cabinet. There were bottles of Ballantine Ale (his favorite) in the ice box. There was always a fifth of Hiram Walker in the living room.

He now lived here.

Or, at least, he lived here two days a week. The other two days, he was legitimately out of town. Traveling north to the more dismal corners of New England (Worcester, Lowell, Manchester). Or west to the Rust Belt cities of Pennsylvania. Or south on the Philadelphia-Washington axis. Some weeks, I would pack my Remington and accompany him on these journeys (though, snob that I am, I generally stuck to the Washington or Philadelphia runs). On Friday night, he would return home to Dorothy and Charlie. Though he would make a point of calling me daily (always from a phone booth), I wouldn’t see him again until Monday. Initially, I didn’t like this long three-day absence. Within a month or so, however, I began to appreciate the symmetry of our domestic schedule. I loved being with Jack. I loved his camaraderie. I loved having him in my bed. I was never bored in his company. He made me happy.

But I also came to like the fact that, come the weekend, my privacy would be returned to me. As I had discovered during my brief, wretched marriage to George, I was not a natural cohabiter. Even with Jack—a man I adored—there was a part of me which was pleased to see him leave on Friday, because it meant that, for three entire days, my life would be unencumbered. I could move at my own speed, set my own schedule, not worry about the needs of someone else. Yet, by Sunday night, I’d be desperate to see him again. And, come Monday at six, I’d start listening for him—waiting to hear the front door open (he now had his own set of keys), and the key to turn in my lock.

I also came to accept that this was, verily, an arrangement. Because unlike a conventional marriage, our relationship was conducted within strict parameters. We knew when we could (and couldn’t) see each other. I never called him at the office. I never called him at home. I had him for a set time each week. If I wanted, I could extend that time by accompanying him out of town. Come Friday, he was no longer mine. But rather than mourn his seventy-two-hour absence, I quickly recognized it as something of a gift. In many ways, the arrangement suited me perfectly—and afforded me benefits (in terms of personal latitude and basic time to myself) that eluded most married women. More tellingly, I didn’t have to engage in the power struggle which so defines most marriages. Our arrangement—the deal we struck between ourselves (without ever properly verbalizing it)—operated according to a very simple principle: no one was in charge here. No one was the head of the household. No one played the role of the breadwinner and of the little woman at home. We were equals.

Of course, we both fought like hell. But as the arrangement deepened, the arguments shifted away from the emotional complexities of my truncated life with Jack. As I had told him that night in Albany (and as I well knew myself): the moment a romance becomes bogged down in endless discussions about its inherent problems is also the moment that it ends up being labeled terminal.

So, we steered clear of such issues. Naturally, I would always ask after Dorothy and Charlie. Every time his son was mentioned in conversation, I’d get that twinge of loss which accompanied all thoughts about my inability to have children. Jack was sensitive to this—and, on several occasions, deliberately dodged my questions about his son. But I’d force the issue, telling him that I wanted to know about Charlie’s progress . . . especially as he was everything to Jack.

Three months into our arrangement, the thought struck me one day that whenever we argued, it was usually about non-personal matters: like whether we really should be defending a police state like South Korea.

“Look,” Jack said, “that sonofabitch who runs South Korea . . . what’s his name?”

“Syngman Rhee.”

“Right—well, there’s no doubt that Rhee is a complete totalitarian. But at least he’s our totalitarian.”

“There, you admit it. He’s a repressive dictator. And though I have nothing but contempt for Stalin and his North Korean stooge, should we really be propping up totalitarian regimes?”

“Will you listen to yourself. You sound like some Adlai Stevenson liberal . . .”

“I am an Adlai Stevenson liberal.”

“Which essentially means that you have a nice soft-centered view of the world. You should learn some basic realpolitik. As Chamberlain discovered to his horror, appeasement gets you nowhere.”

“Oh, please don’t give me your tough-guy view of foreign policy. ‘Speak quietly, but carry a big stick’ might have worked for Teddy Roosevelt—but these days, the big sticks are atomic bombs . . . which happen to scare the hell out of me.”

“Listen, force is the only thing that any aggressor understands. General MacArthur’s right: if we want to end the Korean conflict tomorrow, we should let North Korea and China sample our atomic bombs, then bring in Chiang Kai-shek to run the whole show.”

“Well, thank God it’s Harry Truman in the White House, rather than that lunatic MacArthur . . .”

“That man was a war hero.”

“True—but he’s out of control.”

“Only if you’re a Communist.”

“I am no Communist.”

“Maybe not—but given that it runs in your family . . .”

He cut himself off. “Sorry,” he said instantly. “That was dumb.”

“Yes, it was. Very dumb.”

“Forgive me.”

“On one condition: you never bring that up again. I regret ever telling you about Eric’s little past flirtation with that party.”

“I’ll never say anything again about it.”

“That’s a solemn promise?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good. Because I think it’s about time I told my brother about us.”

“How do you think he’ll take the news?”

I shrugged. But I knew the answer to that question: not well.

I wasn’t seeing much of Eric that year—owing to the fact that he was in such demand. Between writing the Marty Manning Show, developing new program ideas for NBC, spending time with Ronnie, and generally living it up, his time was limited. Still, he never stopped being a loyal brother, calling me at least twice a week.

Then, shortly after Jack started to move some clothes into my apartment, Eric and Ronnie paid me a surprise visit one Sunday afternoon around five PM. Standing on my doorstep, Eric informed me that they were whisking me out for drinks at the St. Regis, dinner at 21, and a jam session at the Blue Note.

“Great,” I said. “I’ll just get my coat.”

Eric and Ronnie exchanged glances.

“You mean, you’re not going to let us in?” Eric asked.

“Of course you can come in,” I said nervously. “But what’s the point, if we’re leaving right away?”

Eric looked at me with deep scepticism. “S, who the hell is in there?”

“No one. Why would there be anyone . . .”

“Fine then,” Eric said, “we’ll come in from the cold while you get ready.”

He pushed past me. Ronnie hovered on the doorstep, not wanting to appear rude.

“You might as well come on in, Ronnie,” I said. “Because the cat is now definitely out of the bag.”

No, Jack hadn’t paid me a surprise Sunday visit, and was not lurking inside. But evidence of his presence was everywhere in the apartment—evidence which I would have hidden had I known Eric was coming by.

“So,” Eric said, staring at the large pair of black wingtip shoes by my inside door, “not only is there a mystery man, but he also has large feet.”

He wandered around the apartment, raising his eyebrows when he saw the collection of male toiletries in the bathroom, the slippers by my bed, the collection of paperbacks on the side table in the living room.

“I didn’t realize you were a fan of Mickey Spillane,” Eric said, picking up a copy of I, The Jury.

“He’s an acquired taste,” I said.

“I bet,” Eric said, “along with Hiram Walker bourbon and Chesterfields. My, my, S—you are developing some seriously masculine habits. Next thing I know, you’ll have installed a spittoon by your bed, and will be playing after-hours pinochle with the boys at the Twentieth Precinct.”

“Well . . . I was thinking of taking up bowling.”

Eric turned to Ronnie. “Quite the wit, my little sister.”

“I’ve always thought that.”

“Thank you, Ronnie,” I said.

“Of course, you’d never think a man was living here, would you, Ronnie?” Eric asked.

“I see no sign of that,” Ronnie said, maintaining a straight face.

“Thank you again, Ronnie,” I said.

“Yes, thank you so much, Ronnie,” Eric said, “for siding with my sister.”

“I’m not siding with her,” Ronnie said. “I’m just respecting her privacy.”

“Touché, Ronnie,” Eric said. “But as her older brother, I don’t have to respect her privacy. So I’ll just come straight out and ask her: why the hell didn’t you tell me you were living with someone?”

“Because,” I said, “I’m not living with someone.”

“Well, Dr. Watson,” Eric said, “all the evidence points to a male presence in this household. A permanent male presence.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to tell you,” Ronnie said.

“Yes,” I added, “maybe she doesn’t.”

“Fine, fine,” Eric said. “I would never, ever dream of interfering in my sister’s affairs. Does he have a name?”

“Interestingly enough, he does. But I’m not going to tell it to you yet.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because I’m not ready to tell it to you.”

For the rest of the night, Eric plagued me with the same question: who’s the guy? After his twentieth attempt to pry the information from me, Ronnie finally told him he was going to stand up and leave unless he got off the subject. Eric took the hint. But first thing the next morning, he was on the phone, demanding, yet again, to know the name of the gentleman in question.

“He must be bad news if you’re refusing to tell me.”

“Be patient—when I’m ready to inform you, I will.”

“Why aren’t you ready now?”

“Because I don’t know whether it has a future.”

“Well, if it doesn’t, then you might as well tell me now . . .”

“Can’t you accept the fact that you don’t need to know everything about me?”

“No.”

“Well, too bad. My lips remain sealed.”

For the next two weeks, Eric kept up the pressure—and enhanced my guilt. Because he was right: we’d always tried to be open with each other. Even Eric finally told me about his sexuality, a horribly difficult admission in those days, so surely I owed him a direct answer to his question . . . even though I dreaded his reaction. Finally, I suggested that Eric meet me for a drink at the Oak Room of the Plaza. We were working on our second martinis when I finally felt enough gin-fueled courage to say, “The man’s name is Jack Malone.”

Eric blanched. “You cannot be serious,” he said.

“I’m completely serious.”

“Him?” he said.

“Yes. Him.”

“But that’s unbelievable. Because he was gone with the wind. He messed up your life. And after you met him and his wife, didn’t you tell me you’d given him the brush-off?”

“I know, I know, but . . .”

“So how long exactly has this been going on?”

“Over four months.”

Eric looked deeply shocked.

“Four months. Why on earth did you keep it a secret for so long?”

“Because I was terrified of your disapproval.”

“Oh for God’s sake, S—I might not have liked the guy when I first met him, and I certainly didn’t like the way he ditched you, but . . .”

“After Jack vanished you told me, over and over again, that I was a fool to be expending so much emotional energy on such a no-hoper. So, naturally, when he came back into my life, I was really worried about your reaction.”

“I don’t have fangs and I don’t sleep in a coffin, S.”

“I know, I know. And I felt terrible about concealing this for so long. But I knew that, before I told you anything, I had to find out whether or not this had a future.”

“Which it evidently does—otherwise you wouldn’t be telling me now.”

“I love him, Eric.”

“So I gather.”

“But I really mean it. This is not some dumb infatuation with a married man, some transient romance. This is it. And it’s mutual.”

Eric went quiet. He sipped his martini. He smoked. Eventually, he shrugged and said, “I suppose I should meet him again, shouldn’t I?”

I set up a drink a few days later—late Friday afternoon in the bar of the St. Moritz, one block east from where Eric lived on Central Park South. I was nervous as hell. So too was Jack—even though I assured him that my brother had promised me he would be on his best behavior. Things got off to a bad start when we were kept waiting thirty minutes. Then a barman came to our table to inform us that Eric had called and said he’d been stuck in a meeting, but would be with us in ten minutes.

Another forty minutes passed, during which time Jack drank another two bourbon and sodas, and smoked three more cigarettes.

“Is this your brother’s idea of a joke?” he finally asked, sounding annoyed.

“I’m sure there’s a very good reason . . . ,” I said, sounding nervous.

“Either that, or he believes that his time is more valuable than my own. Of course, I’m just some PR guy, whereas he’s the great gag writer.”

“Jack, please.”

“You’re right, you’re right. I’m just being a hothead.”

“No—you should be annoyed. But there’s nothing I can do . . .”

“So let’s have another drink.”

“A fourth bourbon and soda?”

“Are you telling me I can’t hold my liquor?”

“Waiter!” I said, catching him as he passed by our table. “Another bourbon and soda for the gentleman, please.”

“Thank you,” Jack said dryly as the waiter moved off.

“I’d never stand between a man and his booze.”

“Is that your idea of irony?”

“No—that’s me dropping a hint, which you won’t take.”

“I know my limits.”

“Fine, fine.”

Jack glanced toward the door. “But I don’t think your brother does.”

I looked the same way. My heart instantly sank. Because Eric had just arrived—and he was drunk. He had a dead cigarette clamped between his teeth, his eyes were glazed, his gait unsteady. When he caught sight of us, he pulled off his hat with a flourish and bowed deeply. Then he stumbled over to our table, and planted a big wet kiss on my mouth.

“Blame it all on Mr. Manning. He insisted on pouring two bottles of wine down my throat at lunch.”

“You’re an hour and a quarter late,” I said.

“That’s show business,” he said, falling into a chair.

“At least you could say you’re sorry to Jack.”

Immediately, Eric was on his feet. He snapped to attention, and exercised a crisp military salute. I now wanted to kill him. Thankfully, Jack kept his cool. He threw back his bourbon and soda, and reached for the fresh drink the waiter had just deposited on our table. “Nice to see you, Eric,” he said quietly.

“And top o’ the morning to you, Mr. Malone,” Eric said in a dreadful Pat O’Brien accent.

“Maybe we should do this another day,” I said.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “That might be a good idea.”

“Nonsense, nonsense,” Eric said. “One little drink and my equilibrium will be completely restored. Now, what are the lovebirds going to drink with me? But, of course . . . Waiter! A bottle of champagne.”

“I’ll stick to bourbon,” Jack said.

“Bourbon?” Eric said. “Come, come—there’s no need to be proletarian . . .”

“Are you calling me a prole?” Jack said.

Eric switched into the Pat O’Brien accent again.

“Sure, behind every common man lurks a poet.”

“For God’s sake, Eric,” I said.

“I am just joking,” he said in his normal voice. “No offense intended.”

Jack nodded, but said nothing. Instead, he lifted his fresh drink and downed half of it.

“Ah,” Eric said, “the strong silent type.”

“What is your problem?” Jack asked.

“I have no problems,” Eric said. “None at all. In fact, I am as happy as an Irishman in a bog.”

“That’s enough, Eric,” I said.

“You’re absolutely right. I apologize profusely for my absurd reverie. Now, sir, let us mend fences over a glass of France’s best fizz.”

“Like I told you, I’m sticking with bourbon.”

“Fine, fine. I do understand. And approve.”

“You what?” Jack asked.

“I approve. Of bourbon, I mean. Especially since bourbon is such a good solid American drink.”

“Is there anything wrong with an American drink?” Jack asked.

“Hell no, pardner,” he said, now doing John Wayne. “It’s just, bourbon ain’t my firewater, son.”

“Yeah—I forgot. All Commies drink champagne.”

Eric looked as if he’d been slapped. I wanted to flee the room. After a moment’s shock, Eric recovered face and put on a Scarlett O’Hara voice.

“Dear, oh dear, someone’s been speaking a little too freely about my colorful past. Wouldn’t be y’all, sis, would it?”

“Jack, let’s go,” I said.

“But what about our champagne?” Eric asked.

“Shove it,” Jack said.

“I so love the lyrical patois of the Brooklyn-eze.”

“I talk American—though I’m sure talking American strikes you as far too patriotic.”

“Hardly. After all, wasn’t it old Sam Johnson himself who said that patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel?”

“Fuck you,” Jack hissed, tossing the remainder of his drink into Eric’s face. Then he turned and stormed out of the bar.

Eric sat there, with bourbon and soda cascading down his cheeks. He appeared perplexed by this baptism.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice shaky. “Thank you so much.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“Go to hell,” I said, and left.

I dashed through the lobby, and caught Jack just as he was walking out the door.

“Darling,” I said. “I’m so sorry . . .”

“Not as sorry as I am. Why the hell did he do that?”

“I don’t know. Nerves, I guess.”

“That wasn’t nervousness—that was him being an asshole.”

“Please forgive me.”

“You’re not at fault here, sweetheart. He’s the guy with the problem. And the problem is me.”

He gave me a fast buzz on the cheek.

“Listen, I’ve got to get home,” he said. “I’ll call you over the weekend—when I’ve stopped wanting to punch a brick wall.”

He headed out into Central Park South. I wanted to chase after him, and reassure him that this whole incident meant nothing . . . even though I knew that wasn’t true. The worst thing you can do when something goes really wrong is to insist that everything’s just fine; that, come tomorrow, everyone will wake up as friends. If only life worked that way. If only we didn’t complicate things so damn much.

So I didn’t run after Jack, figuring it was best to talk to him once his emotional temperature was back to normal. Instead, I walked back to the bar, steeling myself for the confrontation I was about to have with my brother.

But when I entered the cocktail lounge, I now found Eric slumped in his chair, passed out. He was snoring loudly, much to the displeasure of the other patrons in the lounge, not to mention the bartender.

“Is that guy with you?” he asked as I crouched down beside Eric.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Well, get him out here.”

It took a minute of constant shaking before Eric finally came around. He stared at me quizzically.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Looking at a jerk,” I said.

The bartender found a member of the hotel staff to help me escort Eric out of the St. Moritz and one block west to his apartment at Hampshire House. Thankfully, Ronnie was at home. He rolled his eyes when he saw Eric’s less than sober state. We each took an arm and led him into the bedroom.

“I think I’m just a little tired,” Eric mumbled before falling face down on the bed and passing out. Ronnie relieved my brother of his shoes, then covered him with a blanket.

“Let’s let him sleep it off,” he whispered, motioning for me to follow him back into the living room. “I’m sure you could use a drink.”

“After what’s happened, I think alcohol’s about the last thing I’m interested in.” Then I filled him in on Eric’s little performance in the bar of the St. Moritz.

“Jesus,” Ronnie said when I finished. “He really knows how to mess things up.”

“I just can’t believe he acted that way . . . especially knowing how important it was to me that he got along with Jack.”

“He’s jealous.”

“Of what?”

“Of your guy, of course.”

“But that’s crazy. I mean, when I was married, he wasn’t at all resentful of my husband . . .”

“But, from what I can gather, that’s because he wasn’t threatened by him. Whereas with this new guy . . .”

“But why the hell should he be threatened by Jack?”

“Because he means so damn much to you, that’s why. And because he was really hurt by the fact that you kept it all from him for a couple of months.”

“How do you know that?”

“He told me, that’s how.”

“I had to keep it from him. Until I was sure that . . .”

“Hey, I’m not criticizing you here. All I’m saying is that your crazy brother adores you more than anything in the world. You should hear how he talks about you. You’re everything to him. And now along comes this guy—whom he met once before, right?”

“Yes—and they hated each other on sight.”

“There you go. So this Jack guy suddenly shows up again in your life—and it’s obviously so damn serious that you keep it all a secret from your brother. For months. And now he’s feeling anxious about losing you.”

“Losing me? That’s the last thing that would ever happen.”

“You know that. I know that. But jealousy isn’t exactly the most rational of emotions, is it?”

I sat around with Ronnie until about six, hoping Eric might wake up. But when it became apparent that he was out for the night, I headed back to my apartment. I desperately wanted to hear from Jack—but the phone remained silent. At eight the next morning, however, my doorbell rang. I jumped out of bed, flung on a robe, and raced to the front door. Standing there was Eric. His eyes were bloodshot, his face ashen. He was visibly nervous.

“Will you ever speak to me again?” he asked.

“I don’t have many other options, do I?”

He came inside. I put a pot of coffee on the stove. He sat at the kitchen table, saying nothing. After a few minutes I spoke.

“So, let’s hear the act of contrition.”

“I was wrong.”

“Incredibly wrong.”

“Now Jack hates me.”

“Do you really care whether he does or not?”

“Yes, I do. Because I know he means so much to you.”

“Then it isn’t just me to whom you should be apologizing.”

“True,” he said. “It won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t. Because I don’t want to be put in a position where I am forced to choose between you and Jack. There’s no need for that choice to be made.”

“I know, I know. Ronnie told me the same thing last night . . . after giving me the hardest time imaginable for what I’d done. He told me I’d behaved like a thirteen-year-old.”

“That’s giving a thirteen-year-old too much credit.”

“Do you think Jack will forgive me?”

“Try him.”

I didn’t hear from Jack that weekend—which worried me, because he usually checked in at least once on Saturday. By late Sunday evening, I was wondering if, in the wake of Eric’s little performance, he’d suffered a change of heart. By Monday morning, I was certain what was coming next: a tense phone call, during which he’d inform me that, after much reflection, he’d decided that he simply could no longer sustain such divided loyalties, and had to return permanently to the bosom of his family. Or maybe a Dear John letter would arrive in the morning mail, in which he would state that Eric’s outburst on Friday had crystallized matters for him, and he now realized we had no future together. Or, worst yet, he’d resort to a telegram, with the same message that he sent me all those years ago:

I’m sorry.

Jack

It’s amazing how silence brings out our most terrible fears—and makes us expect the worst.

But then he called me at nine on Monday morning.

“I thought I’d never hear from you again,” I said.

“I’m not that stupid.”

“But you were angry.”

“Yeah—I was angry. But not at you.”

“You still didn’t call. And it got me worried.”

“I needed to calm down. Then the weekend at home went all wrong. Charlie came down with a temperature of a hundred and six . . .”

“Oh my God. Is he all right?”

“Yeah. We had to get a pediatrician to make a house call. It was just a viral thing. But we were up all night Friday. Then on Saturday morning, when we were having breakfast, Dorothy suddenly broke down and started crying. When I asked her what was wrong, she refused to say. Of course, I knew why she was so upset. But when I tried to get her to tell me what was bothering her, she clammed right up. That’s when I asked, ‘Do you want me to leave?’ Suddenly she wasn’t crying anymore. She was just angry as hell.

“‘Oh, that would suit you right down to the ground, wouldn’t it?’ she said.

“‘No,’ I said, ‘it really wouldn’t.’

“‘Well, I don’t know if I can stand this anymore,’ she said, and went running into the bedroom. I decided it was best to leave her alone. Around a half hour later, she came out, dressed, fully made up, looking completely calm. She gave me a kiss, asked me to forgive her for her outburst, and then told me that, since we were housebound today with Charlie, she was now going out to our local deli to buy us a big lunch. She was gone for around thirty minutes. When she came back, it was like nothing had happened. We sat down, we ate, Charlie’s fever finally broke, we watched Milton Berle on TV . . . one big happy family. And for the rest of the weekend, she didn’t say a thing about getting upset. This morning, I packed my suitcase, told her I’d be out of town until Thursday night. She kissed me goodbye, and said something cheerful like, ‘Don’t forget to call.’ And I’ve got to tell you, Sara, I never felt like a bigger heel in my life.”

“Then end this, Jack.”

“You don’t want that, do you?”

“Of course not,” I said. “Do you?”

“I want you more than anything. If you weren’t there, I don’t know how I’d get through the day. Sorry . . . I’m starting to sound like a sentimental idiot.”

“That’s quite all right by me. Keep sounding like a sentimental idiot.”

“I heard from your brother today.”

“You what?” I said, sounding shocked.

“There was a wrapped gift and a letter waiting for me here at the office when I walked in this morning. Want to hear what he wrote?”

“Of course.”

“It’s short and sweet: ‘Dear Jack: I behaved like a child the other afternoon. A drunken child. I can’t excuse my behavior. Sometimes we do dumb things in life. This was dumber than most. I know how much my sister loves you. I would never do anything to intentionally hurt her—but I know my actions on Friday have hurt her terribly, and for that I feel shame. Just as I also feel total shame for treating you with such contempt. If you don’t want to forgive me for that outburst, I won’t blame you. All I can say, in closing, is this: I was wrong. And I am so sorry.’

“He added a PS—‘Here’s the bottle of champagne I was going to buy you the other night. I hope you and Sara will toast your happiness with it.’ I have to say, I was kind of touched. And I just wrote him back a note: ‘Thanks for the bubbly. No hard feelings. Jack.’ You think that’s enough?”

“I think that’s just fine,” I said. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being forgiving. It’s not an easy thing to do sometimes.”

“I love you, Sara.”

“Ditto, ditto, Jack. Will I see you tonight?”

“Well, I’m not going to drink the champagne on my own.”

From that moment onwards, an entente cordiale was established between my brother and Jack. Though they hardly saw each other, each made a point of politely asking me about how the other was doing. Jack was a big fan of the Marty Manning Show, and frequently dropped Eric a card whenever he particularly liked one of his sketches. When Jack’s next birthday came around, Eric made a point of sending him a beautiful Parker pen.

Of course, I was delighted that Eric and Jack had established an armistice between them. Because, at heart, they were such polar opposites with profoundly disparate worldviews. I knew they really didn’t like each other—but, after that incident in the St. Moritz, they both went out of their way to avoid saying anything to me that could be construed as a cutting comment. Perhaps both realized that it was foolish to vie for my affections, as such gamesmanship is inevitably alienating and self-destructive. Anyway, I didn’t want to have to choose between them—because that would have been a horrible decision which would have left everyone bereft. As I said to Eric in the wake of his apologetic note to Jack:

“This isn’t a popularity contest here. You’re my much-adored brother. He’s my much-adored guy. If it wasn’t for me, you would never have known each other.”

“Yes,” Eric said, “you’ve got a lot to answer for.”

“I know, I know. And I can perfectly understand why you mightn’t see eye-to-eye on . . .”

“Everything.”

“You’re right, you’re right. He’s an Eisenhower Republican and you’re a liberal Democrat. You’re showbiz, he’s a company man. You’re an atheist, he’s still a serious Catholic.”

“Not to mention a firm upholder of the seventh commandment.”

“You can’t stop, can you? When in doubt, spring a one-liner.”

“Sorry, sorry.”

“Please, Eric—don’t make Jack a battleground between us. It’ll end badly.”

“It will never be mentioned again.”

To his infinite credit, it wasn’t. Nor did Jack ever utter a further disparaging word about my brother. Nor did Jack’s wife have another outburst about his divided loyalties (or, at least, none that he reported to me). In true nineteen-fifties style, we all simply let the matter drop. Back then, everyone did their best to avoid frank discussions about anything that was potentially painful. The urge to overanalyze was one that we all dodged. Better to say nothing—and to accept the fact that certain things just couldn’t be fixed.

So a status quo developed between us all. I saw my brother at the weekends. I saw Jack during the week. His wife never asked about me. I always let Jack bring up the subject of his family. It was all very civilized, very polite, very workable. And I also discovered a useful ally—in the shape of Jack’s sister, Meg.

After the scene in the St. Moritz, I was deeply hesitant about being finally introduced to Meg, fearing that she might dislike me on sight, or simply disapprove of my role as the other woman in her brother’s life. Jack himself also seemed disinclined to confess all to his sister.

“I need to find the appropriate moment,” he told me. And though I knew what he was really saying—I’m scared to death of what she might say—I simply assured him that he should wait until the time was right.

So it was something of a surprise to pick up the phone one June morning at my apartment, around a month after I had first told Eric about Jack’s reemergence in my life, and be greeted by a sharp, sassy voice, identifying herself as:

“Meg Malone—the phantom sister.”

“Oh, hi there,” I said, sounding a little hesitant.

“You sound nervous,” she said.

“Well . . .”

“No need. Especially with a broad like me. You free for lunch today?”

“Uh, sure.”

“Good. One PM at Sardi’s. One small thing: you do drink, don’t you?”

“Uh, yes.”

“Then we’ll get along fine.”

Despite Meg’s assurances that I had no need to feel nervous about meeting her, I was still exceptionally tense when I walked into Sardi’s that lunchtime. The maître d’ escorted me to “Miss Malone’s usual table”—a banquette, in a prominent position on the restaurant’s central side wall. She was already there when I arrived—a cigarette in one hand, a gimlet in the other, a copy of the Atlantic Monthly open on the table in front of her. Unlike Jack, she was diminutive, yet pretty in an ageing-tomboy sort of way. As I approached the table, she looked me up and down with care. Then, as I sat down, she pointed to her copy of the Atlantic and said, “Has the thought ever struck you that Edmund Wilson is completely full of shit?”

“Full of shit . . . or just plain fat and pompous?”

That comment garnered a hint of a smile. “What are you drinking?” she asked.

“If that’s a gimlet, I’ll take one.”

“Sold,” she said, and launched back into a diatribe against Wilson, Cyril Connolly, and all other would-be purveyors of literary criticism. By the time the second gimlet arrived, I was learning all about the internecine goings-on at McGraw-Hill. By the time lunch and the bottle of Soave arrived, she wanted to know everything about working for Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. By the time coffee showed, it was three PM, we were both tight (in every sense of the word), and I was getting all the dirt on Meg’s recent affair with a senior editor at Knopf.

“You know what I most like about married men?” she said, gesturing loosely with her wineglass. “The fact that they think they are in control of the situation, whereas we’re the ones with the real power. We can kick their ass out of the apartment whenever we’re fed up with them. Of course, I’m a romantic about these things.”

“I can tell,” I said, laughing.

“Jack always said that I inherited the cynical genes in the family. Unlike himself—who, despite the tough Brooklyn mick exterior, is so damn soft about everything. You should hear how he talks about you. As far as he’s concerned, you’re his salvation, his redemption from everything that has trapped him in life. When he first tried to tell me about you, he was so damn jittery, so apprehensive. Finally I cut him off and said, ‘For Christ’s sake, Jack—I’m not Father Gilhooey. Do you love the girl?’ To which he said, ‘More than anything.’ And . . . will you look at that . . . you’re blushing.”

“Yes,” I said. “I am blushing.”

“Blush away. I’m just pleased for you both. As some guy in the Brill Building once wrote, ‘Love is a wonderful thing.’”

“He was terrified of telling you.”

“That’s because my brother is the worst kind of Irish Catholic. He really believes in Original Sin, Man’s fall from grace, hellfire and damnation, and all the rest of that cheerful Old Testament crap. Whereas I told him, morality is bullshit. All that counts is a certain degree of decency between people. From what I gather, he’s been pretty decent to Dorothy about the whole thing.”

“Maybe—but I sometimes feel guilty as hell about her.”

“Listen, he could have been a total bad guy and walked right out on her and Charlie. Face it, a lot of men would’ve done that. But he’s loyal. Just as Dorothy’s loyal. I mean, I’ve always thought that Dorothy was basically a decent woman. Not exactly sparky, or a laugh a minute, but fundamentally all right. So what if their marriage isn’t about grand passionate love—he’s got that with you. With Dorothy, there’s a basic, working comradeship—and that’s no bad thing. Most marriages I know are based on mutual loathing.”

“Does that mean you’ll never get married?”

“I’d never say never. But, at heart, I think I’m cut out for the single life. I like a guy around . . . but I also like when he leaves.”

“I can sympathize with that position.”

“So you can handle being ‘the other woman’?”

“It is amazing, discovering how much you can actually handle in life.”

After this lunch, Meg and I became firm friends, and made a point of having a Girls’ Night Out every six weeks or so. Jack was delighted that we’d hit it off so well . . . even though he was always a little worried about what we talked about during these boozy dinners. One night at my apartment, curled up against him on the sofa, he started giving me the third degree about my recent conversations with his sister.

“What we talk about is none of your business,” I teased him.

“I bet it’s all girls’ talk,” he said.

“Girls’ talk! Here we are—a pair of professional women, Bryn Mawr and Barnard educated—and you imagine us trading recipes for brownies.”

“No—but I could see you talking about nail polish or nylons.”

“If I didn’t know you were winding me up, I’d let you have it.”

“So come on—what do you talk about?”

“Your performance in bed.”

He turned white. “Are you serious?”

“Totally. And Meg wants to know every last detail.”

“Jesus God . . .”

“Well, what else do you expect us to talk about?”

“You are joking, right?”

“Why are men so dumb?”

“Because we make the mistake of falling for smart cookies like you.”

“Would you rather a dumb cookie?”

“Never.”

“That was a smart answer.”

“So you’re not going to tell me . . .”

“No. Our conversations are private ones . . . as they should be. But I will let you in on a small thing I admitted to her yesterday: I’m happy.”

He looked at me with care. “Really?”

“Don’t sound so damn surprised.”

“I’m not surprised. Just pleased, that’s all.”

“Believe me, so am I. Because everything is going so well.”

He leaned down and kissed me. “Life can be sweet.”

“Yes,” I said, kissing him back. “It can be that.”

And when life is sweet, time seems to pass at an accelerated rate. Perhaps because the days are marked by a certain euphonious rhythm—a sense of events moving at an easy, well-ordered pace; of circumstances working in everyone’s favor. My columns were going well. Harper and Brothers paid me a whopping five thousand (big money in those days) to bring out a book of my “Real Life” pieces in 1952. Jack was promoted. He became a senior account executive—and though he was still handling all those insurance companies, at least his salary had doubled. Meanwhile, Eric had his contract renewed at NBC with a salary increase that inflated his bank balance even more. Meg was promoted to a senior editor’s position at McGraw-Hill, and took up with a bassist in the Artie Shaw band (it lasted around six months—something of a romantic epic by normal Meg standards). Most tellingly, my life with Jack settled into a pleasant routine. From what I could glean, Dorothy too had adjusted to her husband’s curious domestic arrangements—even though she still refused to refer to his days with me as anything but out of town.

It’s a much-uttered truism that we never really recognize happiness until after it has passed us by. But during the last half of 1951, I was aware of the fact that this was, without doubt, a wonderful juncture in time.

Then it ended. I even remember the exact day: the eighth of March 1952. At six in the morning. When I was woken out of bed by the repeated ringing of my doorbell. Jack was out of town in Pittsburgh on business—so I couldn’t imagine who the hell would be bothering me at this pre-dawn hour.

I opened the front door, and found Eric shivering outside. He looked like he’d been up all night. He also appeared spooked. I was instantly scared.

“What’s happened?” I asked.

“They want me to name names,” he said.


SEVENTEEN

THEY” WERE THE network: the National Broadcasting Company. The afternoon before, a senior vice president for Corporate Affairs—a certain Mr. Ira Ross—called Eric at his office on the thirty-second floor of Rockefeller Center, and asked if he had a moment or two to meet with him and a colleague. Eric wondered if the meeting could wait for tomorrow—as he was on deadline for next week’s edition of the Marty Manning Show.

“Sorry,” Ross said, “but we need to see you now.”

“We,” Eric said. “As soon as that sonofabitch said we, I knew I was a dead man.”

Eric paused for a moment to sip his coffee. He asked if I had any whiskey in the house.

“Eric, it’s six in the morning.”

“I know what time it is,” he said. “But the coffee’s a little weak, and a shot of rye would perk it up a bit.”

When I hesitated, he said, “Please, S. This is not the moment to start arguing about the rights or wrongs of predawn drinking.”

I stood up and retrieved a bottle of Hiram Walker from a kitchen cabinet.

“It’s not rye, it’s bourbon. Jack doesn’t drink rye.”

“As long as it’s over fifty proof, I don’t give a damn what it is.”

He poured a large belt of bourbon into his coffee cup. Then he sipped it again, flinching slightly as the whiskey went down.

“That’s better,” he said, then continued with the story.

“So up I went to Ross’s office on the forty-third floor. Among the NBC writers, Ross has always been known as Himmler—because he’s the guy who exterminates anyone the company wants out of the way. His secretary visibly paled when she saw me—a surefire sign that I was in deep shit. But instead of escorting me into his office, she brought me to an adjoining conference room. There were five guys sitting around a table. When I came in, all of them stared up at me, as if I was some death-row inmate who’s been hauled in front of the appeals board for one final stab at clemency. There was a long tense silence. Idiot that I am, I tried to lighten things up by cracking a joke.

“‘All this for me?’ I said. But nobody laughed. Instead, Ross stood up. He’s a real bloodless guy, Ross. The nondescript accountant type with thick glasses and greasy brown hair. No doubt he was bullied like hell at school—and has been getting his revenge ever since, as he so clearly delights in the small amount of power that his job gives him. Especially at a moment like this—when he was about to conduct his very own Un-American Activities investigation on the forty-third floor of Rockefeller Center.

“So up he stood and tonelessly introduced everyone at the table. There was Bert Schmidt, the network’s head of Variety and Comedy. There were two guys—Golden and Frankel—from Legal Affairs. And there was this gentleman named Agent Brad Sweet from the Federal Bureau of Investigation. You should have seen this Sweet guy. He looked like he just walked out of central casting. A real big, square-jawed Midwestern type, with a crew cut and a short, thickening neck. I’m sure he played linebacker when he was at high school in Nebraska, married the girl he brought to the senior prom, and probably spent his entire four years at Wichita State dreaming of the moment he could go to work for Mr. Hoover, and defend Mom and the American flag from dangerous gag-writing subversives like me. Got the picture?”

“Yes,” I said, pouring a small measure of bourbon into my coffee. “I’ve got the picture.”

“What’s with the whiskey?”

“I think I need it too.”

“Anyway, Ross motioned to a chair. I sat down. As I did, I noticed that, in front of Agent Sweet, was a big thick file with my name on it. I glanced over to the lawyers. They had my NBC contracts laid out on the table. I tried to make eye contact with Bert Schmidt—he’s always been my biggest supporter within NBC—but he looked away. Scared shitless.

“Ross now got the inquisition going with that standard opening question: ‘I’m sure you know why you’re here.’

“‘Not exactly,’ I said, ‘but if there are two lawyers involved, I must have done something pretty damn heinous. Let me guess? I pinched a couple of jokes from Ernie Kovacs, and now you’ve got me up on a plagiarism charge.’

“Once again, the laugh quotient was less than zero. Instead, Ross got tetchy, and asked me to show everyone in the room a little respect. I said, ‘I’m not trying to be disrespectful. I’m just wondering what I’m doing here . . . and what the hell I’ve done wrong.’

“That was when Agent Sweet stared at me with his fanatical Audie Murphy–school-of-patriotism eyes, and uttered the question I knew I’d eventually be called upon to answer.

“‘Mr. Smythe, are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?’

“Without even thinking about it, I instantly said, ‘No.’ Agent Sweet tried to control a smirk as he opened my very substantial file, and said, ‘You’re lying, Mr. Smythe. If this was a court of law, you could be indicted for contempt.’

“‘But this isn’t a court of law,’ I said. ‘It’s a kangaroo court . . .’

“That really infuriated Ross. ‘Listen, smart-ass,’ he said in a low, threatening hiss, ‘you’d better cooperate here, or . . .’

“One of the lawyers—Frankel, I think it was—put a hand on his arm, as if to say: no threats. Then he turned to me and tried to sound all pleasant and reasonable.

“‘You’re absolutely right, Mr. Smythe. This is not a court of law. This is not an investigation, or a congressional committee. This is simply a meeting convened for your benefit . . .’

“‘My benefit!’ I said, a little too loudly. ‘Now that’s a good one.’

“‘All we’re trying to do here,’ Frankel said, ‘is to help you avoid a potentially damaging situation.’

“‘Oh, so we’re all friends here?’ I said, looking straight at Bert Schmidt. ‘Well, golly gosh gosh, I never knew I had so many friends in high places . . .’

“‘This is pointless,’ Ross said to his fellow inquisitors. At which point Schmidt tried to play good cop.

“‘Eric, please—try to cooperate here.’

“‘All right, all right,’ I said. ‘Fire away.’

“Agent Sweet turned back to the file. ‘As I said, Mr. Smythe, we have evidence here that refutes your last statement. According to our records, you joined the Communist Party in March of nineteen thirty-six, and were a member of its New York cell for five years, resigning only in nineteen forty-one.’

“‘Okay, I confess. For a short period of my life, just after I left college, I was a member of the Party. But that was ten long years ago . . .’

“‘Why did you just lie to me about this past affiliation?’ Agent Sweet asked me.

“‘Would you want to admit to such a dumb old allegiance?’

“‘Of course not—but if asked by a federal officer of the United States Government, I’d tell the truth. A mistake is a mistake. But a mistake can only be rectified if you own up to it, and try to put the matter right.’

“‘As I just told you, I quit the Party over a decade ago.’

“The other lawyer, Golden, came in here, trying to sound friendly.

“‘What made you leave the Party, Eric?’

“‘I’d lost faith in the doctrines they were pushing. I thought they were ideologically wrong about a lot of things. And I also began to believe the rumors that were being spread about Stalin’s repressive policies in Russia.’

“‘So,’ said the ever-helpful counselor Golden, ‘you realized Communism was wrong.’

“He didn’t pose that sentence as a question—rather, as a statement. Bert Schmidt shot me this pleading, don’t be stupid here look. I said, ‘That’s right. I decided Communism was wrong. And evil.’

“That was certainly the right answer—because immediately everyone at the table relaxed a little bit, though Ross himself looked disappointed that I had suddenly stopped playing the hostile witness. No doubt he would have really enjoyed shining a bright lamp in my face and hitting me over the head with a phone book in an attempt to dredge the truth from me. Instead, everyone became sweetness and light. For a moment or two, anyway.

“‘Given your admirable change of heart on the matter of Communism,’ Agent Sweet said, ‘would you call yourself a patriotic American?’

“I was also expecting this dumb question. And I knew I’d have to lie. So I assured Agent Sweet—and everyone else at the table—that I loved my country more than life itself, or some such crap. Sweet seemed pleased with my response.

“‘Then you’d be willing to cooperate?’ he asked me.

“‘Cooperate? What do you mean by cooperate?’

“‘I mean, helping us infiltrate the Communist network that is threatening the fundamental stability of the United States.’

“‘I wasn’t aware of such a threat,’ I said.

“‘Believe me, Mr. Smythe,’ Agent Sweet said, ‘it is there and very formidable. But with the cooperation of former Party members like yourself, we can burrow deep into the heart of the Party and root out the real ringleaders.’

“I tell you, S—at that precise moment, I almost lost it completely. I wanted to tell Agent Sweet that he sounded like one of the Hardy Boys, on the trail of the Big Bad Commies. Help us infiltrate the Communist network that is threatening the fundamental stability of the United States. Can you believe such garbage? As if there was ever a Communist network in this country to begin with.

“I tried to sound logical. ‘Listen, Mr. Sweet—back in the nineteen thirties, a lot of people joined the Party because it was the thing to do at the time. It was a fad, like the Hula-hoop.’

“Ross loved that comment: ‘You dare to equate an evil doctrine like Communism with something as benign as a Hula-hoop?’

“‘My point, Mr. Ross, is that I was a naive kid just out of Columbia who bought into the whole “Rights of Man,” equal-distribution-of-wealth claptrap that the Party peddled. But, when you get right down to it, the real reason I joined was because it was the thing to do. I was working in the Federal Theatre Project . . .’

“‘A hotbed of subversive activity,’ Ross said, cutting me off.

“‘Mr. Ross, when the hell have a bunch of actors and directors ever threatened the fundamental stability of any regime anywhere?’

“‘Oh!’ said Ross triumphantly. ‘You consider the U.S. government to be a regime, do you?’

“‘That’s not what I was saying . . .’

“‘A truly patriotic American would know that the Founding Fathers gave us the most democratic system of government this planet has ever seen.’

“‘I’ve read The Federalist Papers, Mr. Ross. I fully understand the separation-of-powers doctrine, as hammered out by Hamilton, Madison, and all those other enlightened men . . . who, quite frankly, would be appalled to see a citizen of this country being interrogated about his allegiance to the flag . . .’

“‘This is not an interrogation,’ Ross barked, banging his fist on the table. Once again, Frankel put a steadying hand on his arm. Then he said, ‘Eric, I think all that Agent Sweet—and everyone here—is trying to establish is whether or not you are still tied to the Party.’

“‘Doesn’t that big file of mine show that I quit over ten years ago?’

“‘Indeed, it does,’ Sweet said. ‘But who’s to say that your resignation from the Party wasn’t a sham? For all we know, you could still be one of their covert operatives, masquerading as a former Communist . . .’

“‘You’re not being serious, are you?’ I said.

“‘Mr. Smythe, the FBI is always serious. Especially when it comes to matters of national security.’

“‘I’ve said it once, I’ll say it again: I quit the Party in nineteen forty-one. I’ve had no further associations with the Party. I don’t like the goddamn Party, and I now rue the day I joined it. For God’s sake, I’m just one of Marty Manning’s writers. Since when has a gag man been considered a threat to national security?’

“‘Mr. Smythe,’ Agent Sweet said, ‘our files indicate that, over the past ten years, you have consorted with many Communists.’ Then he began to list a whole bunch of names—mainly other writers, with whom I had, at best, a passing professional connection. I tried to explain that, like me, most of the guys were of the generation which joined the Party. Do you know what Sweet said?

“‘My brother’s from your generation, and he didn’t join the Party.’

“Once again, I stopped myself from saying something like: ‘That’s because your brother was probably a Midwest hick, and not some overeducated East Coast writer who was stupid enough to read Marx and buy into his Workers of the World Unite garbage.’ Instead, I attempted, yet again, to explain that I had made a youthful mistake, for which I was now deeply sorry. Yet again, Golden tried to lead me out of trouble.

“‘Eric, I know that everyone at this table is very pleased to hear your admission of error. Like Agent Sweet said, we all make mistakes—especially when we’re young. And though I personally believe you when you say that you’ve had no contact with the Party since nineteen forty-one, I’m sure that you can appreciate the fact that some further proof of your complete disengagement from the Party is necessary.”

“I knew what was coming next—though I was still hoping against hope that I could somehow manage to dodge the question they were about to put to me.

“‘Quite simply,’ Golden said, ‘all Agent Sweet needs to know are the names of the people who brought you into the Party, and those individuals who are still active Party members today.’

“‘And,’ Agent Sweet added, ‘by naming these names, you will not only be demonstrating your complete lack of affiliation with present Communist activity . . . you will also be confirming your patriotism.’

‘Since when has denouncing innocent people been considered an act of patriotism?’ I asked.

“‘Communists are not innocents,’ Ross shouted at me.

“‘The one-time Communists I know certainly are.’

“‘Ah,’ Agent Sweet said, ‘then you admit that you do know Communists.’

“‘Former Communists, like me.’

“‘Eric,’ Frankel said, ‘if you could just provide Agent Sweet with a few of their names . . .’

“‘And destroy their lives in the process?’

“‘If they are as innocent as you claim to be, then they have nothing to fear.’

“‘Unless, of course, they also refuse to name names. That’s the game here, isn’t it? You scare me into naming names. Then, after I commit an act of moral cowardice and shop a couple of people, you go to them and play the same game. Give us names, and we’ll leave you alone. The problem is, after you leave me alone, I have to deal with myself. And I might not like the person with whom I am now left alone.’

“‘Are you saying you won’t name names?’ Ross asked.

“‘I am saying that, as I do not know any active Communists, giving you a bunch of names would be a pointless exercise.’

“‘Let us be the judge of that, Mr. Smythe,’ Sweet said.

“‘And if I refuse?’

“‘You can kiss your job goodbye,’ Ross said. ‘Not just at NBC, but at every network, movie studio, advertising agency, or college across the country. You’ll be completely unemployable. I’ll make certain of that.’

‘I met his stare. ‘I’m sure you will,’ I said.

“Suddenly, Bert Schmidt entered this Socratic dialog. ‘Eric, hear me out. You’re one of the most talented comedy writers in America today. In my book, you’re one of NBC’s great assets; a major player in our industry, with a great prosperous future ahead of you. Put baldly, we don’t want to lose you. I know this is unpleasant stuff—but everyone here is being asked the same questions. So even if you refuse to name names, somebody else will give us those names. And, unlike you, they will still be in a job. What I’m saying here is: don’t make things hard for yourself. Tell Agent Sweet what he needs to know, and you can put the whole business behind you. Anyway, no one will ever learn that it is you who gave the names . . . isn’t that right, Agent Sweet?’

“‘Absolutely. Your signed affidavit will be marked Confidential and will only be for the eyes of Bureau officers, and certain investigators working for HUAC—the House Un-American Activities Committee.’

“‘So I too will never know who exactly shopped me to the Feds?’

“‘No one shopped you, Mr. Smythe,’ Agent Sweet said. ‘They simply did the proper American thing. Which is all we ask of you now.’

“‘I have a contract with this network. You can’t just fire me on the spot.’

“Golden and Frankel both began to leaf through their copies of my contract. Frankel spoke first. ‘According to clause twenty-one (a) of Terms and Conditions of Employment, you can be dismissed from the National Broadcasting Corporation on the grounds of moral turpitude.’

“‘Now that is total crap.’

“‘It would be up to a court of law to decide that,’ Frankel said. ‘You’d have to sue us—which, as you well know, would cost you a lot of money. Though I don’t want to sound threatening here, the fact is that our pockets are deeper than yours, Eric. And the case would drag on for years—during which time you’d still be out of a job . . . and, as Mr. Ross pointed out, sadly unemployable.’

“I couldn’t fathom what I was hearing. Kafka comes to Rockefeller Center. I decided I had to stall for time. So I said, ‘I need to think about this carefully.’

“‘Of course,’ Agent Sweet said. ‘We’re happy to give you seventy-two hours to contemplate your decision. Do understand, though—if you refuse to cooperate, not only will NBC have grounds for dismissal, but the Bureau will also be beholden to report you to HUAC. Without question, you will then be subpoenaed to testify in front of the committee. Should you refuse to do so—or should you go to Washington and refuse to answer any of the committee’s questions under oath—you will be found in contempt of court, and sentenced to a term of imprisonment.”

“‘My, what a pretty picture you paint of my future.’

“‘This doesn’t have to be your future,’ Agent Sweet said, ‘as long as you cooperate.’

“Then he played his trump card. Opening up his file, Sweet pulled out a picture of Ronnie and held it up. My stomach started doing backflips. I had to hide my hands below the table, because I didn’t want anyone to see them shaking.

“‘Do you know this man?’ Sweet asked me.

“‘Yes, I know him.’ My voice sounded jittery.

“‘How do you know him?’

“‘He’s a friend.’

“Sweet leaned forward. ‘What kind of friend?’

“You should have seen this asshole’s judgmental gaze—as if I was Sodom and Gomorrah rolled into one. I looked over at Bert Schmidt for support, but once again, he gave me one of those desperate looks which said, I can’t help you here.

“Sweet didn’t like my silence. ‘Please answer the question, Mr. Smythe. What kind of friendship do you have with this man?’

“All eyes at the table were on me. Ross was smirking. I found it difficult to speak. ‘We’re just friends,’ I finally said.

“Sweet let out this big sigh. Then he pulled a small file out of my big file, opened it up, and started reading from it:

“‘Ronald Garcia. Born: Bronx, New York. Age: thirty-one. Profession: musician. No prior convictions, no criminal record. Current address: Suite 508, Hampshire House, 150 Central Park South, New York, New York. That also happens to be your address, Mr. Smythe.’

“‘Yes, it’s my address.’

“‘So Mr. Garcia, in essence, lives with you.’

“‘As I said before, we are friends. We know each other through the entertainment business. Ronald was between apartments. Money was tight, so I offered him a place to stay for a while.’

“‘And where does he sleep in your apartment?’

“‘On the sofa. It’s one of those pull-out-into-a-bed jobs . . .’

“Sweet studied the file again. ‘According to two of the Hampshire House maids that we interviewed, your sofa bed has never been used. They both made statements, clearly stating that they had seen Mr. Garcia’s personal belongings on the table by your bed, his toiletries in your bathroom. What’s more, the . . . uh . . . condition of the linen on your bed indicated that . . . uh . . . two people were definitely sharing the bed, and engaged in . . .’

“Frankel cut him off. ‘I think we’ve all heard enough, Agent Sweet. And I’m certain Mr. Smythe gets the point.’

“I put my face in my hands. I really felt as if I was about to be sick. They had me in a corner. And the bastards knew it.

“A hand touched my shoulder. Then I heard Bert Schmidt’s voice.

“‘Come on, Eric—let’s get a cup of coffee.’

“He helped me up from the table. I was in shock. I couldn’t bear to look at any of those shits again. But as we walked out, Agent Sweet said, ‘Seventy-two hours, Mr. Smythe. No longer. And I do hope you’ll do the right thing.’

“Schmidt and I rode down in the elevator to the lobby. He got us a cab outside, and told the driver to take us to the Carnegie Deli on Fifty-sixth and Seventh.

“‘I’m not exactly hungry, Bert,’ I said.

“‘I just want to get away from that fucking building,’ he said.

“At the Deli, we got ourselves a booth right at the back. After the waitress showed up with our coffee, Schmidt started talking to me in a low, conspiratorial voice.

“‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You don’t know how sorry I am.’

“‘What did you tell them?’

“‘They didn’t investigate me.’

“‘Bullshit. Of course they questioned you. Because I’ve heard you brag about your days with Odets and Harold Clurman at the old Group Theater . . . a real hive of political subversion if there ever was one . . .’

“‘Unlike you, I wasn’t a member of the goddamn Party . . .’

“‘But you still knew plenty of people who were. And I bet, when pressed, you had to give those fuckers a couple of names, didn’t you?’

“‘I would never dream of . . .’

“‘Bullshit, Bert. You’ve got two ex-wives and three kids in private school. All you kvetch about is how you haven’t got enough money to pay for those showgirls you like to bang . . .’

“‘Keep your fucking voice down . . .’

“‘They’re destroying me, and you want me to fucking whisper?’

“‘All right, all right,’ Bert said quietly. ‘This is awful. This is shit. I can’t agree with you more. But, Eric, I have no influence with these assholes. Nobody does. They have their own rules . . .’

“‘Unconstitutional rules.’

“‘That may be . . . but everyone’s too scared to say that.’

“‘Bert, you’ve got to tell me: did you give them my name?’

“‘Hand on my heart, on my children’s lives, I swear to you: no, I didn’t.’

“‘But you did cooperate with them, didn’t you?’

“‘Eric, please . . .’

“‘Answer me.’

“He pressed the heels of both hands against his eyes. When he pulled them away, his eyes were wet. ‘Yeah,’ he said softly. ‘I gave them some names.’

“‘Some?’

“‘Two or three . . . maybe four. But honestly, Eric—the names I gave . . . they were people who were going to get investigated no matter what. I mean, I was telling them stuff they already knew.’

“He looked at me, begging for understanding, for absolution. I didn’t know what to say. He saw this. ‘Don’t give me that contemptuous silent shit,’ he said, suddenly angry. ‘I had no choice. I have mouths to feed, responsibilities to meet. If I’d refused to cooperate . . .’

“‘I know: you would have lost everything. Now if the guys you named refuse to cooperate, they’ll lose everything. I think it’s called passing the buck.’

“‘Go on then,’ he hissed at me. ‘Play the goddamn saint. Win a fucking Oscar for virtue and nobility.’

“‘They’re going to fire me anyway—now that they know my dirty little secret.’

“‘If you cooperate with the Feds, the network won’t fire you.’

“‘You don’t know that.’

“‘Yes, I do. Because Frankel and Golden in Legal Affairs assured me that, as long as you helped Agent Sweet, NBC would turn a blind eye to . . . uh . . . your domestic arrangements.’

“‘You have that in writing?’

“‘Are you nuts? They’re not going to put that in writing, because they’re holding all the cards. But I know for a fact that if you help them out, they won’t fire you. As I said upstairs, no one wants to lose you. You’re valuable to the network. And, personally speaking, I hope I can still call you my friend.’

“That’s when I stood up and walked right out of the deli. That was, what? Five yesterday afternoon. I’ve been walking ever since.”

I reached for the bottle of Hiram Walker and poured another slug into his coffee cup.

“You’ve not been home since?”

“Nah. I just kept walking around. Finally ended up in one of those all-night movie houses on Forty-second Street. Trying to blot everything out.”

“Where’s Ronnie?”

“Out of town for a couple of nights—as part of a band that’s backing Rosemary Clooney down at Atlantic City. I was going to call him at his hotel . . . but I didn’t want to upset him yet. There’ll be time enough for that. Anyway, I couldn’t bear going back to the apartment . . . knowing that the fucking Feds had actually gone to the trouble of interviewing a couple of maids about . . .”

He lifted his coffee cup and tossed back the bourbon.

“Am I that important, S? Am I such a threat to national security that they have to grill a couple of maids about who sleeps in my bed?”

“I can’t believe it either.”

“Oh, believe it, S. Because these bastards are dead serious. It’s cooperate with them, or commit professional suicide.”

“You need to get a lawyer.”

“Why? What’s some overpriced legal eagle going to tell me that I don’t already know? Anyway, even if the lawyer was able to work a miracle and somehow get the Feds off my back, the network would then be pressured into axing me on the grounds of ‘extreme moral turpitude.’ Once that was made public, my career would be beyond dead. I’d be finished.”

“You must find out who named you.”

“What good would that do?”

“Maybe you could exert some ethical pressure on them to retract their denunciation . . .”

“Ethical pressure. You’re a bright lady, S . . . but right now, you sound like Pollyanna. There are no ethics to this game, S. None. It’s every man for himself—and that’s what Joe McCarthy and his asshole cronies are playing upon: that basic adult fear of losing everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve. Bert Schmidt is right: when faced with the choice of losing your livelihood, or shopping your friends, you’re going to screw your friends.”

“So you’re going to cooperate?”

“Don’t look at me that way,” he said, suddenly hostile.

“I’m not looking at you any way, Eric. I was just asking . . .”

“I don’t know. I’ve got . . . what? . . . two and a half days to make a decision. I’ve also got no money in the bank.”

“What do you mean, no money? You made over sixty thousand last year . . .”

“Yeah, and I spent over sixty thousand.”

“How the hell did you do that?”

“It’s easy. So damn easy that I now also have something called debt.”

“Debt? On your paycheck? How much?”

“I don’t know. Seven, eight thousand, maybe . . .”

“Oh my God . . .”

“Yeah: oh my God. So you see my problem here. If I don’t cooperate, not only am I branded a Commie and a pervert, but NBC also turns off the money faucet. And I am bankrupt on all fronts.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I haven’t a fucking clue. What would you do?”

“Honestly?”

“Yes, honestly.”

“Honestly . . . ,” I said, “I don’t know.”


EIGHTEEN

THE NEXT TWO days were nightmarish. I insisted that Eric see a lawyer. Naturally enough, he turned out to be Joel Eberts. As soon as nine o’clock arrived, I called Eberts’s office. He answered the phone himself, and told us to come downtown immediately. Given his union background, Mr. Eberts was completely sympathetic with Eric’s dilemma. But after trawling through his contract with NBC—and also hearing about the FBI’s information on Ronnie—he said he could do nothing except offer moral support.

“Of course, we could fight this in court. But—as the NBC counsel told you—they can well afford to have this thing drag on for years. In the meantime, you’ll be branded a Red. And—although I don’t give a damn about who sleeps with whom—I’m afraid they can hang you on the morals clause. Worst yet, if you do take them on, they’ll leak stuff to some slimeball like Winchell. Next thing you know, the dirt’ll be dished in his column. You’ll be through.”

“So what am I supposed to do?” Eric asked.

“My friend—that is completely your call. And I don’t envy you your options one bit. Because, either way, you lose. The real question here is: what do you want to lose least?”

Eric shifted anxiously in his chair.

“I simply cannot turn stool pigeon on people who were guilty of nothing more than the same dumb idealism which I once shared. Jesus Christ, even if these people were the Rosenbergs, I still couldn’t turn them in. I’m probably not patriotic enough.”

“Patriotism isn’t the issue here,” Joel Eberts said. “Joe McCarthy and that clown Nixon are probably two of the biggest patriots imaginable. And they’re both swine. No, the question here is a harder one: can you harm yourself to save others . . . even though you also know that, eventually, they’re going to be harmed anyway. Of course, it’s easy for me to sit here and tell you how I might react. But I’m not in your situation. I’m sure Hoover and his henchmen have a file on me as well, but they can’t get me disbarred for my politics. Or, at least, not yet. They can’t ruin my life. But they can ruin yours.”

I watched as Eric kneaded his hands together. Without realizing it, he kept rocking back and forth in his chair. His eyes seemed vacant, haunted. He desperately needed sleep—if only to escape this ordeal for a couple of hours. I so wanted to help. But I didn’t know how to help him.

“There’s only one piece of advice I can give you,” Joel Eberts said. “And if I were in your position, it’s the action I’d follow: leave the country.”

Eric considered this for a moment. “But where would I go?” he asked.

“There are a lot of other places on this planet besides America.”

“I’m asking: where would I go to make a living?”

“How about London?” I said. “They have TV in London, don’t they?”

“Yeah—but they don’t have my sense of humor. They’re English, for Chrissakes.”

“I’m sure you’d find some niche for yourself. And if not London, then there’s Paris or Rome . . .”

“Oh yeah, me writing gags for the French. What a swell idea that is . . .”

Joel Eberts came in here. “Your sister’s right. A talented guy like yourself will find work anywhere. But that’s a secondary concern right now. What you should be focusing on is getting out of the country within forty-eight hours.”

“Won’t the Feds come after me?”

“Probably not. The pattern so far is that, once they’ve frightened you overseas, they generally leave you alone . . . unless, of course, you try to come back home.”

“You mean, I’ll never be allowed back to the States again?”

“Mark my words—within a couple of years, this whole meshuga blacklist business will be completely discredited.”

“A couple of years,” Eric said, sounding disconsolate. “Who the fuck ever heard of an American having to go into exile?”

“What can I say? These are bad times.”

Eric reached out and took my hand. He squeezed it hard. “I don’t want to go. I like it here. It’s all I know. And have.”

I swallowed hard and said, “The other options are terrible ones. At least this way, you’ll be able to get away as cleanly as possible.”

Silence. Eric continued to shift uneasily in his chair, struggling with the decision. “Even if I did decide to leave, there’s a problem. I don’t have a passport.”

“That’s not a problem,” Joel Eberts said.

He told us what to do. I insisted that we act on his advice immediately—because, as Eberts warned Eric, he could not afford the luxury of a reflective decision.

“Forty-eight hours from now, they’re going to expect a list of names from you,” Eberts said. “If you don’t give it to them, that’s it. The steamroller heads in your direction. You’ll be out of a job. You’ll get a subpoena from HUAC. From that moment on, the Department of State will block any passport applications until after you’ve testified. They did that to Paul Robeson. They’ll certainly do it to you.”

The way around this, however, was to get Eric a passport within the next twenty-four hours. According to Eberts, it usually took two weeks to process an application . . . unless you had proof that you were traveling at the last minute. So, as soon as we left Eberts’s office, we took a taxi uptown to a big branch of Thomas Cook’s on Fifth Avenue and 43rd Street. After some checking around, one of the travel agents there found a single berth on the SS Rotterdam sailing for Hoek van Holland the following night. We bought the ticket, then raced uptown to the Passport Office on 51st and Fifth. The clerk inspected Eric’s ticket to Europe, and told him that, in order to get the passport issued by five p.m. tomorrow (a mere two hours before the SS Rotterdam sailed), he’d need the proper photographs, a copy of his birth certificate, and assorted notarized signatures by close of business today.

It was a scramble—but Eric just managed to clear the deadline that afternoon. The clerk assured him that he’d have the passport by the end of tomorrow—which would give Eric an hour to dash across town and make it to the ship by six (he had to be on board at least an hour before it sailed). It would be tight, but he’d make it.

Once we were finished at the passport office, Eric suggested we head back to his apartment at the Hampshire House. Once there, I helped him winnow through his large wardrobe and choose just enough to fit into a single large suitcase. As he put the cover on his Remington typewriter, he suddenly sank into his desk chair.

“Don’t make me get on that ship,” he said.

I tried to stay controlled. “Eric, you have no choice.”

“I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to leave Ronnie. I’ve got to see him tonight.”

“Then call him. See if he can get back here.”

He started to sob again. “No. I couldn’t bear the goodbye. The scene at the docks. All that heartrending crap.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “I’d avoid that if I were you.”

“I’ll write him a letter—which you can give him when he comes back here at the weekend.”

“He will understand. I’ll make sure he does.”

“It’s absurd, all this.”

“Yes,” I said. “It is absurd.”

“I’m just a jokesmith. Why the hell are they treating me like Trotsky?”

“Because they’re bullies. And because they’ve been given carte blanche to act like bullies.”

“Everything was going so well.”

“It will go well again.”

“I love what I do, S. I’ve found my niche. Not only does it pay me ridiculous amounts of money, but writing the show also happens to be a lot of fun. Which is something that work isn’t supposed to be. That’s what really hurts about having to run away—knowing that, for the first time in my life, everything is the way I want it to be. The job. The money. The success. Ronnie . . .”

He gently released himself from my arms, and walked over to the living room window. Night had fallen on Manhattan. Down below was the black interior of Central Park, flanked by the seductive glow of lit apartments along Fifth Avenue and Central Park West. What always struck me about this view was how perfectly it reflected the city’s spirit of arrogant indifference. It was a skyline that issued a challenge: try to conquer me. But even if you did—even if, like Eric, you were fêted as a New York success—you still didn’t ever really make your mark on the place. All that striving, all that ambition—and the moment after you’d had your moment, you were forgotten. Because there was always someone else in Manhattan coming up right behind you, battling to have their moment. Today, Eric was the hottest writer in television comedy. When the SS Rotterdam set sail tomorrow night, word would spread that he’d fled overseas rather than name names. Some people would applaud his actions, some would deplore them. By this time next week, however, he’d be a tertiary consideration in the minds of any of his professional colleagues. Because that’s how things worked. His disappearance would be like a death. Only those who loved him would mourn his absence. For everyone else who knew him, the shock of his vanishing would be a temporary (and welcome) respite from all the incumbent pressures of work. For a few days, people would talk among themselves in hushed voices about the transitory nature of success; and the ethical rights or wrongs of Eric’s choice to flee the country. Then the subject would be dropped. Because it was the start of another week and a new show had to be written.

Just as it always did.

Though I didn’t ask him, I sensed that Eric was thinking what I was thinking, as we both looked out on the muted glow of that uptown skyline. Because he put his arm around my shoulders and said, “People spend their entire damn lives chasing what I’ve had.”

“Stop talking about it in the past tense.”

“But it’s over, S. It is over.”

We ordered in dinner from room service. We drank two bottles of champagne.

I slept on his sofa bed that night, wishing all the time that Jack was in town. The next morning, Eric drew up a list of his debts. He was nearly five thousand dollars in the red to places like Dunhill, and Brooks Brothers, and 21, and El Morocco—and assorted other watering holes and purveyors of luxury goods, with whom he maintained an account. He had less than a thousand dollars in the bank.

“How did you land yourself in this mess?” I asked.

“I always picked up the tab. And I also discovered a post-Marxist weakness for luxury items.”

“That’s a dangerous failing. Especially when coupled with reckless generosity.”

“What can I say . . . except that, unlike you, I’ve never known the pleasures of thrift. Anyway, one good thing about leaving the country is that I’ll be out of reach of the IRS.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve got a tax problem too?”

“It’s not a problem, actually. It’s just that I haven’t filed a return for . . . I don’t know . . . maybe three years.”

“But you have been paying them some tax, haven’t you?”

“Well, if I haven’t taken the trouble of filing a return, why would I also bother sending them some money?”

“So you owe them . . .”

“Lots. I think it’s something like thirty percent of everything I’ve earned ever since I’ve joined NBC. Which is a sizeable chunk of change.”

“And you put nothing aside.”

“For God’s sakes, S—when have I ever done anything sensible?”

I stared down at the list of debts, and resolved to settle them myself once Eric was on the far side of the Atlantic. In addition to my invested portion of the divorce settlement, I’d been saving consistently since writing for Saturday/Sunday, and I’d also just banked that five-thousand-dollar advance from Harper and Brothers. So I’d be able to clear my brother’s name at assorted emporia around town. The IRS would be another matter. Maybe I could sell some stock, or get a mortgage on the apartment. For the moment, however, I just wanted to get Eric aboard that ship. Worried that he might suddenly lose his nerve and vanish for a few critical hours, I made him promise to stay in the apartment until four thirty . . . when we’d grab a cab to the passport office.

“But this could be my last-ever day in Manhattan. At least let me take you to lunch at 21.”

“I want you to lie low, Eric. Just in case . . .”

“What? That J. Edgar Hoover and his boyfriend have decided to tail me for the day?”

“Let’s just get through this as cleanly as possible.”

“There’s nothing at all clean about this. Nothing.”

Eric didn’t like it—but he eventually did agree to stay put for the day while I did all the busywork. I got him to write me a check for the remaining thousand dollars in his bank account. I went to his branch of Manufacturers Hanover, cashed it, and bought him the equivalent amount in traveler’s checks. I paid a fast visit to Joel Eberts’s office and collected a power-of-attorney document. Then I rushed uptown to Tiffany’s and bought him a sterling silver fountain pen, and had it engraved: From S to E. Always.

I was back at his apartment by three. He signed the power-of-attorney form, giving me complete charge over all of his financial matters. We agreed that come tomorrow, I’d find a storage depot, in which all his remaining clothes, papers, and personal effects would be lodged until he returned home. He handed me a thick envelope, addressed to Ronnie. I promised him I’d get it to him as soon as he was back in the city. Eric ducked into the bathroom for a moment, and I managed to slip the wrapped gift from Tiffany’s into his suitcase. Then, just before four thirty, I looked at him and said, “It’s time.”

Once again, he went to the window, leaning his head against the glass, staring out at the city.

“I’ll never have a view like this again.”

“I’m sure London has its moments.”

“But they’re low-story ones.”

He turned toward me. His face was wet. I bit my lip.

“Not yet,” I said. “Don’t get me crying yet.”

He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. He took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

We left quickly. The doorman hailed us a cab. We got stuck in god-awful traffic on Fifth Avenue, and just made it to the passport office with two minutes to spare. Eric was the last customer of the day. When he approached the window, the clerk who had been dealing with his papers yesterday told him to take a seat for a moment.

“Is anything wrong?”

The clerk avoided eye contact with us. Instead, he picked up a phone, dialed a number, and spoke quickly into it. Putting it down, he said, “Someone will be with you in a moment.”

“Is there a problem?” Eric asked.

“Just take a seat, please.”

He pointed to a bench on the opposite wall. We sat down. I glanced anxiously at the clock on the wall. With rush-hour traffic it would take, at best, forty minutes to get Eric to the 46th Street Pier. Time was of the essence.

“What do you think’s going on?” I asked Eric.

“Nothing, I hope, except mindless bureaucracy.”

Suddenly a side door opened. Out walked two gentlemen in dark suits. When Eric saw them, he turned ashen.

“Oh shit,” he whispered.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Smythe,” one of them said. “I hope this isn’t an unpleasant surprise.”

Eric said nothing.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” the gentleman asked. Then he proffered his hand. “Agent Brad Sweet of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. You must be Sara Smythe.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“The doorman at the Hampshire House knows you. And he informed us that you’d been with your brother in his apartment since yesterday evening. After, of course, your visit to the law offices of a certain . . .” He held out his hand. His associate put a file into it. He opened the file. He read aloud from it. “The law offices of a certain Joel Eberts on Sullivan Street. He has impeccable subversive credentials, your lawyer—not to mention a file on him as thick as the Manhattan phone book. Then, after your little legal powwow, you headed to the offices of Thomas Cook at 511 Fifth Avenue and booked passage on the SS Rotterdam, departing this evening. Afterward, of course, you came here to the passport office, hoping to pull that last-minute travel ruse, so beloved of individuals trying to leave the United States in a hurry.”

He shut the file.

“But, I’m afraid, you won’t be leaving the country tonight—as the Department of State have put your passport application on hold, pending the outcome of the Bureau’s investigation into your political allegiances.”

“That’s outrageous,” I heard myself saying.

“No,” Agent Sweet said mildly. “It’s all perfectly legal. After all, why should the State Department issue a passport to someone whose presence overseas may be harmful to American interests . . .”

“Oh for God’s sake,” I said, “what harm has he done to this country?”

Eric said nothing. He just sat on the bench, staring down at the fake marble floor.

“If he cooperates with us tomorrow, his passport will be issued within twenty-four hours. If, of course, he still wants to leave the country. Five PM tomorrow at NBC, Mr. Smythe. I look forward to seeing you there.”

With a curt nod in my direction, Agent Sweet and his associate left. Eric and I sat motionless on the bench for a few minutes. Neither of us could move.

“I’m dead,” he said.

I stayed with him again that night. I tried to get him to talk things through—to work out some sort of strategy before facing Sweet and the NBC people tomorrow.

“There’s nothing more to discuss,” Eric said.

“But what are you going to do?”

“I am going to get into bed, pull the covers over my head, and hide.”

I couldn’t stop him from doing that. Nor did I want to—as, at least, I would know where he was. He was so exhausted, so stressed, that he fell asleep shortly after getting into bed. I tried to follow suit—but I spent much of the night staring at the living room ceiling, feeling both convulsed with rage and utterly helpless in the face of the FBI’s onslaught on my brother. My mind was speeding, as I tried to figure some sort of possible way out of Eric. But I came up with nothing. He’d either have to name names, or suffer the consequences.

I wanted to believe that—if I was in his position—I’d play Joan of Arc, and refuse to cooperate. But everyone envisages themselves doing the heroic thing when sitting in an armchair. Brought face-to-face with the reality of the dilemma, however, things often turn out differently. You never really know what you’re made of until you find yourself standing astride a precipice, looking down into a very deep void.

Sleep finally hit me around three that morning. When I jolted awake again, the sun was at full wattage. I glanced at my watch. Eleven twelve. Damn. Damn. Damn. I shouted for Eric. No reply. I got up from the sofa and went into his bedroom. He wasn’t there. Nor was he in the bathroom, or the kitchen. Panicked, I scoured all surfaces for a note, telling me he’d gone out for a walk. Nothing. I picked up the house phone and spoke to the doorman.

“Yeah—Mr. Smythe left around seven this morning. It was funny, though . . .”

“What was funny?”

“He called me before he came downstairs, and asked me if I’d like to make ten bucks. Sure, says I. ‘Well, I’m gonna take the elevator down to the basement, and I’ll give you ten bucks if you open the service entrance and let me out. Oh, and if anybody comes by looking for me this morning, just tell ’em I haven’t left the apartment.’ No problem, I tell him. I mean, I can easily shaddup for ten bucks.”

“Did anyone come by?”

“Nah—but there’s been these two guys in a car, parked across the street since I came on duty at six.”

“So they didn’t see him leave?”

“How could they, when he went out the back.”

“He didn’t tell you where he was going?”

“Nah—but he had a suitcase with him . . .”

Now I was alarmed.

“He what . . . ?”

“He had this big suitcase with him. Like he was goin’ away somewhere.”

I thought fast.

“How’d you like to make another ten bucks?” I asked.

I threw on some clothes, I took the elevator down to the basement. I handed the doorman ten bucks. He opened the door to the service entrance.

“If those men come back asking either for Eric or me . . . ,” I said.

“You’re still asleep upstairs, right?”

The service entrance led to an alleyway on West 56th Street. I hopped a cab, and took it down to Joel Eberts’s office. Because, quite frankly, I didn’t know where else to go. As always, he was welcoming—and appalled when I told him what had happened at the passport office yesterday afternoon.

“I tell you,” he said, “we’re turning into a police state—and all in the name of the Red Menace.”

But he was even more alarmed by the news that Eric was last spotted sneaking out of the side entrance of the Hampshire House with a suitcase in hand.

“You can run, but you can’t hide from these bastards. If he’s not at NBC today, HUAC will instantly subpoena him. And the Feds will dream up some crime and misdemeanor in order to issue a warrant for his arrest. He should just face the music, no matter what happens.”

“I agree—but as I don’t know where he’s gone, I can’t give him that advice.”

“You know, you don’t need a passport for Canada,” Eberts said.

He made a fast call to Penn Station, asking to be put through to the reservations office. Yes, they told him, a train had left at ten that morning—but there were no passengers registered under the name of Eric Smythe. When he asked if they could check and see if he was registered on any other departing trains, they said that they didn’t have the time or manpower to search through every passenger list of every train.

“You know what the guy in Reservations told me?” Eberts said after hanging up the phone. ‘If finding this guy is so important, call the Feds.’”

That was the only time I’d laughed in two days.

I suddenly had a brainstorm, and asked to use the phone. First I called the Rainbow Room and spoke to the receptionist and found out that the Rainbow Room band were staying at the Hotel Shoreham in Atlantic City. I got the number and got lucky: Ronnie—in true musician style—was still asleep at twelve thirty. But he woke up quickly after I told him about the events of the last two days.

“You have no idea where he is?” he asked, sounding genuinely worried.

“I was hoping that he might have come down to see you. But had he, he would have been there by now.”

“Look, I’ll stay in the room all afternoon. If he’s not here by four, I’ll see if I can get out of tonight’s gig and come back to Manhattan. I hope to hell he hasn’t done something really stupid. I mean, if he loses his job, he loses his job. I’ll make sure he’s all right. As I know you will too.”

“I’m sure he just panicked,” I said, trying to convince myself this was true. “I bet anything that he’ll surface in a couple of hours. Which is why I’m heading back to his apartment straight away. You can reach me there all day.”

I was back at the Hampshire House by one. I used the service entrance, and took the elevator up to Eric’s apartment. There was no sign of his return, and the switchboard operator had logged no calls for him. I used the house phone to call Sean, the doorman.

“Sorry, Miss Smythe. Your brother hasn’t shown his face yet—but those two guys in the car are still out front.”

I worked the phones all afternoon, calling every possible bar, restaurant, or haunt that Eric frequented. I called the travel agent at Thomas Cook who’d booked Eric’s passage to Europe, on the long shot that he might have asked her to dispatch him somewhere within the States. I checked in every hour with Ronnie. I phoned the superintendent of my building, wondering if he’d seen my brother loitering with intent outside. I knew that all my efforts at locating him were futile ones—but I had to keep busy.

At four, Ronnie phoned me, to say that he’d managed to find someone to cover him for tonight, and he was taking the next train back to Manhattan. He showed up at the apartment around six thirty. I was pacing the floor at that point, wondering why Agent Sweet hadn’t phoned the apartment at five to enquire about Eric’s whereabouts. After all, he was supposed to have been at NBC then. But now he was a fugitive; a man who had run away. Though I didn’t want to articulate my deepest fear to Ronnie, I couldn’t help but think: I may never see my brother again.

At eight, we called the Carnegie Deli and had them deliver sandwiches and beer. We settled down in the living room and continued the wait. The evening went by quickly. Ronnie was a great talker—with a huge cache of stories about growing up in Puerto Rico and earning his chops as a musician. He chatted on about all-night drinking sessions with Charlie Parker, and surviving as one of Artie Shaw’s sidemen for seven months, and why Benny Goodman was the cheapest band leader in history. He kept me laughing. He helped numb the fear we were both feeling. Round about midnight, however, he started to admit his worry.

“If your dumb, crazy brother has done anything really self-destructive, I’ll never forgive him.”

“That’ll make two of us.”

“If I lost him, I’d . . .”

He shuddered a bit. I reached out and gripped his arm.

“He’ll be back, Ronnie. I’m sure of it.”

By two that morning, however, there was still no sign of him. So Ronnie retired to the bedroom and I returned, once again, to the sofa bed. I was so drained that I was asleep within minutes. Then I smelled smoke. My eyes jumped open. It was early morning. Thin dawn light was creeping through the blinds. Groggy, I squinted at my watch. Six nineteen. Then I heard a voice.

“Good morning.”

It was Eric, sitting in an armchair near the sofa, taking a deep drag of his cigarette. His suitcase was on the floor next to him.

I leaped up from the bed. I threw my arms around him.

“Thank God . . . ,” I said.

Eric managed a tired smile. “He had nothing to do with it,” he said.

“Where the hell have you been?”

“Here and there.”

“You had me frantic. I’d thought you’d left town.”

“I did. Sort of. At seven yesterday morning, I woke up and decided that the only thing I could do was get the next flight to Mexico City. Because, outside of Canada, Mexico’s the only foreign country you can enter without a passport. And, hell, I’d done time down there after Father died, so I figured it was a logical destination for me.

“Of course, I knew the Feds would be out in front of the building, so I tipped the doorman and had him slip me out of the side entrance. I hopped a cab, and told him to take me to Idlewild. Want to know something funny? If the cabbie hadn’t taken the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge, I’m sure I’d be on a flight to Mexico right now. But there we were, heading to Queens on that bridge. And I made the mistake of turning around in the backseat, and seeing that midtown skyline framed by the rear window. And before I had time to think about it, I told the cabbie, ‘Change of plan. As soon as you get off the bridge, turn around and bring me back to Manhattan.’

“The driver didn’t like this one bit. ‘You crazy or somethin’?’ he asked me.

“‘Yeah, I’m crazy. Crazy enough to stay here when I shouldn’t.’

“I got him to drop me off at Grand Central Station. I checked my bag at the left luggage place there—but it was raining, so before I turned the bag over to the guy, I opened it up to get a folding umbrella I’d packed away for London. That’s when I found your gift. I tell you, I cried when I saw the inscription. Because I also knew that this was the pen I’d use to name names.”

I swallowed hard. And said nothing.

“That’s what I had decided, halfway across the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge. I was going to be a stoolie. I was going to sing like a canary. I was going to sell out several people who I hadn’t seen in years, and who were as innocent as I was. I was going to keep my job, and keep my lifestyle, and keep being able to run a tab at 21. Yeah, I’d feel bad about it . . . but dem’s de breaks, right? I mean, if the Feds knew I’d been a member of the Party, then they also knew that the people I’d be naming had been members too. So all I’d be doing is telling them stuff they already knew.

“Or, at least, that’s how I rationalized it to myself.

“So I clipped the pen inside my jacket pocket, and decided that I’d celebrate my last eight hours as a man with a relatively clean conscience by doing whatever the hell I wanted to do. Especially since I had a thousand bucks in traveler’s checks in my wallet. So I treated myself to a champagne breakfast at the Waldorf. Then I wandered into Tiffany’s and dropped some serious cash on a sterling silver cigarette case for Ronnie and a little something for you.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small blue box marked Tiffany. He tossed it over to me. I stared down at it.

“Are you crazy?” I asked.

“Absolutely. Well go on, open the damn thing.”

I lifted off the lid, and stared down at an absurdly dazzling pair of platinum teardrop earrings, studded with small, perfect diamonds. I was speechless.

“Does your silence indicate ambivalence?” he asked.

“They’re beautiful. But you shouldn’t have done this.”

“Of course I should have. Don’t you know that the great American rule of thumb is—when committing an act of moral cowardice, always soften the blow for yourself by spending a lot of money?

“Anyway, after my little spree at Tiffany’s I walked up Fifth Avenue and spent a few leisurely hours at the Metropolitan Museum, looking at Rembrandts. They’ve got the Return of the Prodigal Son on loan from Amsterdam. Helluva picture, as Jack Warner would say. The misery of family, the need for redemption, the tug between responsibility and desire—all wrapped up in one really dark canvas. I tell you, S—the only person to use black better than Rembrandt is Coco Chanel.

“After the Met, it was lunchtime. Off to 21. Two martinis, an entire Maine lobster, half a bottle of Pouilly-Fumé . . . and I was ready for a little more hochkultur. The New York Phil was doing a matinée at Carnegie Hall with your old favorite, Bruno Walter, on the podium. And the band were playing Bruckner’s Ninth Symphony. Amazing stuff. A big cathedral of sound. A guided tour of heaven in the company of a devout believer—and a sense that there is something just a little grander and more all-encompassing than our trivial endeavors on Planet Stupid.

“The audience went nuts when the concert ended. I too was on my feet, cheering my lungs out. Until I glanced at my watch. Four thirty. Time to stroll down to Rockefeller Center and engage in some very dirty work.

“Agent Sweet and that shithead Ross were waiting for me on the forty-third floor. Once again, I was escorted into the conference room. Once again, Ross glowered at me.

“‘So,’ he said, ‘you’ve decided to cooperate.’

“‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’ll give you some names.’

“‘Agent Sweet told me about your little escapade at the passport office yesterday.’

“‘I panicked,’ I said.

“‘That’s one way of describing your actions.’

“‘But if the passport had come through, you’d be out of the country by now,’ Sweet said.

“‘And I would have rued that decision for the rest of my life,’ I said.

“‘Liar,’ Ross said.

“‘You mean, you’ve never heard of a Pauline conversion, Mr. Ross?’

“‘Didn’t that happen on the road to Damascus?’ Agent Sweet asked.

“‘Yes—and it’s about to happen here right now in Rockefeller Center,’ I said. ‘What do you want to know?’

“Sweet sat down opposite me. He was working hard at containing his excitement, knowing full well that I was about to inform on my friends.

“‘We’d like to know,’ he said, ‘who brought you into the Party, who ran your cell, and who were the other members of the cell.’

“‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Would you mind if I wrote this down.’

“Sweet handed me a yellow legal pad. I pulled out your beautiful new pen. I uncapped it. I took a deep troubled breath. And I wrote eight names. It took less than a minute—and the funny thing was, I remembered them all with ease.

“When I was finished, I recapped the pen, put it back in my pocket, then pushed the pad forward—as if I couldn’t bear to look at it. Sweet came around and patted me on the shoulder. ‘I know this couldn’t have been easy, Mr. Smythe. But I’m glad you’ve done the proper, patriotic thing.’

“Then he picked up the pad. He stared at it for a moment, then threw it back in front of me and said, ‘What the hell is this?’

“‘You wanted names,’ I said. ‘I gave you names.’

“‘Names,’ he said, snatching up the pad again. ‘This is your idea of names?’ Then he started reading them one by one.

“‘Sleepy, Grumpy, Dopey, Bashful, Happy, Sneezy, Doc, and . . . who the fuck is SW?’

“‘Snow White, of course,’ I said.

“Ross grabbed the pad from Sweet’s hand. He glanced at it, then said, ‘You have just committed professional hara-kiri.’

“‘Didn’t know you spoke Japanese, Ross. Maybe you were one of their spies during the last war.’

“‘Get out,’ he yelled at me. ‘You’re dead here.’

“As I left, Sweet told me to expect a subpoena from HUAC any day. ‘See you in Washington, asshole,’ he shouted as I left.”

I stared at Eric, wide-eyed. “You really wrote the names of the Seven Dwarfs?” I asked.

“Well, they were the first Communists that came to mind. Because, let’s face it, they lived collectively, they shared their communal wealth, they . . .”

His face fell. He started to shudder. I ran over and held him. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said. “You did wonderfully. I’m so damn proud of . . .”

“Proud of what? The fact that I killed my career this afternoon? The fact that I’m now unemployable? The fact that I’m about to lose everything?”

I suddenly heard Ronnie’s voice. “You haven’t lost us,” he said.

I looked up. Ronnie was standing in the doorway of the bedroom. Eric glanced in his direction.

“What are you doing here?” he asked tonelessly. “You’re not due back till Monday.”

“Sara and I were just a little worried that you might have vanished into thin air.”

“I really think you both could spend your time worrying about more important matters.”

“Will you listen to Mr. False Modesty,” Ronnie said. “And where the fuck have you been since naming the Seven Dwarfs?”

“Oh, here and there. Mainly a bunch of seedy bars on Broadway, then an all-night movie theater on Forty-second Street. Saw a honey of a new Robert Mitchum thriller: His Kind of a Woman. Howard Hughes produced. Jane Russell costarred, natch. Pretty nifty script: ‘I was just taking my tie off, wondering if I should hang myself with it.’ Kind of summed up how I felt last night.”

“Mr. Self-Pity,” Ronnie said. “Too bad you couldn’t have dropped a nickel and told us you were alive and well.”

“Oh—but that would have been easy. And I don’t do easy.”

I tousled his hair.

“But you did good, Mr. Smythe,” I said. “Didn’t he, Ronnie?”

“Yeah,” he said, coming over and taking his hand. “He did real good.”

“This calls for a toast,” I said, picking up the phone. “Will room service deliver champagne this early?”

“Sure,” Eric said. “And while you’re at it, tell them I want an arsenic chaser.”

“Eric, don’t worry,” I said. “You’re going to survive this.”

He leaned his head on Ronnie’s shoulder.

“I doubt it,” he said.


NINETEEN

THE STORY BROKE in the papers the next morning. Predictably, it was that great patriot, Walter Winchell, who dished the dirt. It was just a five-line item in his Daily Mirror column. But it did a lot of damage.

He may be Marty Manning’s best scribe . . . but he used to be a Red. And now Eric Smythe’s in nowheresville after taking the Fifth with the Feds. He may know how to crack a joke, but he doesn’t know how to sing “God Bless America.” And what about the romantic company the never-married Smythe is keeping at his swank Hampshire House pad? No wonder NBC showed him the door marked “Get Lost.”

Winchell’s column hit the streets at noon. An hour later, Eric called me at my apartment. I was still in deep shock from reading this decimation job on my brother, but I didn’t know if he’d seen it yet. Until, of course, I heard his voice. He sounded dazed.

“You’ve read it?” he asked.

“Yes. I read it. And I’m sure you could sue that bastard Winchell for defamation of character.”

“I’ve just been handed an eviction notice,” he said.

“You what?”

“A letter was just pushed under my front door from the management of Hampshire House, informing me that I’m to vacate my apartment in forty-eight hours.”

“On what grounds?”

“What do you think? Winchell’s line about the ‘romantic company’ I’m keeping at my ‘swank Hampshire House pad.’ ”

“But surely, the management knew that Ronnie was living there with you.”

“Sure. But the deal was, I didn’t say anything and they didn’t ask anything. But now, that shit Winchell has blown everyone’s cover—and the Hampshire House management are being forced to do something public and noticeable . . . like evicting the pervert.”

“Don’t call yourself that.”

“Why not? It’s how everyone’s going to see me now. After all, I’m the never-married Smythe, right? You don’t have to be Lionel Trilling to grasp the underlying meaning of that sentence.”

“Call Joel Eberts—ask him to get an injunction blocking the eviction notice, then fight the bastards in the courts.”

“What’s the point? They’ll win anyway, and I’ll be even deeper in debt.”

“I’ll pay the legal bills. Anyway, Mr. Eberts isn’t that expensive . . .”

“But we’re probably talking about a six-month battle . . . which I’ll end up losing. I’m not going to drain your bank account on my behalf. Especially as you’re going to need the money. Because, thanks to me, your position at Saturday/Sunday is probably now in jeopardy.”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “They wouldn’t play the guilt-by-association card.”

But they did. The morning after the Winchell piece appeared, I received a call from Imogen Woods, my editor at Saturday/Sunday. She was trying to sound calm and casual—but she was clearly nervous. She suggested we meet for a coffee. When I told her I was really behind in work—thanks to the chaotic events of this week—and couldn’t see her until after the weekend, her tone changed.

“I’m afraid it’s a matter of some urgency,” she said.

“Oh,” I said, suddenly nervous. “Well, could we talk about it now?”

“No. I don’t think this is something for the phone . . . if you take my meaning.”

I did. And I was now genuinely worried. “Okay—where do you want to meet?” I asked.

She suggested the bar of the Roosevelt Hotel near Grand Central Station in an hour’s time.

“But I have a deadline for you this afternoon,” I said.

“It can wait,” she said.

I reached the Roosevelt at the appointed hour of eleven. Imogen had a Manhattan on the table in front of her. She smiled tightly as I approached. She stood up and kissed me on the cheek. She offered me a drink. I said I’d prefer coffee at this hour of the morning.

“Have a drink, sweetheart,” she said, radiating uneasiness.

“Okay,” I said, now thinking that alcohol might be necessary. “A Scotch and soda.”

She ordered the drink. She made small talk about attending the Broadway opening of a Garson Kanin play the previous night.

“Winchell was there too,” she said, studying my face for a reaction. I gave her none.

“I think he’s a monster,” she said.

“So do I.”

“And I just want you to know that I really felt for you yesterday, after I saw that item in Winchell’s column,” she said.

“Thank you—but it was my brother who was smeared . . .”

“Listen, I just want you to know that, personally speaking, I am completely behind you both . . .”

Alarm bells began to ring between my ears. “That’s nice to know,” I said, “but, like I told you, it’s Eric who’s taking the heat right now, not me.”

“Sara . . .”

“What the hell is wrong, Imogen?”

“Early this morning, I got a call from His Godship the Editor. It seems the magazine’s board had their monthly meeting last night, and one of the big topics of conversation was the controversy swirling around your brother. Because, let’s face it, it’s not just his past political associations that have upset them. It’s also his private life.”

“That’s right. It’s his private life. His past political associations. Not mine.”

“We know you were never politically involved . . .”

“What do you mean, we?”

“His Godship, Ralph J. Linklater, had a visit yesterday morning from a guy named Sweet from the FBI. He told him that they had been running quite a substantial investigation into your brother’s political past. It had been going on for a few months. Naturally enough, they also decided to run a background check on you.”

“I don’t believe this. Why on earth would they be interested in me?”

“Because, like your brother, you have a certain public platform . . .”

“I write movie reviews and a completely frivolous column about completely frivolous things . . .”

“Sara, please . . . I’m just the messenger here.” Then after a quick scan around the bar, she leaned forward and whispered: “Personally, I think these investigations are insane. And even more un-American than the un-American activities they’re supposed to be rooting out. But I’m caught in the middle like everyone else.”

“I have never, ever been a Communist,” I hissed. “Jesus Christ, I voted for Truman in forty-eight, not Wallace. I am about the most apolitical person imaginable.”

“That’s what the Feds told Linklater.”

“Then what’s the problem here?”

“There are two problems. The first is, your brother. If he had cooperated with NBC, there would have been no problem. The fact that he didn’t means there is now a problem vis-à-vis you and Saturday/Sunday.”

“But why? I am not his keeper.”

“Listen, had Eric talked, the Winchell item would have never appeared, and all this would have been forgotten about. But now he’s been exposed as a one-time Communist, and as a man who does not have . . . how can I say this? . . . a typical domestic home life. From what Linklater told me this morning, the board’s great worry is that his problems will somehow cast a bad light on you . . .”

“Let’s cut the crap, Imogen,” I said loudly. “What you’re really saying is that Saturday/Sunday is worried about having a columnist whose brother is a former Communist and a practicing homosexual . . .”

That brought the bar to a silent standstill. Imogen looked like she wanted to vanish into the floor.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “That is the essence of their dilemma.” She motioned me toward her. “But it’s compounded by another problem. His Godship knows about you and the married man.”

I sat back in my chair, stunned.

“Who told him?” I finally said.

“The FBI guy.”

My shock deepened. “But how the hell did he know?”

“I gather that when they decided to investigate your brother a couple of months ago, they also figured they should look into your background. And although they didn’t find any political stuff, they did discover that you were having this thing with a married guy . . .”

“But the only way they could have done that was by spying on me. Or listening in on my phone calls. Or . . .”

“I don’t know how they found out. All I know is: they know. And they’ve told Linklater . . . and Linklater has told the board.”

“But . . . but . . . it’s my private life. It has no impact whatsoever on my column. I mean, I’m not exactly someone in the public eye. As you know, I even balked at having a photo of me in the magazine. No one knows who I am. I like it that way. So why . . . why? . . . should anyone worry about with whom I share my life?”

“Now that your brother’s been exposed, I think Linklater is worried word might slip out about your own domestic arrangements. I mean, it’s only a matter of time before Eric is subpoenaed by HUAC. His testimony will make the papers. If he still refuses to cooperate, he’ll be cited for contempt, and he’ll probably do time. This will mean even more publicity. Who’s to say the Feds mightn’t feed Winchell or some other hack a little tidbit about you and your married friend? And you know what that asshole would write: ‘It isn’t just Redder-than-Red Eric Smythe who’s got an interesting private life. Single Sis. Sara—she who writes that funny “Real Life” column in Saturday/Sunday—has her own interesting setup with a guy who’s got a wedding band on his left finger. And I thought Saturday/Sunday called itself a family magazine.’”

“But that’s insane logic . . .”

“I know it’s insane . . . but this is how people are thinking right now. I’ve got a brother, he’s a professor of chemistry out at Berkeley. And the University Regents have just asked him to sign a loyalty oath—yes, an actual piece of paper, in which he swears that he’s not a member of any subversive organization endangering the stability of the United States. Every faculty member at the university’s been forced to do the same thing. To me, this sort of thing is repugnant. Just as I also think it’s repugnant what’s happening to your brother. And to you.”

“What is happening to me, Imogen?”

She met my gaze. “They want to put both your columns on hold for a while.”

“In other words, you’re firing me.”

“No, we are definitely not firing you.”

“What the hell do you call it then?”

“Hear me out. His Godship really likes you, Sara—as we all do. We don’t want to lose you. We just think that, until this entire issue with your brother is resolved, it’s best if you lie low for a while.”

“Better known as vanishing from view.”

“Here’s the deal—and, under the circumstances, I don’t think it’s a bad one. We announce in the next issue of the magazine that you’re taking a leave of absence for six months to do some other writing. We continue to pay you a retainer of two hundred dollars a week. Then, six months from now, we review the entire situation.”

“And if my brother’s still in trouble then?”

“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Say I decide to fight this? To go public about the way you are buckling to pressure from . . .”

“I really wouldn’t do that if I were you. You can’t win this one, Sara. If you try to fight it, they’ll simply fire you, and you’ll end up with nothing. At least this way you come out of the situation with no loss of face, no major loss of income. Consider it a paid sabbatical, courtesy of Saturday/Sunday. Go to Europe. Go write a novel. All His Godship asks for is . . .”

“I know—my complete and total silence.”

I stood up. “I’m going now,” I said.

“Please don’t do anything rash,” she said. “Please think this all through.”

I nodded. Imogen stood up. She took my hand.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

I pulled my hand away.

“Shame on you,” I said.

I left the Roosevelt. I marched north up Madison Avenue, oblivious to the wave of pedestrians heading south. I was in something close to a rage, and would have chewed the head off of anybody who dared to bump into me. I hated the world at that moment. I hated its pettiness—its malevolence and spite. More than anything, I hated the way people used fear as a way of gaining control over others. Right now I wanted to jump the next train to Washington, and walk straight into the office of J. Edgar Hoover, and ask him what he really felt could be achieved by persecuting my brother. You say you’re defending our way of life, I’d tell him. But all you’re really doing is enhancing your power. Information is knowledge. Knowledge is control. Control is based on fear. Because you now have us all afraid, you win. And all we like sheep have no one but ourselves to blame for your power, because we’ve given it to you.

I was so enraged that I ended up walking nearly twenty blocks before realizing where I was. I looked up and noticed a street sign saying East 59th Street. I was only five minutes away from Eric’s apartment. But I knew I couldn’t see him in the state I was in. Just as I knew that I couldn’t really tell him about the conversation I’d just had with Imogen Woods . . . though I also realized that as soon as he saw the notice in Saturday/Sunday next week that I had “gone on sabbatical,” he’d blame himself.

I leaned against a phone booth, wondering what my next move should be. I answered that question immediately by stepping inside the booth, dropping a nickel in the slot, and doing something I vowed never to do: calling Jack at work.

He’d been due back from Boston this morning, and was planning to stop by and see me on his way home tonight. I needed to see him now. But when I rang his office, his secretary told me he was in a meeting.

“Would you let him know that Sara Smythe called.”

“Will he know what this is about?”

“Yeah—I’m an old friend from the neighborhood. Tell him I’m in Manhattan, and was hoping to take him to lunch at Lindy’s. I’ll be there at one, if he can make it. If not, ask him to phone me there.”

Jack walked into Lindy’s exactly at one. He looked very nervous. As we never met during the day, let alone in a public place, he did not kiss me hello. Instead, he sat down opposite me, and took my hands under the table.

“I saw Winchell,” he said.

I took him through everything that had happened: Eric refusing to name names, the Winchell column, the eviction notice from Hampshire House, and my conversation with Imogen Woods. When I got to the part about the FBI informing Saturday/Sunday about my relationship with a married man, Jack tensed.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I doubt any of this will ever go public. I won’t let it go public.”

“I don’t believe this,” he said. “I can’t fathom how . . .”

He broke off. He let go of my hands, and anxiously patted his jacket pockets for his cigarettes.

“Are you all right?”

“No,” he said, fishing out a Chesterfield and his lighter.

“I promise you, Jack—your name will never be linked with . . .”

“To hell with my name. Eric and you have been smeared. And that . . . those bastards . . . they . . .”

He broke off. His distress in the face of our predicament touched me beyond words. At that moment, I loved him unconditionally.

“I’m sorry,” he finally said. “I am so goddamn sorry. How’s Eric bearing up?”

“I think he’s scrambling to find a new place to live. The eviction notice is six PM tomorrow.”

“Tell him if there’s anything . . . anything . . . I can do . . .”

I suddenly leaned over and kissed him.

“You’re a good man,” I said.

He had to run back to the office. But he promised to call me tonight before returning home to Dorothy. Not only did he phone—but he also rang Eric at his apartment that evening, offering support. The next day, he showed up at the Hampshire House at five to help my brother move his stuff to the Ansonia on Broadway and 74th Street. The Ansonia was a residential hotel, favored by people in the mid-to-lower echelons of show business. Eric’s new apartment was a dark, one-bedroom suite, overlooking a back alley. It had peeling green floral wallpaper, a threadbare green carpet pockmarked by cigarette burns, and a tiny kitchenette, consisting of a hot plate and a faulty icebox. But the rent was cheap: twenty-five dollars a week. And the management didn’t seem terribly concerned about the cohabiting arrangements of its residents. As long as the rent was paid on time—and you didn’t disturb the peace—their attitude was: we don’t want to know.

Eric hated the new apartment. He hated the grim, last-chance-saloon atmosphere of the Ansonia. But he had few options. Because he was so damn broke. After his little shopping spree, he had less than a hundred bucks in his pocket. With the eviction notice from the Hampshire House came a bill for four hundred dollars—covering assorted room service and hotel charges. When Eric told the hotel management that he wouldn’t be able to settle the bill before his departure, they informed him that they would impound all his belongings. So Ronnie and I paid Tiffany’s a visit, and collected a seven-hundred-and-twenty-dollar refund on the diamond earrings and the silver cigarette case. After settling his Hampshire House bill, the remaining three hundred and twenty dollars paid for a month’s deposit and two months’ rent at the Ansonia. Jack insisted on organizing the van which moved Eric’s stuff to his new apartment. Just as he also arranged for two painters to strip the new apartment of its cheerless wallpaper, and brighten the place up with several coats of white emulsion.

Eric and I were both overwhelmed by Jack’s generosity.

“You know, you really don’t have to be doing this,” I told Jack as I cooked dinner at my place. It was the Monday after Eric moved apartments, and the painters had started work that day.

“Hiring a couple of painters for two days isn’t exactly going to break the bank. Anyway, I had a bit of a bonus windfall. Out of nowhere, I was handed a check for over eight hundred dollars. It’s Steele and Sherwood’s way of saying thank you for bagging a new insurance client. When things are going well for you, you should help others, right?”

“Sure. But I always thought that, when it came to Eric . . .”

“Hell, that’s all in the past. As far as I’m concerned, he’s family. And he’s in trouble. I know how I’d feel if I was forced to move from the Hampshire House to the Ansonia. So, if a coat of paint cheers the new place up a little bit for your brother, it’s money well spent. I also hate what’s happened to you.”

“I’ll be okay,” I said, not exactly sounding convinced.

“Have you gotten back to Saturday/Sunday since the meeting with your editor?”

“No.”

“You have to accept their offer, Sara. Your editor’s right—if you fight Saturday/Sunday, you’ll lose. Take the money, darling. Take a break. In a month or two, all this naming names stuff should blow over. It’s gotten way out of hand. It’s gone crazy.”

I wanted to believe Jack that the nightmarish game called blacklisting would be over soon. Just as I wanted to reject Saturday/Sunday’s offer of two hundred dollars a week as a retainer fee. Because, after all, what they were offering me was a Faustian Bargain: money to balm their guilt at suspending me . . . out of the absurd fear that their so-called “family magazine” mightn’t look so “family” if it was discovered that one of their columnists shared her bed with a married man, and had an ex-Communist brother who also practiced “the love that dare not speak its name.”

His Godship really likes you, Sara—as we all do. We don’t want to lose you. We just think that, until this entire issue with your brother is resolved, it’s best if you lie low for a while.

God, Imogen looked so conscience-stricken when she hit me with that suggestion. But, of course, like everyone else, she too felt under threat. Had she not “followed orders,” she might have found her own position at the magazine in jeopardy. Or maybe questions would have been asked about her loyalty to God and Country. That was the worst thing about the blacklist—the way it scared everyone away from acts of common good, and appealed to the most basic of human instincts: personal survival . . . at all costs.

“Take the money, darling.”

In the end, I did. Because Jack was right: this was a fight I could not win. And because I also knew that Saturday/Sunday could have simply dropped me without cause. At least this way, I would be guaranteed a salary for the next six months—and the money would be very useful in keeping Eric afloat.

The Winchell column about Eric’s dismissal didn’t just result in his eviction from the Hampshire House. One by one, every restaurant or emporium that once welcomed him as a great customer (and, noting his free-spending ways, granted him credit) slammed the door in his face. A few days after his move to the Ansonia, he arranged to meet Ronnie for an after-midnight drink at the Stork Club. But when he showed up, the maître d’ informed him that his presence wasn’t desired. Eric knew the guy by name (“Hell, I used to give him a ten-buck tip every week”). He pleaded to be let in.

“Sorry, Mr. Smythe,” the maître d’ said. “I don’t make the rules. And I think the management is a little worried about the tab you owe us.”

The next day, the Stork Club tab arrived: seven hundred and forty-four dollars and thirty-eight cents. To be paid within twenty-eight days, or else.

This demand was quickly followed by similar ones from Alfred Dunhill, 21, El Morocco, and Saks Fifth Avenue—all of which asked that he settle up his accounts within four weeks or face legal proceedings.

“I never knew so many people read Walter Winchell,” I said, sifting through this small stack of threatening letters.

“Oh, that bastard is enormously popular. Because, of course, he’s such a great American.”

“Did you really spend a hundred and seventy-five dollars on a pair of handmade brogues?” I asked, scanning one of the attached bills.

“A fool and his money are quickly parted.”

“Let me guess: Bud Abbott, or maybe it was Lou Costello? Of course, it wouldn’t be Oscar Wilde.”

“I don’t think so—though he’s a gentleman with whom I am now feeling a growing rapport. Especially as I can write my own “Ballad of Reading Gaol” after HUAC finds me in contempt of court.”

“One drama at a time, please. You haven’t been subpoenaed by the committee yet.”

“Oh yes I have,” he said, picking up a document off the chipped card table that he was now using as a makeshift desk. “Good news comes in big bundles. This arrived this morning. A Federal official actually showed up here personally, and shoved it into my hand. I’ve even got a date for my appearance: July twenty-first. Washington’s pretty humid in July, isn’t it? So are most federal penitentiaries.”

“You’re not going to jail, Eric.”

“Oh yes I am. Because the committee will demand names. Under oath, of course. When I refuse to provide them with this information, I will most definitely be going to jail. That’s how it works.”

“We’ll call Joel Eberts. You need some legal counsel.”

“No, I don’t. Because the equation here is a simple one: cooperate and avoid the slammer. Don’t cooperate, and enjoy six months to a year as a guest of the United States government in one of their select prisons.”

“First things first, Eric. Give me all the bills.”

“No way.”

“I’ve got the cash in the bank. It’s not a stretch . . .”

“I won’t let you pay for my stupidity.”

“It’s just money, Eric.”

“I was profligate.”

“Also known as generous. So let me be generous back. What’s the total damage? About five grand?”

“I am ashamed of myself.”

“You’ll be even more ashamed when you’re hauled into court for nonpayment of bills. This way, your debts are cleared. It’s one less worry. You’ve got enough to deal with.”

“All right, all right,” he said, tossing me the pile of bills. “Play Good Samaritan. But on one condition: that five grand is considered a loan. To be paid back as soon as I get some work.”

“If it makes you feel better, fine—call it a loan. But I’m never going to ask you for the money.”

“I can’t stand all this generosity.”

I laughed. And said, “Next thing you know, you might have to renounce misanthropy and start accepting that there are a few decent people out there who actually care about you.”

I paid off Eric’s bills the next day. I also called Imogen Woods at Saturday/Sunday and informed her that I would accept the magazine’s leave-of-absence offer. She assured me that, six months from now, I’d be back writing for them.

“Please don’t hate me,” she said. “I’m just caught in the middle like everyone else.”

“Everyone’s caught in the middle, aren’t they?”

“What are you going to do with the six months?”

“My first goal is trying to keep my brother out of jail.”

Actually, my first goal was trying to snap Eric out of the depression into which he quickly descended. A depression that deepened when Ronnie was offered an amazing job opportunity: a three-month nationwide tour as part of Count Basie’s orchestra. The offer arrived a week after he moved into the Ansonia with Eric. Privately he told me that—though he was over the moon about the prospect of playing in Basie’s big band—he was reluctant to take the gig. Because he was worried about Eric’s mental stability.

Over coffee at Gitlitz’s deli, Ronnie told me, “He’s not sleeping, and he’s drinking a fifth of Canadian Club every night.”

“I’ll talk to him,” I said.

“Good luck. He doesn’t want to be talked to.”

“Have you let him know about the Basie offer?”

“Of course. ‘Go, go,’ he tells me. ‘I’ll be fine without you.’”

“You want to take the job, don’t you?”

“It’s a chance to play with the Count . . . of course I want it.”

“Then take it.”

“But . . . Eric needs me. And he’s going to need me even more in the run-up to his Committee appearance.”

“I’ll be here.”

“I’m scared for him.”

“Don’t be,” I lied. “Once he finds some new work, he’ll settle back down again.”

To his credit, Eric did knock on a lot of doors after his dismissal from NBC. Initially, he was optimistic about his employment prospects. After all, he was Eric Smythe—the majordomo writer from the Marty Manning Show; a man who was widely regarded in New York as one of the true comedic innovators in that newfangled medium called television. What’s more, he also had the reputation for being a consummate pro. He was smart, mischievous, and fast. When it came to cranking out material, he always made a deadline—and it was constantly fresh and original. As everyone in the business acknowledged, he was good news.

But no one would now hire him. Nor would they even meet with him. As soon as he was settled at the Ansonia, he started working the phone, trying to line up appointments with assorted producers and agents around town.

“I must have made a dozen calls yesterday,” he said when I dropped by the apartment with a bag of groceries for him. “The people I was calling were guys who’d been after me in the past to write for them. Not one of them was available to speak with me. Three were in meetings, four were at lunch, and the rest were out of town.”

“Well,” I said, “maybe it was just your unlucky day.”

“Thank you, Louisa May Alcott, for looking on the bright side of life.”

“I’m just saying—don’t panic yet.”

By five the next afternoon, however, complete panic had set in. Once again, Eric had called the same twelve producers and agents. Once again, none of them was available to speak to him.

“So, do you know what I decided to do?” he said on the phone to me. “I decided to jump the Broadway local down to Fiftieth Street and pay a little speculative lunchtime visit to Jack Dempsey’s—where half of the comedy agents in New York meet to talk shop every day. There must have been, I don’t know, maybe six of these guys sitting around a table. All of them knew me. All of them, at one time or another, tried to get me as a client . . . although I was one of those proud bastards who always maintained that he never needed an agent. Anyway, in I saunter to Jack Dempsey’s. As soon as the table sees me approaching, it’s like the local leper has made an appearance. Half the guys wouldn’t talk to me. The others suddenly had to be elsewhere. Within two minutes of me turning up, the table was cleared. With the exception of this one old guy, Moe Canter. He must be around seventy-two. He’s been handling acts since the days of vaudeville. A straight shooter, Moe. As soon as everyone’s fled the scene, he tells me to sit down and buys me a cup of coffee. And he gives it to me straight:

“‘Eric, what can I tell you? People in our business are scared. Everyone’s terrified of ending up on some congressman’s shit list—and they will snub their own brother if it means staying alive professionally. So, for the moment, I think you should consider another line of work. Because—after the Winchell item—you’re an untouchable in this town. I’m sorry—but that’s how it is.’

“He then told me how much he admired me for refusing to rat on my friends. Know what I said back? ‘Everyone loves a hero . . . as long as he’s dead.’”

I took a deep breath. I tried to sound reasonable. “All right,” I said, “this is bad, but . . .”

“Bad? It’s a fucking catastrophe. My career is kaput. Yours too. And it’s completely my fault.”

“Don’t say that. And don’t completely write yourself off as yet. Remember, the Winchell piece appeared only a week ago. So it’s still fresh in everyone’s memory. A month from now . . .”

“You’re right. Everyone will have forgotten about the Winchell item. Instead, they’ll be focusing on my contempt citation from the House Committee Un-American Activities. And after my performance in front of the congressmen, I’m certain the employment opportunities will just keep rolling in.”

I could hear liquid being poured into a glass. “What is that?”

“Canadian Club.”

“You now start drinking at three in the afternoon?”

“No, today I actually started drinking at two.”

“You have me worried.”

“There’s nothing to worry about. Hell, I can always make a living churning out sonnets. Or maybe I’ll corner the market in epic Norse verse. Now there’s a section of the writing market that’s probably blacklist-proof. All I need to do is brush up my Icelandic and . . .”

“I’m coming over,” I said.

“No need, S. I am feeling just hunky-dory.”

“I’ll be there in five minutes.”

“I won’t be. I have an important appointment this afternoon . . .”

“With whom?”

“With the Loew’s Eighty-fourth Street movie house. They’re showing a helluva double feature: Sudden Fear with Joan Crawford, Gloria Graham, and the delectable Jack Palance, followed by The Steel Trap with Joe Cotton. An afternoon of pure monochromatic bliss.”

“At least let Jack and me take you to dinner tonight.”

“Dinner? Hang on, I must consult my social diary . . . No, I’m afraid I’m otherwise engaged this evening.”

“What are you doing?”

“According to my calendar, I’m getting drunk. Alone.”

“Why are you avoiding me?”

“I vant to be alone, dahling.”

“Just meet me for a fast cup of coffee.”

“Ve’ll talk tomorrow, dahling. And please, don’t call back—because the phone will be off the hook.”

He hung up. Naturally I tried to phone right back. The line was busy. So I threw on my coat and dashed down the three blocks of Broadway which separated my apartment from the Ansonia Hotel. When I reached its seedy reception desk, the clerk told me that my brother had just left the building. So I hopped a cab north, and paid seventy-five cents for a ticket to the Loew’s Eighty-fourth Street. I scoured the orchestra, I scoured the loge, I scoured the balcony. No sign of my brother. Sudden Fear was playing as I conducted my search. When I realized that Eric was nowhere to be found, I slumped into a seat. On-screen, Joan Crawford was having words with Jack Palance:

“Remember what Nietzsche said—live dangerously.”

“You know what happened to Nietzsche?”

“What?”

“He died.”

I left the movie house. I returned home. I called the Ansonia. There was no answer in Eric’s room. Jack came home from work. He sat vigil with me all evening. Every half hour I phoned the Ansonia. Still no answer from my brother. Around nine, Jack went out and did a search of local bars, while I sat by the phone. Jack was back within an hour, having turned up no sign of Eric. At midnight, Jack called it quits and went to bed. I continued to sit by the phone in the living room. Eventually I nodded off. When I came to again, it was six thirty. Jack was dressed and handing me a cup of coffee.

“You must feel great,” he said.

“Try diabolical.”

I took a fast sip of the coffee, then dialed the Ansonia. “Sorry,” the switchboard operator said after a dozen rings. “No answer at that extension.”

I hung up. “Maybe I should call the police,” I said.

“You last spoke to him yesterday afternoon, right?”

I nodded.

“Well, the cops aren’t going to do anything about a guy who’s been missing for less than twenty-four hours. Give it until this afternoon. If you haven’t heard from him by then, we’ll get worried. Okay?”

I let him pull me up and enfold me in a big hug. “Try to get some proper sleep,” he said. “And call me at the office if you need me.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Tell them you’re a Miss Olson from Standard Life in Hartford—and my nosy secretary won’t think a thing about it.”

“Who’s Miss Olson?”

“Someone I just made up. Try not to worry about Eric, eh? I’m sure he’s fine.”

“You’ve been amazing through all this.”

He shook his head. “I wish I could do more.”

I fell into bed. When I stirred again, it was just after noon. I grabbed the bedside phone and called the Ansonia. This time I got lucky. Eric—sounding sleepy as hell—answered.

“Oh thank God,” I said.

“What the hell are you so thankful for?”

“Your safe return. Where have you been?”

“My usual all-night haunts—ending up at the New Liberty picture house on Forty-second Street. Me and the local tramp fraternity—sleeping it off in the balcony.”

“You know, I did go searching for you at the Loew’s Eighty-fourth Street yesterday afternoon.”

“Figured you would do that—which is why I decided to catch a double bill at New Liberty.”

“Why are you avoiding me? You’ve never shut me out, Eric.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything. Listen, I’m going back to sleep now. And the phone is going off the hook. Don’t call us. We’ll call you . . . as everyone in New York now tells me.”

Naturally I did try to call him back. But the line was constantly busy. I fought the urge to march down to the Ansonia and confront him. Instead I used the Miss Olson alias and called Jack. He gave me sound advice: back right off. Give him a few days on his own.

“He has to come to terms with this stuff by himself,” Jack said.

“But he’s in no fit condition to be left alone.”

“He hasn’t gone mental yet, has he?”

“No—he’s just drinking all the time, and staying out all night.”

“He’s grieving. What’s happened to him is like a death. You’ve got to let it run its course. Right now, nothing you say to him will make sense. Because he can’t see sense.”

So I didn’t call him for three days. I waited until five in the afternoon on Friday. He sounded reasonably awake and sober.

“I’ve got a new job,” he said.

“Really?” I said, suddenly excited.

“Absolutely. In fact, it’s more than a job—it’s a newfound vocation.”

“Tell me.”

“I am now a professional drifter.”

“Eric . . .”

“Hear me out. It’s such fantastic work; the most productive way imaginable of squandering time. What I do all day is wander. Drifting from movie house to movie house. Grabbing a twenty-five-cent lunch at the Automat. Loitering in the Metropolitan and Natural History museums, walking, walking, walking. Do you know that yesterday, I actually strolled right up from West Seventy-fourth Street to Washington Heights? It only took me around three hours. Part of me wanted to keep on hiking north to the Cloisters, but as it was three in the morning . . .”

“You walked up to Washington Heights in the middle of the night? Are you nuts?”

“No—just fulfilling my role as a drifter.”

“Have you been drinking much?”

“Certainly not while I’m asleep. But I do have some additional news on the work front.”

“Really?” I said.

“Yes—splendid news. I decided to bypass the agent route and instead opened my telephone book and offered my services to five different comedians I know. Guess what? All of them turned me down. These aren’t even top-echelon comics. These are the sort of midgrade guys who play the midgrade clubs in the Poconos and the Catskills and West Palm Beach. So my stock has sunk so low that even the second-raters don’t want to know me.”

“As I’ve told you again and again, this initial period is going to be rough. Once you get the HUAC hearing out of the way . . .”

“And I serve my year behind bars . . .”

“All right, say it comes to that. Say you do go to jail. It will be terrible, but you’ll get through it. When the blacklist ends, not only will you be respected for refusing to name names, but . . .”

“When the blacklist ends? Will you listen to yourself. The chances of the blacklist ending are currently up there with me becoming secretary of state. Even if the whole damn thing ends up discredited, the mud will stick. I’ll always be regarded as the never-married one-time Communist. No one will ever want to hire me again.”

He refused to be talked out of this bleak perspective. Just as he also refused to let me see him. Once again, I charged down to the Ansonia. Once again, he was gone by the time I got there. It was another twenty-four hours before I made telephone contact with him again. This time, I didn’t ask for a lengthy explanation about his whereabouts over the last night and day. I tried to sound practical.

“How are you doing for money at the moment?” I asked.

“Rolling in it. Lighting Cuban cigars with five-dollar bills.”

“Delighted to hear it. I’ll be leaving fifty dollars for you in an envelope in reception.”

“No, thanks.”

“Eric, I know what your financial position is.”

“Ronnie gave me some cash before he left.”

“How much?”

“Plenty.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“That’s your problem, S.”

“Why won’t you let me help you?”

“Because you’ve paid a high enough price for my idiocy. Got to go now.”

“Am I going to see you for dinner this weekend?”

“No,” he said—and put down the phone.

I placed fifty dollars in an envelope and handed it in to the Ansonia’s reception. The next morning, I found it on my front doormat—the name Eric crossed out and Sara penciled over in my brother’s distinctive scrawl. That day, I must have left a dozen messages for him. No reply. In despair, I managed to track Ronnie down to a hotel in Cleveland. He was shocked when I told him of Eric’s increasingly erratic behavior.

“I phone him about twice a week,” Ronnie said, “and he always sounds okay to me.”

“He said you left him some money . . .”

“Yeah, around thirty bucks.”

“But you went off on tour ten days ago. He must be broke. He’s got to accept my money.”

“He won’t—out of guilt for what happened to you at Saturday/Sunday.”

“But he knows they’re paying me two hundred dollars a week as a retainer. And I’ve got no mortgage, no dependents. So why shouldn’t he take fifty? It still leaves me plenty . . .”

“I don’t have to tell you how your brother works, do I? The guy’s got a huge conscience and a lousy streak of pigheadedness. It’s a bad combination.”

“Would he accept the money from you?”

“Yeah—he might. But there’s no way I could come up with fifty bucks a week.”

“I’ve got an idea.”

That afternoon, I walked down to Western Union and wired fifty dollars to Ronnie at his hotel in Cleveland. The next day, he wired it back to Eric at the Ansonia. I called Ronnie that night in his next port of call: Cincinnati.

“I had to feed Eric some crap about Basie giving everyone in the band a raise,” he said, “but he didn’t seem particularly suspicious. I think he really needs the cash. Because he told me he’d go straight down to Western Union with the wire and pick up the cash.”

“Well, at least we know that he’ll now have enough money each week to keep himself fed. Now if I could just get him to see me.”

“He’ll want to see you when he’s ready to see you. I know he’s missing you.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because he told me, that’s how.”

As instructed, I kept my distance. I made my daily phone call to check up on his well-being. If I was lucky, I reached Eric when he was sober and reasonably lucid. Usually, however, he sounded either drunk or hungover, and basically dispirited. I stopped inquiring about whether he’d been exploring other possible work options. Instead, I listened to his monologues about the five movies he’d seen the previous day. Or the books he’d been reading at the Forty-second Street Library (he’d become one of the habitués of its Reading Room). Or the Broadway show he’d “second-acted” last night:

“Second-acting is such an easy thing to do,” he told me. “You stand near the theater until the first intermission. When everyone comes pouring out for a cigarette, you mingle with the crowd, step inside and find yourself an empty seat at the back of the orchestra. And you get to see the next two acts free of charge. What a ruse, eh?”

“Absolutely,” I said, trying to sound cheerful, trying to pretend that sneaking into Broadway shows was a perfectly acceptable activity for a man crowding forty.

What I really wanted to do was to intervene—to run down to the Ansonia, bundle Eric into a car, and take him up to Maine for a few weeks. I’d actually broached this idea with him on the phone—arguing that some time out of New York would be beneficial, and would give him some perspective.

“Oh I get it,” he said. “After a week of walking along an empty beach, my equilibrium will be repaired, my faith in humanity restored, and I will be in up-top shape to parry with all the delightful folk on the Un-American Affairs Committee.”

“I just think a change of scene might prove beneficial.”

“Sorry—no sale.”

I stopped begging to see him. Instead, I found a desk clerk at the Ansonia—Joey—who was happy to keep me informed about Eric’s comings-and-goings for five bucks a week. I knew this was a form of surveillance—but I had to somehow keep tabs on his general mental and physical condition. Joey had my home number, in case of an emergency. A week before his HUAC appearance, the phone rang at three in the morning. Jack—asleep next to me—bolted upright. So did I. I reached for the receiver, expecting the worst.

“Miss Smythe, Joey here at the Ansonia. Sorry to call you in the middle of the night, but you did say I should phone anytime if there was a problem . . .”

“What’s happened?” I said, genuinely frightened.

“Don’t worry—your brother’s not hurt. But he showed up here around fifteen minutes ago, bombed out of his head. I tell you, he was so gone that myself and the night detective had to carry him in from the cab. As soon as we got him upstairs, he was sick everywhere. He was bringing up a lot of blood . . .”

“Call an ambulance.”

“It’s already been done. They should be here in a couple of minutes.”

“I’m on my way.”

Jack and I were dressed and out the door in an instant. We grabbed a cab down to the Ansonia. An ambulance was parked out front. As we raced into the lobby, Eric was being brought downstairs on a stretcher. In the last three weeks since we met, he’d aged around ten years. His face seemed emaciated, skeletal. He had a scraggy beard, currently dappled in blood. His hair had become flimsy, his hands bony, his fingernails ravaged and dirty. He looked undernourished, cadaverous. But it was his eyes that scared me the most. Red, bloodshot, glassy—as if he had been permanently shell-shocked by life. I took his hand. It felt so thin, so devoid of weight. I called his name. He just stared blankly at me. I started to cry. Jack—white with shock—held me as the ambulance men rolled him outside and loaded him into the back of their van.

We were allowed to ride with him. The ambulance took off down Broadway at speed. I held Eric’s hand during the five-minute ride to Roosevelt Hospital. My eyes were brimming. I kept shaking my head.

“I should never have left him on his own,” I said.

“You did everything you could.”

“Everything? Look at him, Jack. I failed him.”

“Stop that,” he said. “You’ve failed nobody.”

At the hospital, Eric was rushed straight into the emergency room. An hour went by. Jack disappeared to an all-night coffee shop around the corner and came back with doughnuts and coffee. He smoked cigarette after cigarette. I kept pacing the floor of the waiting room, wondering why the hell we hadn’t heard anything. Eventually, a tired-looking doctor in a white coat emerged through the swing doors of the ER. He was around thirty, and had a lit cigarette in a corner of his mouth.

“Someone here waiting for a Mr.—” he glanced down at the chart in this hand “—Eric Smythe?”

Jack and I immediately approached the doctor. He asked me my relationship to Mr. Smythe. I told him.

“Well, Miss Smythe—your brother is suffering from a combination of malnutrition, alcoholic poisoning, and a ruptured duodenal ulcer that would have probably killed him in another two hours if he hadn’t been rushed here. How the hell did he get so undernourished?”

I heard myself say, “It’s my fault.” Immediately, Jack jumped in:

“Don’t listen to her, Doctor. Mr. Smythe has been having some serious professional career problems, and has essentially allowed himself to go to hell. His sister has done all she could . . .”

The doctor cut him off. “I’m not trying to apportion blame here. I just want to know what brought him to the state he’s in now. Because we’ve had to rush him up to operating theater . . .”

“Oh my God,” I said.

“When the duodenal gland ruptures, it’s either surgery or death. But I think we got to him just in time. The next couple of hours will be crucial. Please feel free to make yourself at home. Or if you give us a number, we’ll call . . .”

“I’m staying,” I said. Jack nodded in agreement.

The doctor left us. I sank into a waiting room seat, trying to keep my emotions in check. Jack sat down next to me. He put his arm around my shoulders.

“He’s going to make it,” he said.

“This should never have happened . . .”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Yes, it is. I shouldn’t have left him to his own devices.”

“I’m not going to listen to you beat yourself up . . .”

“He’s everything to me, Jack. Everything.”

I put my face into his shoulder. After a moment I said, “That didn’t come out the way I meant it to . . .”

“Sure. I understand.”

“Now I’ve hurt you.”

“Stop,” he said softly. “You don’t need to explain.”

By seven that morning, there was no further word on Eric’s condition—except that he was out of the operating theater, and had been transferred to the intensive care unit. Jack offered to call in sick to work, but I insisted that he go to his office. He made me promise that I’d call him every hour with an update—even if there was no news.

As soon as he left, I stretched out on a sofa in the waiting room and passed right out. The next thing I knew, a nurse was shaking me. “Miss Smythe, you can go see your brother now.”

I was instantly awake. “Is he all right?”

“He lost a lot of blood, but he pulled through. Just.”

I was escorted through the emergency room to a dark, crowded public ward at the extreme rear of the hospital. Eric was in a bed at the end of a row of twenty beds. The noise was deafening—an endless discord of distressed patients, brusque orderlies, and people shouting to be heard over the ward’s cavernous acoustic. Eric was groggy, but lucid. He was lying flat, a sheet pulled up to his neck, two large intravenous tubes of plasma and a clear viscous liquid disappearing under the covers. He said nothing for a moment or two. I kissed his forehead. I stroked his face. I tried not to cry. I failed.

“Now that’s stupid,” he said in a thick, postanesthetic voice.

“What?”

“Crying—as if I was dead.”

“A couple of hours ago, you looked dead.”

“I feel it right now. Get me out of here, S.”

“In your dreams.”

“I mean . . . get me a room. NBC will pay . . .”

I didn’t answer him—as it was pretty damn obvious that he was delirious.

“Get me a room,” he said again. “NBC . . .”

“Let’s not bring that up now,” I said, continuing to stroke his forehead.

“They never canceled my insurance . . .”

“What?”

“In my wallet . . .”

I nabbed a porter who found Eric’s wallet (it had been locked away in the hospital safe after he was admitted—along with his watch and the seven dollars in cash that was his current net worth). In the wallet there was a Mutual Life card, on the back of which was a phone number. I called it—and discovered that Eric was still on the NBC corporate health and life plan.

“Yes, I have been able to dig out his file,” said the Mutual Life clerk with whom I spoke. “And we are aware of the fact that Mr. Smythe is no longer an NBC employee. But under the terms of this policy, his medical and life benefits remain in force until December thirty-first, nineteen fifty-two.”

“So I can have him moved to a private room in Roosevelt Hospital.”

“I’m afraid you can.”

Within an hour, Eric was relocated to a small, but reasonably pleasant room on an upper floor of the hospital. He was still deeply groggy.

“What? No view?” was his only comment about his new surroundings before he passed out again.

At four that afternoon, I called Jack and assured him that Eric was out of danger. Then I went home, and slept until morning. When I woke, I found Jack asleep beside me. I curled my arms around him. Tragedy had been averted. Eric had pulled through. And I had this extraordinary man in bed beside me.

“You are everything to me too,” I whispered. But he just snored on.

I got up, showered, dressed, and brought Jack breakfast in bed.

As always, he lit a cigarette after taking his first sip of coffee.

“How are you bearing up?” he asked.

“You know, the world always looks better after twelve hours of sleep.”

“Damn right. What time are you heading to the hospital?”

“In about a half hour. Can you come with me?”

“I’ve got this early meeting in Newark . . .”

“No problem.”

“But give him my best. And tell him I’m here if he needs me for anything . . .”

On my way down to the hospital, the thought struck me that Jack had worked out his own way of dealing with my brother. Ever since the blacklisting, he’d been scrupulously correct (and generous) toward Eric—but from a careful distance. He avoided having to deal with him face to face. I couldn’t blame him . . . especially as he well knew that the FBI had his name as the man in my life. And I hugely admired the fact that he had, in his own quiet way, stuck by Eric throughout this crisis . . . whereas many people would have been terrified to even be vaguely associated with him.

Eric was awake when I reached the hospital. Though still gaunt and haggard, a minor hint of color had returned to his cheeks. And he was a bit more lucid than yesterday.

“Do I look as bad as I feel?”

“Yes. You do.”

“That’s direct.”

“You deserve direct. What the hell were you trying to do?”

“Drink a lot.”

“And not eat at the same time?”

“Food takes up valuable boozing time.”

“You’re lucky that Joey at the Ansonia was with you . . .”

“I really wanted to go, S.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s the truth. I couldn’t see a way out . . .”

“I’ve told you over and over, you will get through this. But only if you let me help you through it.”

“I’m not worth the price you’ve paid . . .”

I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together.

“Know what this is? The world’s smallest violin.”

He managed a smile. I took his hand. And said, “What else do we have except life?”

“Booze.”

“Maybe—but I’ve got some bad news on that front. According to the doctor I spoke to on the way in here, your drinking days are over. Your duodenal is now hanging on by a thread. Given time, it should repair itself. But even after it heals, your stomach won’t be able to handle booze anymore. Sorry to tell you this . . .”

“Not as sorry as me.”

“The doctor also said you’re going to be in here for at least two weeks.”

“At least NBC has to pick up the tab.”

“Yes—that is rather gratifying”

“What about my little appearance in front of HUAC next week?”

“I’ll get Joel Eberts to postpone it.”

“Permanently, if possible.”

As it turned out, Mr. Eberts was only able to get a monthlong postponement of the HUAC subpoena. During that time, Eric managed to dry out and recuperate. After his two-week stay at Roosevelt Hospital, I convinced him to let me rent us a cottage in Sagaponack. Back then, that corner of Long Island was still completely undeveloped. Sagaponack was a tiny fishing village—a real briny, ungentrified community of lobster boats and spit-on-the-floor bars and leathery-looking fishermen. Even though it was only three hours by train from Manhattan, it felt completely remote. The place we rented was a simple weather-beaten two-bedroom structure which fronted a vast empty beach. At first, Eric could only manage to sit in the sand, and stare out at the breaking waters of Long Island Sound. By the end of our two weeks there, he was walking a mile or so on the beach every day. Though he was on a strict bland diet (I became an expert at making macaroni and cheese), he still managed to put on a little weight. More tellingly, he started to sleep eight to ten hours a night. We did as little as possible during the day. There was a shelf of cheap detective novels in the cottage—which we devoured. There was no radio, no television. We didn’t buy a newspaper during the entire two weeks of our stay. Eric let it be known that he wanted to cut himself off from the world beyond this beach. I had no objections to this plan. After the past few weeks, I too wanted to slam the door on that jumbled disorder called life. Of course, I missed Jack terribly. I’d invited him to come out for a few days—but he said he was currently overwhelmed at work . . . and the weekends were out because those days were sacrosanct for Dorothy and Charlie. There was no phone at the cottage. Instead, I would walk in to the village twice a week and wait in the post office for a call from Jack. The agreed time was three in the afternoon on Tuesdays and Thursdays. He was always prompt. The local postmistress also ran the switchboard, and struck me as a deeply nosy type—so I was careful not to mention anything about the blacklist or Jack’s family on the phone. If she was listening in (and I’m pretty sure she was), all she heard was two people missing each other terribly. But every time I suggested he try to pop out for just a day and a night, Jack was adamant that he was under far too much work pressure right now.

As it turned out, the two weeks passed in a delicious blur. On the night before we left, Eric and I planted ourselves on the beach to watch the sun dissolve into the Sound. As the beach was bathed in a malt whiskey haze of fading light, Eric said,

“At moments like this, I think to myself: it’s cocktail time.”

“At least you’re still here to see moments like this.”

“But moments like these are much better with a gin martini. In the coming weeks, I know I’m really going to miss alcohol.”

“Everything will be fine.”

“No. It won’t. Four days from now, I face that fucking committee.”

“You’ll survive it.”

“We’ll see.”

The next morning we returned to the city. We reached Penn Station by noon and shared a cab uptown. I dropped Eric off at the Ansonia.

We agreed to meet for breakfast tomorrow at nine—after which I was going to accompany him downtown for a meeting with Joel Eberts.

“Do we really have to do this Eberts thing?” he asked me as the Ansonia’s doorman took his bag out of the trunk.

“He’s your lawyer. He’s going to be with you when you face the committee on Friday. So it’s best if he runs through with you some sort of strategy beforehand.”

“There’s no strategy involved in taking the Fifth.”

“Let’s worry about this tomorrow,” I said. “Now go upstairs and call Ronnie. Where’s he playing tonight?”

“I don’t know. I’ve got his tour schedule buried somewhere.”

“Go find it—and make that call. I’m sure he’s dying to hear from you.”

“Thank you for the last two weeks. We should do this more often.”

“We will.”

“You mean, after I get out of jail.”

I kissed him goodbye. I climbed back into the cab and rode the four blocks north to West 77th Street. I spent the afternoon sorting through my accumulated mail. There was a substantial package from Saturday Night/Sunday Morning—containing twenty letters from assorted readers, all of whom saw the notice in the magazine of my so-called sabbatical, and wished me a speedy return into print.

“I’m going to miss you,” a Miss M. Medford of South Falmouth, Maine, wrote me. I felt a sharp stab of loss when I read that. Because—though I’d never say so in front of Eric or Jack—I desperately missed being in print.

Around four, I left the apartment and ran out for groceries. I was back just before five. Then minutes later, I heard a key turn in the front lock. I pulled open the door, I pulled Jack into the apartment. Within a minute, I had him in bed. Half an hour later, we finally spoke.

“I think I missed you,” I said.

“I think I missed you too.”

Eventually we got up. I made us dinner. We ate, we drank a bottle of Chianti, we went back to bed. I don’t remember what time we fell asleep. I do remember waking with a jolt. Someone was ringing my doorbell. It took me a moment or two to realize that it was the middle of the night. Four eighteen, according to the bedside clock. The doorbell rang again. Jack stirred.

“What the hell . . . ,” he said groggily.

“I’ll deal with it,” I said, putting on my robe and heading into the kitchen. I picked up the earpiece of the intercom. I pressed the talk button and muttered a sleepy “Hello.”

“Is this Sara Smythe?” asked a gruff voice.

“Yes. Who are you?”

“Police. Could you please let us in.”

Oh no. Oh God, no.

For a moment or two, I was rooted to the spot, unable to move. Then I heard the gruff voice again in my ear.

“Miss Smythe . . . are you still there?”

I hit the button that opened the street door. A moment or two later, I heard a knock on my own door. But I couldn’t bring myself to answer it. The knocking became louder. I heard Jack getting out of bed. He came into the kitchen, tying his robe around him He found me standing near the intercom, leaning my head against the wall.

“Jesus Christ, what’s happened?” he said.

“Please answer the door,” I said.

The knocking was now insistent.

“Who the hell is there?”

“The police.”

He turned white. He walked out into the foyer. I heard him unlock the door.

“Is Sara Smythe here?” asked the same gruff voice I heard on the intercom.

“What’s going on, Officer?” asked Jack.

“We need to speak with Miss Smythe.”

A moment later, two uniformed policemen entered the kitchen. Jack was behind them. One of them approached me. He was around fifty, with a large, soft face, and the vexed look of someone with bad news to impart.

“Are you Sara Smythe?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Do you have a brother named Eric?”

I didn’t answer him. I just sank to the floor, crying.


TWENTY

THE POLICE DROVE us downtown. I sat in the back of the car with Jack. My head was buried in his shoulder. He had both his arms around me. He held me so tightly it felt as if he was almost restraining me. I needed to be restrained—because I was on the verge of coming apart.

First light was creeping into the night sky as we headed east on 34th Street. No one in the car said anything. The two cops stared ahead at the rain-streaked windscreen, ignoring the crackling static of their two-way radio. Jack was doing his best to be silently supportive—but his sense of shock was palpable. I could hear the hammer-blow pounding of his heart against his chest. Maybe he was frightened I might start howling again—which is what I did with uncontrollable anguish after they told me the news. For around half an hour afterward, I lay on my bed, the sheets gripped tightly against my chest. I was inconsolable. Whenever Jack tried to comfort me, I screamed at him to go away. I was so out of control—so desolate—that I could not bear the idea of anyone offering me comfort at a moment when I was beyond comfort, beyond solace. Eventually one of the cops asked me if I needed medical assistance. That’s when I somehow managed to pull myself together, and got dressed. Jack and one of the cops each took an arm to help me out of the car—but I politely shrugged them off. As Eric himself would have said (wickedly imitating Father): a Smythe never falls apart in public. Even when she has just been given the worst possible news.

Now, I was too incapacitated to cry. The grief I felt was so infinite, so incalculable that it went beyond mere tears, or howls of anguish. I was devoid of speech, devoid of reason. All the way downtown, all I could do was lay my head against Jack, and try to force myself to remain contained.

We turned south on Second Avenue for two blocks, then headed east again on 32nd Street until we pulled up at the side entrance of a squat brick building. Chiseled above its front door were the words: “Office of the Medical Examiner of the City of New York.”

The police escorted us through a side entrance, marked: “Deliveries.” Inside, there was an elderly black gentleman sitting behind a desk. He was the morgue’s St. Peter. When one of the officers leaned forward and said, “Smythe,” the gentleman opened a large ledger, and ran his finger down a page until he stopped at my brother’s name. Then he picked up a phone and dialed a number.

“Smythe,” he said quietly into the receiver. “Cabinet fifty-eight.”

I felt myself getting precarious again. Sensing this, Jack put his arm around my waist. “After a moment, a white-coated attendant came into this waiting area. “You here to identify Smythe?” he asked tonelessly.

One of the cops nodded. The attendant motioned with his thumb to follow him. We trooped down a narrow corridor, painted an institutional green and lit by fluorescent tubes. We stopped in front of a metal door. He opened it. We were now in a small room, as refrigerated as a meat locker. There was a wall of numbered stainless-steel cabinets. The attendant walked over to cabinet 58. One of the officers gently nudged me forward. Jack stood by my side. He tightened his grip on my arm. There was a long silent moment. The officers glanced awkwardly at me. The attendant began to absently drum his fingers against the steel door. Finally I took a long deep breath and nodded at the attendant.

The cabinet slid open with a long whoosh. My eyes snapped shut. After a moment I forced them open. Eric was lying before me—covered from the neck down by a rough white sheet. His eyes were closed. His skin seemed bleached. His lips had turned blue. He didn’t look at peace. He simply looked lifeless. An empty shell that once was my brother.

I stifled a sob. I snapped my eyes shut again—because I couldn’t bear to see him. Because I didn’t want this final glimpse to be the one that haunted my thoughts forever.

“Is this Eric Smythe?” asked the attendant.

I nodded.

He pulled the sheet up over Eric’s face, then shoved the gurney back into the cabinet. It closed with a thud. The attendant reached for a clipboard, hanging from a wall by a nail. He flipped through a few forms, found what he was looking for, and handed the clipboard to me.

“Sign at the bottom of the page, please,” he said, pulling a chewed-up pencil out of the breast pocket of his grubby white coat.

I signed. I returned the clipboard to him.

“What undertaker are you using?” he asked.

“I’ve no idea,” I said.

He pulled off a perforated edge of the form. It had the name Smythe on it, followed by a serial number. He held it out toward me.

“When you know who you’re using, tell ’em to call us and quote this number. They know the drill.”

Jack pulled the slip of paper out of the attendant’s hand.

“Understood,” he said, shoving the slip into his jacket pocket. “Are we done here?”

“Yeah, we’re done.”

The cops escorted us out. “Can we drop you home?” one of them asked.

“I want to go to the Ansonia,” I said.

“We can do that later,” Jack said. “What you need now is rest.”

“I’m going to the Ansonia,” I said. “I want to see his apartment.”

“Sara, I don’t think . . .”

“I am going to his apartment,” I said, barely containing my anger.

“Fine, fine,” Jack said, nodding to the officers. We got back into the police car. I managed to keep myself contained on the drive uptown. Jack looked exhausted and deeply preoccupied. Though he held my hand, he seemed absent. Or maybe that was because I felt as if I was in some sort of horrible reverie; a walking nightmare from which there was no escape.

At the Ansonia, Joey the night porter was still on duty. He was immediately solicitous. He found someone to cover for him at the front desk—and brought us into the bar.

“I know it’s kind of early, but could you use a drink?”

“That would be good,” I said.

“Whiskey?”

Jack nodded. Joey brought over a bottle of cheap Scotch and two shot glasses. He filled them to the brim. Jack downed his in one go. I took a sip and nearly gagged. I took a second sip. The whiskey burned the back of my throat—like harsh, essential medicine. By the fourth sip the glass was empty. Joey refilled it, then topped up Jack’s drink.

“Was it you who found him?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Joey said quietly. “I found him. And . . . if I’d known, I’d never have allowed the delivery guy to . . .”

“What delivery guy?” I asked.

“A guy from the local liquor store! From what I can work out, your brother called the store late yesterday afternoon and asked them to deliver a couple of bottles of Canadian Club to his room. At least this is what Phil, the day man, told me. He was on duty when the guy from the liquor store showed up, asking for the number of your brother’s apartment. If it’d been me at the desk, I would’ve called you right away—’cause, after what happened a couple weeks ago, I knew he had problems with booze. Anyway, I came on around seven. Didn’t see or hear from your brother until just after midnight, when he called me, sounding completely out of it. Like he was so gone, he was slurring his words. Couldn’t understand a thing he said. So I got someone to cover for me and went upstairs. Must’ve knocked for around five minutes. No answer. So I went downstairs, got the pass key. When I opened the door . . .”

He broke off, sucked in his chest, exhaled. “I tell ya, Miss Smythe. It wasn’t pretty. He’d collapsed on the floor. Blood pumping out of his mouth. There was blood all over the phone too, which means he was hemorrhaging pretty bad when he called me. I was gonna phone you—but the situation was so bad I really felt like I had to wait for the ambulance. It didn’t take ’em long to get here—ten minutes max. But by the time they arrived, he was gone. Then the cops showed up—and they took over. Telling me I couldn’t call you—’cause they had to break the news to you themselves.”

He reached for a glass, filled it with Scotch. “Think I need a drink too,” he said, throwing it back. “I can’t tell you how bad I feel about all this.”

“It’s not your fault,” Jack said.

“The two bottles of Canadian Club . . . were they empty?” I asked.

“Yeah—completely,” Joey said.

My mind clicked back to that morning in Roosevelt Hospital, when I told Eric that the doctor said he’d never be able to drink again. He took the news philosophically. Though he didn’t articulate it, he seemed quietly pleased to be back in the land of the living. During our two weeks in Sagaponack, he really started putting himself back together. Hell, when I dropped him off here less than twenty-four hours ago, he was . . .

I stifled a sob. I put my head in my hands. Jack stroked my hair.

“It’s okay,” he said softly.

“No, it’s not,” I shouted. “He killed himself.”

“You don’t know that,” Jack said.

“He drank two bottles of Canadian Club, knowing full well his ulcer couldn’t handle it. I warned him. The doctors warned him. He seemed so good yesterday on the train in from the Island. He really didn’t worry me at all. But I obviously misread . . .”

I broke off and started to sob again. Jack put his arms around me and rocked me. “Sorry, sorry,” I said.

“Don’t blame yourself,” Jack said.

Joey coughed nervously. “There’s something else I’ve gotta tell you, Miss Smythe. Something Phil told me. Around three yesterday afternoon, your brother had a visitor. A guy in a suit, carrying a briefcase. He flashed some ID at Phil and said he was a federal process server. He asked Phil to phone your brother and summon him to the lobby—but not say who was here. So Phil did as ordered. Your brother came into the lobby, and the process server stuck a document into his hand and said something official like, ‘You are hereby served notice that blah, blah, blah.’ Phil couldn’t hear it all. But he did say that your brother looked pretty stunned by what the guy was saying.”

“What happened after Eric was served the papers?” I asked.

“The suit left, and your brother headed back to his room. Around ninety minutes later, the delivery guy from the liquor store showed up.”

“Eric definitely didn’t go out at any time?”

“Not according to Phil.”

“Then the papers must still be upstairs. Let’s go.”

Joey looked hesitant. “It’s still a real mess, Miss Smythe. Maybe you should wait . . .”

“I can handle it,” I said, standing up.

“This is not a good idea,” Jack said.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I said, and walked out of the bar. Joey and Jack followed behind me. Joey stopped by the front desk and got a key for Apartment 512 from the wall of letter boxes behind the counter. We took the elevator up to the fifth floor. We walked to a scuffed door marked 512. Joey paused before inserting the key. “Are you sure you want to go in there, Miss Smythe?” he asked.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Let me go in,” Jack said.

“No. I want to see it.”

Joey shrugged and sprung the lock. The door drifted open. I stepped inside. I sucked in my breath. I had expected a stained bloody carpet. I wasn’t prepared for the protracted dimensions of that stain. The blood was still wet and glistening. It covered the phone and dappled the furniture. There was the bloody outline of a hand on two of the walls, and on a table near to where Eric fell. The whole horrible sequence of my brother’s final minutes suddenly came together in my head. He’d been sitting on the broken-down sofa, drinking. An empty bottle of Canadian Club was on the floor by the cheap little television. The second bottle—drained, except for a finger or two of liquid—stood on the low wood-laminated coffee table. There was a blood-splattered glass on the sofa. Eric must have started hemorrhaging while finishing the final bottle. Frightened, he covered his mouth with his hand (the reason for all the bloody handprints). Then he staggered to the phone, and called Joey. But he was too incoherent from the Canadian Club (and from the shock of bleeding) to say anything. He dropped the phone. He fell toward the folding card table that served as his desk. He leaned against it for support. He collapsed to the floor. And died immediately. Or, at least, that’s what I desperately hoped. Because I couldn’t bear the thought of Eric in extended pain.

I couldn’t stare at the stain for long. My eyes moved toward the card table. An official-looking document was wedged under an ashtray. It too was speckled with blood. I pulled it out. I stared at it. It was a notice from the Internal Revenue Service, informing Eric that he was to be subjected to an audit—and that, based on the income information they had received from the National Broadcasting Company, they were now demanding an immediate payment of $43,545 to cover three years of back tax. The letter also stated that, if he wanted to contest this demand, he would have thirty days to present the proper certified accounts to his local IRS office, in order to appeal the specified sum. However, were he to ignore this deadline for appeal, and/or fail to pay the specified sum, he would be subject to criminal prosecution, imprisonment, and confiscation of his property.

Forty-three thousand five hundred and forty-five dollars. No wonder he ordered in those two bottles of Canadian Club. If only he’d phoned me. I would have rented a car and driven him to Canada. Or I could have given him enough money to fly to Mexico and survive for a couple of months. But he panicked and succumbed to fear. Or maybe he just couldn’t face the thought of another trial after the HUAC trial—followed by imprisonment, bankruptcy, and years thereafter of trying to chip away at that debt.

The letter shook in my hand. Jack was immediately at my side, steadying me. “The bastards,” I said. “The bastards.”

He took the paper from me and scanned it. “God,” he said. “How could they have done that?”

“How? How?” I said, sounding unhinged. “It’s easy. Had Eric cooperated and named names, this demand never would have been served on him. But if you don’t play ball with those shits, they’ll do everything possible to destroy you. Everything.”

I started to cry again. I buried my head in Jack’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so damn sorry . . .”

I felt another hand on my shoulder. It was Joey. “Let’s get you guys out of here,” he said softly. “You don’t want to look at this no more.”

We somehow made it to the elevator and back to the bar. Joey left us the whiskey and a couple of glasses. Jack poured us two shots. I was descending into deeper shock—to the point where my hands were starting to shake. The whiskey helped. For the eighth time that night, I pulled myself together. Jack was slumped in an armchair, staring ahead. I reached for his hand.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Just overwhelmed. And guilty that . . .”

He hesitated.

“Yes?”

“Guilty that I never really got on with Eric.”

“It happens.”

“I should’ve tried harder. I should’ve . . .”

He broke off, on the verge of sobbing. People always surprise you at the strangest moments. Here was Jack—who never really liked my brother—in tears over his death. That’s the thing about a genuine tragedy. It reminds everyone that all the arguments we have with each other are ultimately pointless. Death silences the quarrel—and we’re suddenly left with the realization that our dispute with the other person had a built-in obsolescence; that, like everything we do, it was of the moment. And that moment—that sliver of time we call life—counts for nothing. Yet we still have the arguments, the quarrels, the rancor, the anguish, the jealousy, the resentment . . . the splenetic underside which shadows everyone’s existence. We live this way—even though we know it will all end; that, somehow, everything is doomed. Maybe that’s the real point of anger—it’s the way we rage against our complete insignificance. Anger gives consequence to that which is fundamentally inconsequential. Anger makes us believe we’re not going to die.

We drank some more whiskey. It had its beneficial effects. We said nothing for a while. We just sat in that empty bar as it gradually became flooded with morning light. Eventually I spoke.

“I have to tell Ronnie.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I was thinking that. Do you want me to handle it?”

“No. He has to hear it from me.”

I asked Joey to go upstairs and root around Eric’s papers, to find Ronnie’s touring schedule. He discovered it on the same table where I found the IRS demand. Ronnie was playing in Houston that night. I waited until noon to call him—by which time I was back in my apartment, and had already begun to make arrangements for the funeral in a few days’ time. Ronnie was groggy when he answered the phone. He seemed surprised to hear from me, and instantly worried.

“You sound bad,” he said.

“I am bad, Ronnie.”

“It’s Eric, isn’t it?” he asked in a hushed voice.

And that’s when I told him. I tried to keep it as simple as possible—because I knew I’d start falling apart again if I got into too much detail. There was a long silence when I finished.

“Ronnie . . . you okay?” I finally asked.

Another silence.

“Why didn’t he call me?” he asked, his voice barely audible. “Or you?”

“I don’t know. Or maybe I do know, and I don’t want to say . . .”

“He loved you more than . . .”

“Please, Ronnie. Stop. I can’t deal with . . .”

“Okay, okay.”

Another silence.

“You still there?” I asked.

“Oh Jesus, Sara . . .”

He started crying. Suddenly, the phone went dead. Half an hour later, he called back. He sounded shaky, but under control.

“Sorry I hung up,” he said. “I just couldn’t . . .”

“No need to explain,” I said. “You better now?”

“No,” he said, sounding flat. “I’ll never get over this.”

“I know,” I said. “I know.”

“I really did love him.”

“And he you, Ronnie.”

I could hear him swallowing hard, trying not to cry. Why is it that we always try to be brave at moments when bravery is futile?

“I don’t know what to say,” Ronnie said. “I can’t make sense of this.”

“Then don’t. The funeral’s the day after tomorrow. Can you make it?”

“No way. Basie’s a strict operator. He’d let you off work if it was your mother who died. But flying back to New York for a friend’s funeral? No way. And people might start asking questions about the type of friend Eric was.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I will worry about it. I want to be there. I should be there.”

“Call me when you’re back in the city. Call me anytime.”

“Thanks.”

“You take care.”

“You too. Sara?”

“Yes?”

“What am I going to do?”

I knew what I was going to do. After I put down the phone, I careened into the bedroom, collapsed across the bed, and let go. I must have cried for a solid hour. Jack tried to comfort me, but I screamed at him to go away. I needed to do this—to weep my heart out; to surrender to the sheer terribleness of what had happened.

There are moments when you think you will cry forever. You never do. Eventually, sheer physical exhaustion forces you to stop, to settle, to becalm yourself amidst all the mad turbulence of bereavement. And so, after an hour (maybe even ninety minutes—I had lost all track of time), I forced myself up from the bed. I took off all my clothes, letting them drop to the floor. I ran a bath. I made it as hot as I could tolerate. Wincing as I slid into it, my body quickly adjusted to its warmth. I took a facecloth. I dunked it in the water. I wrung it out. I draped it across my face. I kept it there for the next hour, as I floated in the hot water and tried to empty my mind of everything. Jack wisely didn’t come in to see how I was. He kept his distance. When I eventually emerged from the bath—covered in a robe, with a towel around my hair—he didn’t try to hug me, nor did he say anything inane like, “Feeling better, dear?” He was smart enough to realize that I shouldn’t be crowded right now.

Instead, he asked, “Hungry?”

I shook my head. I sat down on the sofa. “Come here,” I said.

He joined me. I took his face in my hands. I said nothing. I simply looked at him for a very long time. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t ask what I was thinking. Maybe he knew. You are everything I have now. Everything.

Eric’s funeral took place two days later. It was held at the Riverside Funeral Home on Amsterdam and 75th Street. Only a dozen people showed up: Jack and Meg, Joel Eberts, a handful of friends from Eric’s theater days, a classmate or two from Columbia. Nobody from NBC made an appearance. Marty Manning did send a wreath, and a note to me, in which he said that Eric wasn’t just a brilliant writer of comedy, but a true mensch . . . and someone who didn’t deserve the fate that had befallen him:

“We live in strange times,” Manning wrote, “when a man as funny and gentle as your brother is bullied into despair. Everyone on the show loved him. We all wish we could be there Monday to say a proper goodbye—but Monday is our big rehearsal day. And as Eric himself would have said, ‘The show must go on.’ Please know you’re in our thoughts . . .”

I knew full well (from Eric) that Monday was just the first read-through of that week’s script—and that it never really started until around eleven in the morning. Had Manning and Company wanted to, they could have easily made the ten AM service at the Riverside. But I understood their reluctance to make an appearance at the funeral. Just as I understood the subtext of the line about Eric being bullied into despair. Like everyone else, Manning and his team were terrified of the same fate befalling them. And I was pretty damn certain that a directive came from Ira Ross and the brass on the forty-third floor that no NBC personnel should attend the funeral, just in case the FBI had decided to post a man at the door to take down the names of anyone who dared to show solidarity with Eric.

As it turned out, Mr. Hoover and his associates reckoned that my dead brother was no longer a threat to national security—so unless they had the Riverside Chapel covertly staked out, I could detect no sign of FBI presence. Instead, the dozen mourners who dared to show their faces sat together in the first two rows as a Unitarian minister made a series of telling comments about Eric’s integrity, his sense of conscience, his courage. The minister’s name was Roger Webb. The funeral home had recommended him when I said that Eric was, in essence, a nonbeliever (“Then this Unitarian reverend is the guy for you,” the funeral director told me). I had expected some bored man of the cloth who would say a few prayers, mutter a couple of platitudes, and be glancing at his watch during the entire service. But Roger Webb was young, earnest, and actually nice. He made a point of calling me a day before the funeral and asking a lot of questions about Eric. I suggested that he come over to my apartment to talk things through. He showed up a few hours later—a baby-faced thirty-year-old from Columbus, Ohio. From a few passing comments he made as we sipped a cup of coffee, I sensed that he was good news—and, like most Unitarians, liberal in temperament. So I opened up, telling him exactly what had befallen Eric—and the admirable, but self-destructive choice he made when he refused to name names. I also risked mentioning his involvement with Ronnie.

He listened in silence. Then he finally said, “Your brother sounds like he was a remarkable man. And a total original.”

I felt my throat tightening. “Yes,” I said. “He was definitely that.”

“We’re actually scared of originality in this country. Of course, we spout on about rugged individualism, and all that John Wayne nonsense. But, at heart, we’re a nation of Babbitts. ‘Don’t rock the boat, don’t step outside the social norm, don’t question the system, be a team player, a company man.’ If you don’t conform, God help you.”

“You sound like Eric.”

“I’m certain your brother would have put it in a smarter, wittier fashion that I just did. I’m a huge fan of the Marty Manning Show.”

“I want you to speak your mind at the service, if that’s all right with you.”

“No one can really speak their mind these days—because it may be taken down and used against you. But there are ways of getting the message across.”

The next morning, Roger Webb stood to the left of my brother’s coffin and addressed the sparse assembly of twelve mourners. He talked about choice.

“Choice defines us. Choice forces us to confront our true nature—our aspirations, our fears, our ethical fiber. Often in life, we make the wrong choice. Or, in the case of Eric, we do something quietly heroic—we make the right choice, even though we know it is that choice which will undermine all that we have created in life. Eric was faced with an appalling decision. Should he harm others to save himself? It is the sort of choice that illuminates an individual’s conscience. Had Eric opted to save himself, his would have been an understandable decision—because, after all, the instinct toward self-preservation is a huge one. And personally speaking, I don’t know what I would have done if I had been presented with the choice Eric had to make. For that reason, I hope we can all find understanding in our hearts for those who have recently had to face such a choice—and, for whatever reason, could not sum up the same level of selflessness which Eric did. Forgiveness is one of the hardest things in life—and possibly the most crucial. Eric did something supremely courageous. But those who did otherwise should not be condemned outright. This is a curious moment in American life—and one which, I sense, will come to be viewed in retrospect as a foul, demagogic juncture in our collective history. I hope we can all find the courage to understand the moral pressures which have engulfed so many of us—to salute Eric Smythe’s bravery and mettle, yet to also show empathy for those who felt it necessary to make equally difficult, but more self-preserving choices.

“Being a minister, I should probably underpin such a sermon with a line from the Bible. But being a Unitarian, I can also get away with invoking poetry—specifically, a few lines from Swinburne. ‘Sleep; and if life was bitter to thee, pardon, If sweet, give thanks; thou hast no more to live; And to give thanks is good, and to forgive.’”

Next to me, Jack buried his face in his hands. Meg started to sob. So too did most of the other mourners. But I simply stared ahead at the coffin, appalled that this was actually happening. Maybe it was the stark sight of that simple pine box—and the realization that my brother was inside it. Or maybe it was the knowledge that everything you do in life is reduced to this—that this is your ultimate destiny. Whatever the reason, I was too numb to cry; too deadened by the shock of the past few days.

We said the Lord’s Prayer. We asked that our trespasses be forgiven, as we (allegedly) forgave those who trespassed against us. We sang a single hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God”—chosen not because of its uplifting Lutheran message, but because Eric once told me it was the one hymn he could never get out of his atheistic head from all those Sundays that our parents dragged us to church. Roger Webb gave a final benediction, asking us to go in peace. The undertakers wheeled the coffin down the aisle. We followed, streaming out into a perfect spring day. There was much hugging and dabbing of eyes among the mourners as the coffin was loaded into the back of the hearse. People began to say their goodbyes. Only four of us—Jack, Joel Eberts, Roger Webb, and myself—were going to accompany Eric to the crematorium in Queens. I wanted it this way—because I knew that all eyes would be on me as the coffin disappeared into the furnace, and I needed these final moments to be private ones.

We traveled out in a long black limousine. It trailed the hearse. We got stuck in a massive traffic jam on the Queensboro Bridge. There had been an accident up ahead. Everyone began to lean on their horns. None of us had spoken since leaving the funeral home. Roger Webb broke the silence.

“Looks like we’re going to be a little late,” he said absently.

“I think they’ll wait for us,” Joel Eberts said, and I found myself giggling for the first time in days.

“Eric would have loved this,” I said over the din of car horns. “The perfect New York send-off. Even though he never really liked Queens.”

“No one from Manhattan likes Queens, the Bronx, or Brooklyn,” Joel Eberts said. “The problem is, when you’re dead—Manhattan doesn’t want you anymore. So you inevitably end up being shipped to Queens, the Bronx or Brooklyn. I think that’s called ‘irony.’ ”

“Did your brother specify cremation in his will?” Roger Webb asked.

“There was no will,” Joel Eberts said.

“Predictably,” I said. “Eric was antiefficient. Not that there was any estate to speak of. Even if there was, those bastards in the IRS would swallow it whole. No doubt, they’ll now try to put some sort of lien on the few odds and ends he left behind.”

“That’s another day’s work, Sara,” Joel Eberts said.

“Yeah, I guess it is,” I said wearily.

“Joel’s right,” Jack said, squeezing my hand. “One thing at a time. You’ve been through enough.”

“And it’s not over yet,” I said bleakly.

“That was a hell of a good sermon, Reverend,” Joel Eberts said. “But I’ve got to tell you something—though I think turning the other cheek is a noble, high-minded idea, putting it into practice is goddamn impossible . . . ’scuse my French.”

“I’m a Unitarian—so you can use ‘goddamn’ all you like,” Roger Webb said with a smile. “But you’re right. ‘Turning the other cheek’ is a Christian idea. And like most ideals—especially Christian ones—it’s exceptionally difficult to live up to. But we must try.”

“Even in the face of out-and-out betrayal?” Joel Eberts asked. “Sorry—but I believe there’s a cause and effect to our actions. If you risk doing a, then b will inevitably happen. The problem is—most people think that they can dodge the consequences of b. They can’t. Things always catch up with you.”

“Isn’t that a rather Old Testament view of morality?” Roger Webb asked.

“Hey—I’m Jewish,” Joel Eberts said. “Of course I take an Old Testament line on such things. You make a choice, you make a decision. You live with the ramifications.”

“So, in your book, there’s no such thing as absolution?” Jack asked.

“Spoken like a good Catholic,” Joel Eberts said. “That’s the big difference between the Irish and the Jews. Though we both wallow in guilt, you guys are always chasing absolution. You’re always working the forgiveness angle. Whereas we Jews go to our graves blaming ourselves for everything.”

The traffic eventually started moving. Within ten minutes, we were at the gates of the cemetery. We all fell silent again. We followed the paved road, past row after row of graves. Finally, after acres of headstones, we reached a squat stone building, topped by a long narrow chimney. The hearse bypassed the front entrance, and headed toward the rear of the crematorium. We stopped by the entrance. The limousine driver turned back to us and said, “We’ll wait here until somebody comes out and tells us they’re ready.”

Ten minutes later, a graying gentleman in a dark suit emerged from the doors of the crematorium and nodded toward us. We went inside. The chapel was a small, simple room—with five rows of pews. Eric’s coffin was on a bier, to the right of the altar. We filed down to the front row. As previously agreed between us, Roger Webb did not offer a final prayer. Or a final benediction. He simply read a single passage from the Book of Revelations:

And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away.

I didn’t believe a word of that Biblical passage. Nor did my late brother. Nor, I sensed, did Roger Webb. But I’d always loved the sentiment behind those lines: the idea of an eternity without anguish or adversity; a celestial payoff for the vicissitudes of life. Roger Webb spoke the lines beautifully. So beautifully that I felt a small sob catch in my throat. A moment later, I heard the clank of machinery. A curtain behind the bier opened, and a belt beneath the coffin rolled it toward the furnace. Immediately, I stiffened. Immediately, Jack took my hand. And held it tightly.

The curtains closed. The funeral director opened the chapel doors. We left—and rode back to the city in silence.

When we reached my apartment, Jack offered to stay with me for another night. But that would have made five nights in a row—and though he didn’t say anything, I was certain that Dorothy was getting rather anxious about his extended absence from home. I didn’t want to do anything that upset the equilibrium which had been established between his two households, so I insisted he return to his family.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’ll take the rest of the week off work, and be with you all day tomorrow.”

“You can’t do that,” I said. “And you know it. You’ve already taken half of last week off.”

“You are more important.”

“No,” I said, taking him in my arms. “I’m not. You’ve got a job to be getting on with. Don’t risk it for me. I’ll be all right.”

He promised to call me twice a day, every day. The first call of the next morning, however, came from the Riverside Funeral Home. Eric’s ashes had arrived back from the crematorium. Would I be home this morning to receive them?

An hour later, the doorbell rang. It was a gentleman in a dark suit and a homburg. With a slight bow, he asked me my name, then handed me a small box, wrapped in brown paper. I brought it inside, placed it on my kitchen table, and stared at it for a very long time, not wanting to open it. Eventually, I got up enough nerve to tear off the paper. I hadn’t requested an urn—so the remains of my brother were returned to me in a square cardboard box. The box was painted gray, with a marbleized finish. A simple white card adorned its cover. On it was written: Eric Smythe. I admired the calligraphy. It was most impressive.

I stopped myself from raising the cover and peeking inside. Instead, I stood up, grabbed my raincoat, and placed the box in one of its pockets. Then I left my apartment and walked down Broadway to the 72nd Street subway station.

I knew where I was going. I had chosen the venue days earlier—when pondering (in the few lucid moments I’d had since Eric’s death) where he might like his ashes sprinkled. Though the Hudson River was convenient to us, I knew he’d object to the idea of ending up anywhere in the vicinity of New Jersey—as he made ceaseless jokes about the Garden State (once when I suggested an outing to Princeton and environs, he tartly said, “Sorry—I don’t do Jersey”).

The East River was also struck off my list of possibilities—as it had no associations for him whatsoever. Nor did Central Park—because, at heart, my ultraurban and urbane brother didn’t really think much of greenery or wide open spaces. He loved the jangled chaos of city streets, the snarled traffic, the edgy ambulation of crowds, the sheer manic brio of Manhattan. Part of me wanted to scatter him on 42nd Street—but that seemed just a little too bleak. Then the idea hit me. Though Eric had no affinity with verdancy or lush terrain, he did spend a considerable amount of time in that most citified and gritty of public spaces: Washington Square Park. During all those years he lived in the Village, it was his outer office: a place in which he’d loiter for hours on a park bench with a novel, or take on the chess hustlers who occupied the northeastern corner of the park. He often spoke about how much he loved the park’s egalitarian rough-and-tumble, not to mention the ragtag collection of New York characters who gathered within its confines every day.

“I sit in this park,” he once told me, “and I know why the hell I walked out of Hartford and never looked back.”

So now he would permanently commingle with the habitués of his favorite open-air bolt-hole.

Of course, I couldn’t take a cab downtown. Though Eric might have gotten very free and easy with money in his final years, he would have loved the idea of heading to his final resting place for a nickel on the subway. Nor was I going to bring anyone along to help me scatter the ashes. This was my last moment with my brother. I wanted it to be a private one.

So I slipped a token in the turnstile on 72nd Street, and caught the No. 1 train south. It was ten o’clock. Rush hour was over—but it was still crowded. There were no seats, so I stood, holding on to a strap. Someone bumped into me. Instantly, my hand went down to my pocket. A wicked thought crossed my mind: imagine if it had been a pickpocket, and he had stolen the box. The poor thief would have suffered a coronary when he saw what he’d lifted.

I stood all the way downtown. I got off at Sheridan Square, and started heading east. I made a detour down Bedford Street—the location of my first apartment in Manhattan. I strolled on to Sullivan Street, and walked past the door of the brownstone in which Eric had lived for over a decade. I thought back to those years in the Village. I wondered if Eric would still be alive if he hadn’t achieved such esteem. If he hadn’t been such a high-profile writer in such a high-profile new medium, would the Feds have ignored him? No amount of success was worth the price my brother had paid. None at all.

When I reached Washington Square Park, the sun was at full wattage. There were a couple of drunks asleep on the benches. There were two young sharpies hustling chess. There were a couple of NYU students breaking the “Don’t Sit on the Grass” rules. There was an organ grinder, with a pet monkey on his shoulder. As he cranked his machine, it churned out a honky-tonk version of “La donna è mobile” from Rigoletto. Eric would have approved—both of the Verdi and the eccentric instrumentalist churning out this final musical send-off. I looked up into the cloudless sky, and was pleased that the wind had decided to absent itself today. I took the box out of my pocket. I removed the cover. I stared down into the chalky white powder. I started to walk around the little path that circumnavigated the entire park—a ten-minute journey at the absolute maximum. Every few yards, I took a handful of ashes and scattered them on the path. I didn’t look up to see if anyone was noticing what I was doing. I paced myself, making certain that I did the complete circuit of the park. When I reached the Fifth Avenue gate again, the box was empty. Eric was gone. Then I turned north and started walking uptown.

I walked all the way home. The next day I walked down Broadway straight to Battery Park. A day or so later (my calendrical sense had vanished), I headed north, ending up at the Cloisters in Fort George Park. As promised, Jack called twice a day, deeply concerned about my emotional state. I told him I was fine. He had been called out of town to Wilmington and Baltimore—and felt guilty about not being there with me.

“You don’t have to worry about me at all,” I said. “I’m coping.”

“Are you sure?”

“There’s nothing to worry about,” I lied.

“I miss you. Desperately.”

“You’re the best, Jack. I couldn’t have gotten through this without you.”

But I wasn’t getting through this. I’d stopped sleeping. My diet consisted of saltines, tins of Campbell’s Tomato Soup, and nonstop coffee. And I was spending eight hours a day walking, killing the rest of the time at double features in the big picture palaces that lined Broadway. Like my brother in the weeks after he was fired, I too had become a professional drifter.

A week after the funeral, I received a phone call from Joel Eberts. He sounded preoccupied.

“You free this morning?” he asked.

“Since being suspended with pay, I’m a woman of leisure.”

“Then drop by the office. There are one or two things I need to go over with you.”

I was there an hour later. Joel seemed unusually edgy. He gave me a fast paternal hug, and told me I looked tired. Then he motioned for me to sit in the chair opposite his desk. He picked up a file marked “Eric Smythe” and started rifling through it.

“There are a couple of things we need to discuss. The first is—the matter of his insurance policy.”

“His what?”

“Eric, as it turns out, had his life insured by NBC. It was part of the medical cover which paid for his bills after his hospitalization last month. As we know, the network hadn’t canceled his medical policy after sacking him. What I’ve since discovered is that the bastards also never canceled his life cover. What’s more, last year, when everyone at NBC thought he was the best thing since sliced bread—and, more to the point, commercially valuable—they upped his life insurance to seventy-five thousand dollars.”

“Good God.”

“Yeah—it’s a hell of a chunk of change. And it all goes to you.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Well, let’s say around half of it will end up in your bank. The other half, I’m afraid, will fall into the hands of the IRS. I know their actual demand is around forty-three thousand . . . but I’ve got a good tax guy I use—a tough SOB. I’ve talked through this case with him, and he’s pretty sure he can get their demand shaved down by around seven to ten grand. Still, that’s around thirty-five thousand to you . . . which ain’t bad.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Eric would’ve been pleased, knowing it was going to you.”

“But without a will, who’s to say it will go to me?”

“You’re his only extant family member. There are no other siblings, right? We’ll have to jump a few standard legal hurdles. But, trust me, it’ll be a cinch. The money is yours.”

I sat there, saying nothing. Because I didn’t know what to say. Joel Eberts sat opposite me, studying me with care.

“So that’s the good news,” he said.

“By which you mean . . .”

He hesitated, then said, “There is something else I want to talk with you about.”

I was worried by his tone. “Something serious?” I asked.

“I’m afraid so, yes.”

Another apprehensive pause. Joel Eberts was never apprehensive.

“Sara,” he said, leaning forward. “I need to ask you a question.”

“All right,” I said, my anxiety rising. “Ask.”

“Say I told you . . .”

He broke off. He looked supremely uncomfortable.

“What’s wrong, Joel?”

“Part of me doesn’t really want to go into this.”

“Go into what?”

“The question I have to ask you.”

“Ask it.”

He paused.

“All right. Here it is. Say I told you that I knew the name of the individual who named your brother to the FBI . . .”

“You do?” I said loudly.

He held his hand up.

“One thing at a time. Say I did know. The question is . . . and I really think you should consider this carefully: would you want to know that individual’s name?”

“Are you kidding me? Absolutely. So tell me. Who was the shit . . . ?”

“Sara . . . are you sure? Really sure?”

I suddenly felt very cold. But I still nodded. And said, “I want to know.”

He stared directly at me, fixing me in his gaze.

“It was Jack Malone.”


TWENTY-ONE

I COULDN’T MOVE. I sat rigid in the chair, staring down at my hands. I felt as if I had just been kicked in the face.

Though I wasn’t looking at him directly, I could feel Joel Eberts’s gaze on me.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“I’m so damn sorry,” he said.

“You’ve known about this since . . . ?”

“The day after the funeral.”

“You waited this long to tell me?”

“I needed to check a lot of things out first. I really didn’t want to hit you with this, until I was absolutely certain that it was true. Even then, I debated for days about whether to tell you . . .”

“You were right to tell me. I had to know this.”

He sighed a tired sigh.

“Yeah—I guess you did,” he said.

“How did you find out?”

“Lawyers talk to other lawyers who talk to other lawyers who talk to . . .”

“I don’t follow you.”

“Ever heard of Marty Morrison?”

I shook my head.

“One of the biggest corporate lawyers in the city. Ever since this blacklist crap started, Marty’s firm has handled a lot of people who’ve been called to testify by HUAC. ’Cause it’s not just the entertainment business that’s been investigated. The Feds have also been poking their noses into schools, colleges, even some of the biggest companies in America. As far as they’re concerned, there’s a Red under every bed.

“Anyway, Marty and I have known each other since Adam. He grew up two blocks from me in Flatbush. We were at Brooklyn Law together. Though he went the Wall Street way, we’ve always maintained the friendship. Of course, we’re constantly giving each other crap about our political differences. I always say he’s the only Republican I will ever break bread with. He still calls me Eugene Debs. But he’s a straight shooter. Very well connected. Someone who knows where all the bodies are buried.

“He also happens to be a big Marty Manning fan. Around a year ago, we’re having lunch one day, he gets talking about some sketch he saw the previous night on Manning’s show. That’s when I do a little bragging and tell him that Manning’s head writer—Eric Smythe—happens to be my client. Marty was actually impressed . . . though, of course, he had to make a joke about it: ‘Since when the hell has a stevedore lawyer like you been representing writers?’

“That was the only mention of your brother. A year goes by. The stuff hits the fan with NBC. Eric refuses to do the dirty on his friends. He ends getting slimed in Winchell’s column. The next day, Marty rings me here. ‘Saw the item about your client in Winchell,’ he tells me. ‘Tough call.’ Then he asks if there’s anything he can do to help, because he knows all those assholes on the HUAC committee. He also thinks they’re opportunistic trash—not that he’d ever admit that publicly.

“Anyway, I thanked Marty for the offer of help—but told him that your brother wasn’t looking for a deal . . . and certainly wouldn’t suddenly become a stoolie after all the damage that the Winchell piece had done. So, unfortunately, there was nothing he could do.

“Then, of course, four weeks later, Eric was dead. And . . .”

He stopped. He twitched his lips. He avoided my stare. “What I’m about to say to you might really anger you. Because it was none of my business. But . . .”

He stopped again.

“Go on,” I said.

“I was so goddamn upset . . . enraged . . . after Eric died that I made a call to Marty. ‘You can do me a favor,’ I said. ‘Get me the name of the bastard who squealed on my client.’ And he did.”

“Jack Malone?”

“Yeah: Jack Malone.”

“How did your friend find out?”

“It wasn’t hard. According to Federal law, anything revealed under testimony at a HUAC hearing—or during an interview with an agent of the FBI—cannot be printed or publicly disseminated. But there are three former G-men—backed by this right-wing supermarket magnate named Alfred Kohlberg and some superpatriotic priest called Father John F. Cronin—who have set up a company called American Business Consultants. Their principal job—if you can believe this—is to scrutinize employees in major corporations, making sure they’re not Reds. But they also publish two newsletters—Counterattack and Red Channels. These rags exist for one purpose only—to list the names of everyone who’s been accused of being a Communist in a closed executive session of HUAC. Those two newsletters are the Blacklister’s Bible: they’re the place corporate America and the entertainment industry look to see who’s been named. Naturally enough, Marty Morrison has a subscription to both of these shit sheets. He discovered that your brother had been listed in Red Channels—which is also how Eric’s employers at NBC learned that he’d been named during testimony in front of HUAC.

“From there it was easy for Marty to call a couple of lawyers he knows around town—guys who’ve cornered the blacklisting market, making very big bucks representing people who’ve been dragged in front of HUAC. Of course, lawyers being lawyers, they’re always exchanging notes with each other. Marty hit pay dirt on the third call. A big white-shoe attorney named Bradford Ames—who, among other things, looks after the legal side of Steele and Sherwood. Ames owed Marty a favor. Marty cashed it in now.

“‘Between ourselves, do you have any idea who might have named Eric Smythe?’ Marty asked him. Of course, Ames had heard of your brother—because his blacklisting and his death had been all over the papers. ‘Between ourselves,’ he told Marty, ‘I know exactly the guy who squealed on Smythe. Because I represented him when he testified in executive session at HUAC. The funny thing about this guy was that he wasn’t in showbiz. He was a public relations guy with Steele and Sherwood. Jack Malone.’”

My mind was reeling. “Jack testified in front of HUAC?” I asked Joel.

“That’s what appears to have happened.”

“I don’t believe it, Jack’s about the most loyal American imaginable.”

“According to Marty, he had a skeleton in his closet. A really small one—but even tiny skeletons get used against you nowadays. It turns out that, right before the war, Mr. Malone put his name down for some Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee . . . which was one of those organizations that was helping people fleeing from Nazi Germany and Italy and the Balkans. Anyway, as it turns out, the committee that Malone was associated with had direct links with the American Communist Party. Brad Ames said that Malone swore up on a stack of Bibles that he was never a member of the Party . . . that a couple of Brooklyn friends of his had finagled him on to the committee . . . that he’d only gone to a couple of meetings, nothing more. The problem was—one of the guys who allegedly finagled him on to the committee had been subpoenaed by HUAC. And he’d named Malone during his testimony. Which is how Jack Malone also ended up in the pages of Red Channels—and how his bosses at Steele and Sherwood found out about his accidental flirtation with subversion.

“Naturally enough, Malone sang ‘Yankee Doodle Dandy’ in front of his employers—and said he’d do anything required to clear his name. They called their corporate attorney, Bradford Ames. He met Malone—and they talked things through. Ames then went to some guy on the committee—and did a bit of bartering. Which is how things work at HUAC. If the witness isn’t hostile, the number of names—and the actual names themselves—are agreed beforehand between the committee and the witness’s attorney. Malone offered to name the same guy who named him. That wasn’t enough for the committee. So he also offered to name three other people he knew on the committee. But the committee said, “No sale”—as the guy who named Malone had also named those names as well.

‘You’ve got to give them one new name,” Ames told him. “Just one. Afterward you tell them it was all a youthful mistake, and how you love America more than Kate Smith, blah, blah, blah. Then they’ll exonerate you.”

“So that’s when Malone said, ‘Eric Smythe.’ Naturally, Ames knew the name immediately—’cause he too watched Marty Manning. He told Malone that he thought the committee would be satisfied with that name. Because Eric Smythe was a relatively big fish.

“A week later, Malone went down to Washington and testified in front of HUAC. It was an executive session—which meant that it was all behind closed doors, and not for the public record. So I suppose Malone thought that no one would ever know.

“But lawyers always talk.”

“I’m sorry,” Jack said when I first told him about Eric being named. “I am so goddamn sorry . . . Tell him if there’s anything . . . anything . . . I can do . . .”

I remember leaning over to kiss him, and saying: “You’re a good man.”

I saw him after Eric’s death standing in that god-awful room at the Ansonia, looking down at the bloodstain, then sobbing into my shoulder. Once again, he said, “I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry . . .” Once again, I was so touched by his sense of emotional solidarity, of shared grief. He was crying for Eric, for me—for the tragedy of it all, I remember thinking later.

But now, it turns out it was guilt that was making him cry. Guilt and shame and remorse and . . .

I swallowed hard. My hands tightened into fists. Not only did he betray us . . . he cried about it.

“Did the committee exonerate Malone?” I asked.

Malone. Not Jack. He would never be Jack again. He’d now be Malone. The man who destroyed my brother.

“Of course,” Joel Eberts said. “He was cleared completely. According to Marty, Steele and Sherwood was so pleased with the way he handled everything with HUAC, they slipped him a bonus.”

“You know, you really don’t have to be doing this,” I’d said after he’d insisted on paying to have Eric’s belongings moved, and for the paint job at the Ansonia.

“Hiring a couple of painters for two days isn’t exactly going to break the bank,” he’d said. “Anyway, I had a bit of a bonus windfall. Out of nowhere I was handed a commission check for over eight hundred dollars. It’s Steele and Sherwood’s way of saying thank you . . .”

For naming names. For saving your own skin. For decimating Eric’s life. For killing any love or trust between us. For ruining everything. All that for eight hundred dollars. At today’s exchange rates, would that be the equivalent of thirty pieces of silver?

“So Malone doesn’t have a clue that anyone knows he fingered Eric?” I asked.

“I doubt it. Sara, I said it once, I’ll say it again: you don’t know how bad I feel about this . . .”

“Why should you feel guilty?” I said, standing up. “I thank you.”

“For what?”

“For telling me the truth. It couldn’t have been an easy decision. But it was the right one.”

“What are you going to do about this, Sara?”

“There is nothing to do,” I said. “It’s done.”

I left his office. I stepped out into the street. I took two steps, then reached out for a nearby lamppost and held it tightly. No, I didn’t break down. Or let out a scream of anguish. Instead, a second wave of shock ran through me. I gulped for air. My stomach heaved. I bent over and was sick in the street.

I retched until there was nothing left to retch. My body was drenched in sweat. I managed to right myself up. I found a tissue in my jacket pocket, and used it to dab my mouth. Then I worked up the strength to raise my right hand and hail a cab home.

When I reached my apartment, I walked into the living room, and sat down in an armchair. I stayed seated for what only seemed like minutes. When I glanced at my watch, however, I realized that more than an hour had gone by. The shock was still so penetrating that I wasn’t conscious of time. Instead, I felt glazed, hollow—to the point where standard emotional responses seemed futile. I just sat there, blankly. Not knowing what to do.

Another hour went by. Then I heard a key in the lock. Jack walked in. He was fresh from a road trip, with a suitcase in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other.

“Hey there!” he said, putting down his suitcase and approaching me. I stared down at the floor. I suddenly couldn’t stand the idea of looking at him. Instantly, he sensed that something was very wrong.

“Sara, darling . . . ,” he said.

I said nothing. He leaned over and tried to touch me. I shrugged him off. He now looked alarmed.

“What’s happened?” he whispered, crouching down beside me.

“I want you to leave, Jack. Leave and never come back.”

He dropped the flowers. “I don’t understand,” he said, his voice now barely a whisper.

“Yes you do,” I said, standing up. “Now go.”

“Sara, please,” he said. As I turned toward the bedroom, he put his hand on my shoulder. I turned on him.

“Never, never touch me again.”

“Why are you . . .”

“Why? Why? You know why, Jack. You just thought I would never find out.”

His face crumpled. He sat down on the sofa. He put his face in his hands. He didn’t say anything for a very long time.

“Can I explain?” he finally asked.

“No. Because nothing you say matters anymore.”

“Sara, my love . . .”

“No terms of endearment. No explanations. No rationalizations. We have nothing to say to each other anymore.”

“You’ve got to hear me out.”

“No. I don’t. There’s the door. Use it.”

“Who told you?”

“Joel Eberts. He knew someone who knew the guy who represented you when you went in front of the committee. Joel said that—according to his lawyer friend—you put up no resistance. You sang on the spot.”

“I had no choice. None.”

“Everyone has a choice. You made yours. Now you have to live with it.”

“They had me in a corner, Sara. I was going to lose . . .”

“What? Your job? Your income? Your professional standing?”

“I have a kid. I have to pay the rent. I have to put food on the table.”

“Everyone has to do that. Eric had to do that.”

“Look, the last thing I wanted to do was hurt your brother.”

“But you still gave his name to the FBI and the House Un-American Activities Committee.”

“I thought . . .”

“What? That the Feds would let him off with a warning?”

“Someone gave them my name. They insisted I give them names.”

“You could have said no.”

“Don’t you think I wanted to?”

“But you didn’t.”

“There was no way out. If I refused to give names, I’d lose my job. But then someone else would come along and name the people I named.”

“But that would have been someone else, not you.”

“I had to put my responsibilities first . . .”

“Responsibilities to whom, Jack?”

“To Dorothy and Charlie.”

“But not to me? Or to my completely innocent brother? Or were we simply expendable?”

“You know I don’t think that.”

“I don’t know you anymore.”

“Don’t say that, Sara.”

“Why not? It’s the truth. You’ve destroyed everything.”

My voice remained somehow controlled. Jack buried his head deeper in his hands. He fell silent again. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded diminished, small.

“Please try to understand: they insisted, demanded, that I give them a name. Believe me, I tried to explain that I had never been a Communist; that I had joined that anti-Fascist committee when I was a kid of eighteen, and only because I believed it was making a principled stand against Hitler, Mussolini, and Franco. The FBI guys said they understood that. Just as they also knew that I had served my country in the war—and hadn’t dabbled in politics since then. As far as they were concerned, I was a ‘good American’ who’d made a small youthful mistake. Other people who were on that committee had also made mistakes—and in a demonstration of their patriotism, they had given the names of those who were associated with this group at the time, or had once had Communist sympathies.

“‘They’re probably as innocent as you are,’ one of the Fed guys told me. ‘But you must understand: we are investigating a vast conspiracy which poses a threat to national security. We simply need to discover who is at the heart of the conspiracy. Which is why we need names. By giving us information not only are you doing a service to your country; you are also eliminating yourself from our investigations. But by refusing to assist us, the cloud of suspicion still hovers over you. Face fact, anyone who’s been a Communist in the past is going to get found out. So you might as well make a clean breast of everything . . . while you still can.’”

Jack paused again. He lifted his head up, attempting to look me in the eye. But I turned away.

“Their argument had a ruthless logic to it. Someone had named me. I would prove my innocence by naming someone else. They, in turn, would prove their innocence by naming someone else. Everyone was betraying each other. But the thing about this betrayal was—no one had a choice.”

“Yes, they did,” I said, suddenly angry. “The Hollywood Ten had a choice—they all went to jail. Arthur Miller had a choice: he refused to name names. My brother had a choice . . . and he lost his life.”

Jack’s head went back into his hands.

“I tried to give them just the names of the other people on the committee. ‘That’s not good enough,’ they told me. ‘We already know everyone who was with you back then. What we need is someone else.’ I told them I didn’t know any other Communists. They wouldn’t buy that. ‘Everyone knows a one-time Commie.’ I said I hated the idea of hurting someone else. ‘You’re hurting nobody,’ they told me. ‘As long as he owns up to his past and agrees to cooperate with us, no harm will come to him.’ Again, I tried to convince them that the only Communists I knew were on that committee, and that was over a decade ago. But they were adamant. I had to give them one new name. Otherwise . . .

“So, I had a problem. I had to give them an ex-Communist. But I didn’t know any ex-Communists.”

“Except my brother.”

“I was desperate. But the way I put it to the Feds, I told them: ‘Look, the only guy I know who may have a connection with the Party quit so long ago, it’s irrelevant.’ They said, ‘Then he can exonerate himself, just like you’re about to do.’”

“So, that’s when you gave them Eric’s name.”

“Sara, darling . . . given his high-profile status in the television business, he was bound to get rumbled for his political past sooner or later. Surely you can see that.”

“Oh yes—I do see that. And, quite frankly, ever since all this god-awful blacklisting business started, I knew that, eventually, Eric’s very brief flirtation with the Party would catch up with him. What I did not expect was that the man I once loved would turn out to be the snitch, the Judas.”

Long pause.

“Once loved?” he asked.

“Yes. Once. No more.”

He looked up at me, devastated.

“Never for a moment did I want to harm him,” he said. “And I figured that, like everybody else, he’d also play the game.”

“Fortunately, Eric had something called a conscience.”

“You don’t think I don’t have a conscience?” he said, now on his feet, his voice loud with edgy despair. “You don’t think I haven’t been haunted by what happened to Eric?”

“You played along so brilliantly after he was fired, didn’t you? You should have been an actor. You were so utterly sympathetic and supportive. You couldn’t do enough for the guy.”

“That wasn’t playing along. That was . . .”

“I know. Guilt and anguish and penitential shame. You’re the perfect Catholic. I bet you even went to confession after you betrayed him.”

“I never, never expected him to fall apart . . .”

“So that made it all right to name him?”

“Please try to understand . . .”

“There is nothing to understand . . .”

“I didn’t mean harm.”

“But you did harm.”

“I just didn’t know . . .”

I stared at him.

“What did you just say?” I asked quietly.

He took a short intake of breath.

“I said, ‘I didn’t know’.”

“Ich habe nichts davon gewußt,” I said.

“What?”

“Ich habe nichts davon gewußt. I didn’t know.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“Yes, you do. Dachau, nineteen forty-five. You were with the Army battalion that liberated the camp. Ike ordered that all the townspeople be marched through the barracks and crematoria, so they could see the horror that had been perpetrated in their names. And there was this one fat, well-dressed banker who broke down and kept telling you . . . Ich habe nichts davon gewußt . . . Ich habe nichts davon gewußt. Remember?”

He nodded.

“That did happen, didn’t it?” I asked. “Or is it just another of your lies?”

“No,” he said, “it did happen.”

“Ich habe nichts davon gewußt. You told me that story on my first evening with you. I was already in love with you before you told it to me. Afterward—” I gulped hard “—afterward, I thought you were the most remarkable man I had ever met. Wasn’t I a fool? Especially given your little disappearing act. I should have known better. But you had my heart, you shit . . .”

“You still have my heart, Sara . . .”

“Liar.”

“It’s the truth.”

“If that was the truth, you would have never named Eric. But you thought you could get away with it. You thought I’d never find out.”

He started to weep. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“Apology not accepted. You and Eric were my entire world. Now that’s gone.”

“Darling, I’m still here.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Sara, please, I beg you . . .”

“Get out.”

“Don’t do this.”

“Get out.”

He staggered toward me, his arms open. “I love you,” he said.

“Don’t you dare say that word.”

“I love you.”

“Out now!”

“I . . .”

He tried to hold me. I screamed at him to go away. Then I began to hit him. I slapped him around the face and the head. He put up no resistance, no defense. Suddenly, I too was crying. Weeping uncontrollably. My blows were ineffectual. I collapsed to the floor, bawling my eyes out. Once again, he tried to reach for me. This time, I used my right fist and caught him in the mouth. He reeled backward, colliding with an end table. It fell over, smashing a lamp to the ground. He followed it, landing on his knees. My crying jerked to a halt. We stared at each other, wide-eyed. He touched his lips. They were bleeding. He stood up and staggered into the bathroom. I couldn’t move. A minute went by. He came out, holding a handkerchief against his mouth. It was reddened with blood. He said nothing. I started getting to my feet. He proffered his free hand to help me. I declined it. I went into the kitchen. I found a dish towel. I took out a block of ice from the icebox. I put it into the sink and used an ice pick to chip away at it. I wrapped a baseball-sized chunk of ice in the dish towel, and returned to the living room.

“Here,” I said, handing it to him. “This will keep the swelling down.”

He took it and put it to his mouth.

“I want you to leave now, Jack.”

“All right,” he mumbled.

“I’ll pack up your things tomorrow. I’ll leave a message at your office, telling you when I’m not here, so you can collect them.”

“Let’s talk tomorrow . . .”

“No.”

“Sara . . .”

“Never call me again.”

“Sara . . .”

“Give me your keys for here.”

“Let’s wait until tomorrow before . . .”

“The keys!” I said, my voice loud again. With reluctance, he fished out his key ring, unfastened the top clasp, and took off two keys. Then he dumped them into my outstretched hand.

“Now let yourself out,” I said, and walked into the bedroom, locking the door behind me.

I fell on to the bed. Jack rapped on the door several times, begging to be let in. I pulled a pillow over my head to block out his voice. Eventually, after a few minutes, the banging stopped.

“I’ll call you later,” he said through the door. “Please try to forgive me.”

I didn’t reply. I simply pulled the pillow tighter around my head.

I remained on the bed after I heard the front door close. My anguish was soon replaced by a numb clarity. There would be no forgiveness, no absolution. What Jack had done was so grievous—such a complete breach of trust—that I could never excuse it. He had betrayed Eric. He had betrayed me. Yes, I understood the reasons why he named my brother. Yes, I understood the pressures he was under. But I still couldn’t pardon him. Though you might be able to forgive stupidity or lack of thought, it’s impossible to condone a cynical, calculated action. All right, it might have only been a matter of time before Eric was accused by somebody of having former Communist sympathies. But how could I ever sleep again next to the man who made the accusation? That’s what so astonished me about Jack’s decision—his inability to fathom the fact that the moment he pointed the finger at my brother, he killed our life together. He knew just how inseparable Eric and I were. He knew that he was the only family I had left. He was, I always sensed, silently jealous of our devotion to each other. Is that why he undermined everything? Or was there a deeper, even more disturbing truth lurking behind his action: Jack Malone was a moral coward. A man who refused to face the music—and who, when presented with a critical choice, would always grab the expedient, self-serving option. He couldn’t face writing me after discovering that Dorothy was pregnant. Years later, when he accidentally barged back into my life, he pleaded with me to understand the shame that made him vanish for so long. Fool that I was, I eventually bought his excuse, his passionate apologies. By letting him back into my life, I began the process that eventually led to my brother’s death.

Now, sprawled across my bed, I heard the voice of my brother echoing in my head: “Forget him,” he told me repeatedly during that year when I so openly pined for Jack. “He’s a bum.”

Just as I also remembered that disastrous meeting I organized in the bar of the St. Moritz—when Eric showed up drunk and became so insulting that Jack threw his drink in his face.

They always hated each other . . . even though they both denied it. When that Fed turned to Jack and asked him for the name of a Communist, did he perhaps think: now I can finally nail that bastard?

But such speculation was now pointless. Because one simple fact stared me in the face: I would never again have anything to do with Jack Malone.

The phone began to ring. I ignored it. An hour later, flowers arrived. I refused to accept them—telling the delivery man to throw them in the nearest trash can. Later that afternoon, a telegram arrived. I tore it up without opening it. At six that night, the doorbell began to ring. It kept ringing for fifteen minutes. When it finally stopped, I waited another fifteen minutes before opening my front door and peering out into the lobby. There was a letter waiting by the main door. I went out and retrieved it. I recognized the handwriting on the envelope. I went back into my apartment and tossed the letter into the trash. Then I put on my coat. I picked up my typewriter and the suitcase I had packed earlier that afternoon. I locked my apartment door behind me, and struggled with the bags to the front door.

As soon as I stepped out into the street, Jack was there—huddled in my doorway, looking ashen, manic, and sodden from the rain.

“Go away,” I shouted.

He eyed the luggage with alarm. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving.”

“For where?”

“None of your business,” I said, heading down the steps.

“Please don’t go . . .”

I said nothing. I turned right toward West End Avenue. He followed behind.

“You can’t leave. You are everything to me.”

I kept walking.

“I will be lost if you go.”

I kept walking. He suddenly dashed in front of me and fell to his knees.

“You are the love of my life.”

I looked down at him. Not with anger or pity. Rather, with total dispassion.

“No,” I said quietly. “You are the love of your life.”

He reached for the hem of my raincoat. “Sara, darling . . . ,” he said, tears rolling down his cheeks.

“Please get out of my way, Jack.”

He grabbed the hem and held on. “No,” he said. “Not until you hear me out.”

“I’m going, Jack.”

I tried to move. He held on tightly.

“Jack—it’s over.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s over.”

“You have to hear me out.”

“It is over. Now let go . . .”

I was interrupted by a voice.

“You got a problem here, lady?”

I turned around. A cop approached us.

“Ask him,” I said, nodding toward Jack, still on his knees. The cop looked down at him with disdained amusement.

“So what’s the problem, fella?” the cop asked him.

Jack let go of my hem. “No problem,” he said. “I was just . . .”

“Beggin’ forgiveness is what it looks like to me,” the cop said.

Jack stared down at the pavement. The cop turned to me. “Was he botherin’ you?”

“I just wanted to get into a cab. He thought otherwise.”

“You gonna let her get into a cab, fella?”

Jack hesitated for a moment, then nodded slowly.

“Good call. Now what I want you to do is stand up and sit on the stoop there while I help your lady friend into a taxi. You gonna do that like a smart guy?”

Jack got to his feet, walked over to a nearby stoop, and sat down—looking totally defeated. The cop picked up my bags and walked me to the corner of 77th Street and West End Avenue. He put out his hand. A cab stopped within seconds. The driver came out and put my bags in the trunk.

“Thank you,” I said to the cop.

“No problem. That guy didn’t do anything stupid to you, did he?”

“Nothing criminal, if that’s what you mean.”

“Okay then. Have a good trip—wherever you’re going. I’ll keep an eye on lover boy for a couple of minutes, so he doesn’t go chasing after you.”

I got into the cab. I said “Penn Station” to the driver. We pulled out into the traffic. I looked back and saw Jack still sitting on the stoop, crying uncontrollably.

At Penn Station, I collected a ticket I had reserved that afternoon, and had a porter bring my bags to the sleeping compartment I had booked on the night train to Boston. I’d paid a supplement to ensure that I had a single compartment. I needed to be alone tonight. After I settled in, a steward knocked on my door. I told him I wouldn’t be eating, but a double whiskey and soda would be most welcome. I changed into a nightgown and a robe. I lowered the bed. The steward returned with my whiskey. I drank it slowly. Once or twice the glass began to shake in my hand. I finished the whiskey. I climbed in between the stiff sheets. I turned off the light. The train shunted out of the station. I fell asleep.

I awoke again to a knock on the door. The steward entered, bearing toast and coffee. We were half an hour outside Boston. First light was bleaching the night sky. I sat up in bed, sipping the coffee, watching the emergence of a New England dawn. I had slept deeply, without dreams. My stomach felt taut with sadness. But no tears stung my eyes. My decision had been made; my heart hardened. It was morning. I was on the move. And the steward’s coffee was actually drinkable.

At South Station in Boston, I switched trains. By noon that day, I had arrived in Brunswick, Maine. As arranged, Ruth Reynolds was at the station to collect me. It had been over five years since I’d fled to Maine in the spring of 1946 after everything went wrong in the wake of Jack’s disappearance. Yesterday afternoon, when I felt myself hitting bottom again, I decided that the only thing to do was to leave town; to disappear without trace for a while. Had I stayed in Manhattan, Jack would have constantly bombarded me with phone calls, flowers, telegrams, and late-night appearances on my doorstep. More tellingly, I needed to go somewhere away from everything to do with the blacklist, NBC, Saturday Night/Sunday Morning, Walter Winchell, and all the painful resonances which I now associated with Manhattan. So that’s when I reached for my address book and found the phone number of Ruth Reynolds in Bath, Maine. She remembered me immediately (“Hell, I am one of the biggest fans of your column. Why aren’t you writing it anymore?”). And yes, she had a couple of summer cottages for rent right now. There would be no problem accommodating me as of tomorrow, if need be.

So I reserved a seat on the first train out of town, packed a suitcase, and fled . . . leaving Jack crying on a doorstep. Now, here I was, back in Maine. Being enveloped in one of Ruth Reynolds’ bear hugs.

“Well, don’t you look great,” she lied.

“You too,” I said, even though I blanched when I first saw her on the station platform—and noted that she had put on at least thirty pounds in the intervening years.

“No need to fib, honey,” she said. “I’m fat.”

“No, you’re not.”

“You’re a nice girl, Sara—but a terrible liar.”

We drove north out of Brunswick toward Bath. “So . . . how’s it feel being a journalistic star?” she asked me.

“I’m hardly a star. Anyway, I’m on leave of absence from Saturday/Sunday.”

“Is that why you decided to come back to Maine?”

“Yeah,” I lied. “There’s some stuff I want to get down on paper.”

“Well, you picked the perfect place for peace and quiet. I’m afraid I couldn’t get you your old cottage, because Mr. and Mrs. Daniels sold their place years ago. You still in touch with them?”

I shook my head.

“Anyway, I found you something very cute. And it’s got an extra bedroom if you want a guest . . . or if your brother pays you a visit.”

I stiffened. Ruth noticed this. “Something wrong?” she asked.

“No,” I said—as I vowed to myself I would remain tight-lipped about events of the past few months.

“How is that brother of yours?”

“Fine, fine.”

“Nice to hear it.”

We made small talk for the rest of the drive. When we reached Bath, we turned right down Route 209, stopping in the general store at a village called Winnegance to pick up supplies. Then we continued along the lonely two-lane blacktop that snaked its way down the spindly peninsula that ended at Popham Beach. The beach was as empty as ever.

“Nothing ever changes around here, does it?” I said.

“That’s Maine.”

Ruth told me I was welcome at her house that night for dinner. But I begged off, saying I was tired.

“How about tomorrow then?” she asked.

“Let’s talk in a couple of days,” I said, “after I’ve settled in.”

“You sure everything’s all right?”

“Of course. The house suits me just fine.”

“I was talking about you, Sara. Is everything okay with you?”

“You said how good I looked, didn’t you?”

She was taken aback by the sharp tone. “And I was telling the truth. But . . .”

Before she could pose another question, I cut her off.

“It’s been a difficult few months, all right?”

“Sara, I do apologize. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You’re not prying. And excuse my tone. It’s just . . . I need time by myself.”

“Well, up here in Maine, we never crowd anyone. So when you want company, you know where to find it.”

I didn’t want company. Or conversation. Or any form of human contact. I wanted to shut down; to close myself off from everyone. I did just that. I wrote a letter to the accounts department of Saturday/Sunday, informing them that I wanted all paychecks to be dispatched directly to my bank. I wrote Joel Eberts, authorizing him (when Eric’s insurance check came through) to pay off the IRS and then deposit the remainder of the payment in my stock market fund. I also sent him a set of keys to my apartment and asked if (for a fee) he would hire someone to collect my mail; to hold all correspondence and pay all bills . . . on the condition that he kept my whereabouts private from anyone who was trying to contact me. A few days later, he wrote back, agreeing to get his part-time secretary to drop by once a week and gather up all correspondence. He also enclosed power-of-attorney forms, allowing him to write checks from my account to cover all bills.

“But are you sure,” he said in his covering letter to me, “that you don’t want me to forward on any personal letters?”

“Absolutely sure,” I wrote back. “And you must keep my forwarding address a secret—especially from Jack Malone, should he contact you. More specifically, I do not want to know if he does contact you. So you must also keep this information from me.”

I was determined to kill all potential contact between myself and Jack. Not just because I refused to budge from my irreconcilable position, but also because I was terrified that, were I to read one of his pleading letters (or, worse yet, allow myself to encounter him face-to-face), I would crumble on the spot . . . as I had done all those years ago when he had accidentally barged back into my life. We were finished together. Nothing he said or did would change that. He was gone from my life. I was alone now. I wanted it that way.

I didn’t make contact with Ruth for the first three weeks I was at the cottage. Of course, she did come down twice a week to clean the place and change the sheets. But I made certain I was out walking on the beach when she arrived. She accepted my aloofness—and left me notes asking if she could run any errands for me. I drew up lists for her—for groceries and for books I asked her to borrow from the local library. Besides leaving her cash for these essentials, I always ended my list with an apology for my aloofness: “Sorry for being so distant. One day, when I am back on Planet Earth, I will come over with a bottle of something strong and Scottish, and explain all. But for the moment, let me wallow in my solipsism . . . a big dumb word meaning ‘self-pity.’ ”

A few days later, I came back from my morning stroll to find all the groceries I requested, and three thick novels I’d always dodged reading (Mann’s The Magic Mountain, James’s The Wings of a Dove, and—as my popcorn antidote to all that serious literature—Thomas Heggen’s wonderful Second World War yarn, Mister Roberts). There was also a bottle of J&B. A note was enclosed:

Sara:

No need for apologies. Just know we’re here when you need us. As it’s still kind of nippy at night, I thought the bottle of Scotch might be effective heating . . . especially if you get bored lighting fires every evening.

A week slipped by. Then another. Then another. I read. I walked. I slept. I received one letter—from Joel Eberts, informing me that the seventy-five-thousand-dollar insurance check had cleared. Through his “tax guy,” he had also cut a deal with the IRS on the matter of Eric’s back payments.

They settled for $32,500. I wanted to push them lower, but as my tax guy pointed out, we still managed to haul them down quite a bit. So we have to be grateful for that. I had a chat with Lawrence Braun—your stockbroker. He plans to invest the balance in solid blue-chip companies—unless (as he put it) “Miss Smythe has suddenly become adventurous.” I told him that, unless I heard otherwise from you, blue chips were the way to go.

That’s all my news from this end, except to say that you do have a stack of private correspondence here. I’m happy to keep it in storage. When you want it, just say the word.

In closing, Sara—let me add this one personal hope: that you are somehow coming to terms with all that has happened. No one deserves what you had to face in the past couple of months. By its very nature, life is unfair. But it has been, of late, mercilessly unfair to you. This will change. You may never get over the loss of your brother. Just as you may never get over Mr. Malone’s act of betrayal. But I know you will eventually come to terms with both events. Because to move forward, we all must somehow come to terms with every damn thing that life throws in our path.

For now, however, take your time. Put the world on hold. Find your way through this difficult juncture. And do know that I am here, whenever you need me.

But I needed no one. Until the beginning of my fourth week at the cottage. It was a Tuesday morning. I woke up feeling odd. Two minutes later, I was violently ill. I spent a ghastly quarter of an hour in the toilet. The next morning I was sick again. On Thursday, the dawn chorus of nausea passed me by. But it returned again on Friday, and hit me throughout the weekend.

I needed to see a doctor. Especially as my period was also two weeks late. So I made contact with Ruth again. I didn’t go into the nature of my complaint. I simply told her it was a medical problem. She dispatched me to her family doctor—a severe-looking man in his fifties named Grayson. He wore a crisp white shirt, a crisp white medical jacket, rimless glasses, and a permanent scowl. He looked like a mean-minded druggist. His offices were on Center Street in Bath. His patients were the men employed at Bath Iron Works and their families. He had no bedside manner whatsoever. I told him the nature of my problem, and the fact that my period was so late.

“Sounds like you could be pregnant,” he said tonelessly.

“That’s impossible,” I said.

“You mean, you and your husband haven’t been having . . .”

He paused, then uttered the word “relations” with considerable distaste.

“I’m not married,” I said.

His eyes flickered down to my left hand. He noticed the absence of a wedding ring. He hesitated, then said, “But you have been having relations with . . .”

“With someone, yes. But there is no medical way I could be pregnant.”

Then I explained about my earlier failed pregnancy and how the obstetrician at Greenwich Hospital told me I could never have children.

“Maybe he was wrong,” Dr. Grayson said, then asked me to roll up my sleeve. He drew some blood. He handed me a glass vial and directed me toward the toilet. When I returned with the urine sample, he told me to come back two days later for the results.

“But I already know the outcome,” I said. “I can’t be pregnant. It’s an impossibility.”

But I kept getting sick every morning. When I returned to Dr. Grayson’s office two days later, he looked up briefly from my file and said, “The test was positive.”

I was dazed beyond belief. I didn’t know what to say. Except, “That can’t be.”

“These tests are rarely wrong.”

“In this instance, I’m certain it’s mistaken.”

The doctor shrugged with disinterest.

“If you want to be delusional, that’s your choice.”

“What a horrible thing to say.”

“You are pregnant, Miss Smythe,” he said, putting particular emphasis on my single status. “That is what the test said—so that is my clinical diagnosis. Choose to believe it or not.”

“May I have a second test?”

“You can have as many tests as you want—as long as you are willing to pay for them. But I would also advise you to see an obstetrician as soon as possible. You’re staying locally, yes?”

I nodded.

“The nearest obstetrician is Dr. Bolduck in Brunswick. He’s located off Maine Street, right near the college. I’ll give you his number.”

He scratched a few numbers on to a prescription pad, then tore it off and handed it to me. “You can settle with my receptionist on the way out.” I stood up. “One last thing, Miss Smythe,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Congratulations.”

Ruth was waiting for me in the lobby. I paid my bill, then nodded that I was ready to leave. Prior to this, I hadn’t told her about the pregnancy test. I certainly wasn’t going to tell her now. But my face betrayed my worries. Because, as soon as we were outside, she touched my arm and said, “It isn’t anything fatal, is it?”

I nearly managed a laugh. “I wish it was.”

“Oh dear,” she said. And I instantly realized that I had given the game away. Suddenly I put my head against her shoulder. I felt stunned, stupefied.

“How about a nice breakfast somewhere?” she asked.

“I might throw it all up.”

“Then again, you might not.”

She brought me to a little diner near the Iron Works. She insisted that I eat scrambled eggs and home fries and two thick buttery slices of toast. I was reluctant at first—but quickly dug in. After three days of nausea, the food tasted wonderful. It also helped dull the shock of my news.

“I know you’re a private kind of person,” Ruth said, “so I’m not gonna pry. But if you want to talk about it . . .”

I suddenly found myself telling her everything that had happened to me since my last stay at the cottage. It all came pouring out. She blanched when I told her about losing the baby and being told I would never conceive again. She took my arm when I informed her about Eric—and Jack’s role in my brother’s collapse.

“Oh, Sara,” she whispered. “I wish to God I’d known about your brother.”

“I doubt his death made the Maine papers.”

“I never read ’em anyway. No time.”

“Believe me, you’re better off.”

“What a terrible year for you.”

“I have known better ones,” I said. “And now, just to unhinge things completely, it turns out I’m pregnant.”

“I can only begin to imagine the sort of shock you’re feeling.”

“About a ten on the Richter scale.”

“Are you pleased?”

“I’ve never been in a train wreck—but I think I now understand what it feels like.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“But once the aftershock wears off . . . yeah, I’m going to feel pretty damn pleased.”

“That’s good.”

“This is like news from outer space. I had accepted the fact that I would never have kids.”

“That must have been hard.”

“Very.”

“Doctors often get things wrong.”

“Thankfully.”

“May I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Are you going to tell him?”

“No way.”

“Don’t you think he deserves to know?”

“No.”

“I’m sorry—it’s none of my business.”

“I can’t . . . won’t . . . tell him. Because I can’t forgive him.”

“I could see how that would be hard.”

I heard the ambivalence in her voice.

“But . . . ?” I asked.

“Like I said, Sara—it’s not for me to be sticking my nose into some tough stuff.”

“Go on—say what you want to say.”

“It’s his kid too.”

“And Eric was my brother.”

Silence.

“You’ve got a point there. Matter dropped.”

“Thank you.”

I raised my coffee cup. And said, “But it’s good news.”

She raised her cup and clinked it against mine. “It’s great news,” she said. “The best news.”

“And totally unbelievable.”

Ruth laughed.

“Honey,” she said, “all good news is unbelievable. For a lot of very obvious reasons.”


TWENTY-TWO

I WENT TO SEE Dr. Bolduck a few days later. I braced myself for another flinty, stern medic—who would glare at my ringless finger and play the New England Puritan. But Bolduck was a pleasant, genial man in his late thirties—a Bowdoin graduate who’d returned to his college town after medical school to set up practice. He put me at my ease immediately.

“So, Dr. Grayson referred you to me?” he asked. I nodded. “Has he been your doctor for long?”

“I’m new to the area. And I’m already on the lookout for a new GP.”

“Really?”

“I don’t think we hit it off too well.”

“But Dr. Grayson is such a delightful man,” he said, arching his eyebrows in Groucho Marx style. “With the most wonderful bedside manner.”

I laughed, then said, “I don’t think he liked the fact that I wasn’t married. Does that bother you, Doctor?”

He shrugged. “Your private life is your private life, Miss Smythe. All I care about is getting you and your baby through the pregnancy safely.”

“I still don’t believe I’m pregnant.”

He smiled. “That’s a common complaint.”

“What I mean is: medically speaking, I cannot be pregnant.”

Then I took him through everything that had happened five years ago at Greenwich Hospital. Unlike Dr. Grayson, he expressed immediate interest, and asked for the name of the obstetrician who’d dealt with me then.

“I’ll write to him and request your medical records. In the meantime, I agree with you: a second pregnancy test would be prudent.”

He took a blood sample. I filled a vial with urine. I arranged to see Dr. Bolduck in a week’s time. I returned to the cottage at Popham Beach. I tried to come to terms with my news. I had craved a child. I had quietly mourned my inability to have one. When Jack came back into my life, this grief intensified—though I refused to articulate it in front of him. Now I was pregnant (unless, of course, that test was very wrong). Had I been a Christian I would have called it a miracle. Had I still been with Jack, I would have been thrilled beyond belief. Instead, I felt a curious mixture of elation and despondency. Elation because I would finally have a child. Despondency because I would never speak with the child’s father again. As bad ironies go, this one was particularly grim.

My mind was constantly haunted by thoughts of Eric and Jack. My grief overtook me without warning. One moment I would be reasonably collected; the next, I would be transported to the edge of the abyss. I remembered the distress I felt in the months after I’d miscarried—how grief became a shadowy companion, stalking me unawares. This time, its presence was more acute, more constant. Because Jack had decimated everything. That knowledge strengthened my resolve to make no contact with him about my pregnancy. He could not be trusted. He was beneath contempt. He would have nothing to do with this child.

Yes, I was being hard, steely. But the hardness was necessary—a means by which to cope with the all-permeating sense of loss. Initially it gave me a modus vivendi to get me through days which often seemed bottomless. But now there was the astonishing prospect of a baby. And though that prospect wouldn’t soften my stance toward Jack, I knew it would give me a sense of possibility; a destination at the end of all this anguish.

I kept my appointment with Dr. Bolduck seven days later. He was as genial as ever.

“I’m afraid the delightful Dr. Grayson was right: pregnancy tests rarely lie. You are definitely going to have a baby.”

I smiled.

“Well, at least you seem pleased with the news,” he said.

“Believe me, I am. And flabbergasted.”

“That’s understandable. Especially as I’ve just been reading your file from Greenwich Hospital . . . which only arrived yesterday. The doctor attending you was, in my opinion, wrong to inform you that your damaged womb ruled out all possibilities of carrying a child to term. Yes, one of your fallopian tubes was badly damaged, which does significantly lessen the potential for conception. And yes, the internal injury that the wall of your womb suffered also decreases the possibility of a pregnancy. But it doesn’t rule it out altogether. I personally know of several cases where conception happened after this sort of medical event, and the pregnancy was carried to full term. Which, in plain language, means that your doctor at Greenwich Hospital may have just been a tad pessimistic about your chances of having a baby. Personally, I think what he did was shameful, because it caused you years of unnecessary distress. But don’t quote me on that. Part of the Hippocratic oath has a clause saying you can never censure another doctor . . . especially in front of one of his patients.”

“Don’t worry—I’ll censure him myself. He was an awful man. So awful he made Dr. Grayson look like Albert Schweitzer.”

Now it was Dr. Bolduck’s turn to laugh. “I might use that,” he said.

“Be my guest.”

His smile changed into a look of professional seriousness. “Though this is wonderful news, I really am going to want you to take it easy. Very easy. Because of the previous internal damage, this will be a delicate, finely balanced pregnancy.”

“Is there a chance that I might lose it?”

“There is always a one-in-six chance of miscarrying in the first three months of term.”

“But with my previous history . . . ?”

“The odds might be as low as one-in-three . . . but they’re still in your favor. You will simply have to be as careful as possible. As long as you don’t go climbing Mount Katahdin or decide to play ice hockey for Bowdoin, you should have a good shot at holding on to it. I’m afraid luck also has a lot to do with these things too. Are you planning to stay around here?”

I had nowhere else to go. And since rest and lack of anxiety were going to be crucial over the next eight months, there was no way I would be returning to Manhattan.

“Yes, I’m staying in Maine.”

“Again, this is none of my business . . . but do you really think it’s a good idea being alone in an isolated place like Popham Beach?”

I had to admit that it wasn’t. So—as much as I rued the loss of that extraordinary sweep of sand, sky and ocean—I moved a week later into Brunswick. After scanning the Classifieds in the Maine Gazette for a few days, I managed to find a pleasant, if somewhat rustic apartment on Federal Street. It was a one-bedroom unit in an unprepossessing white clapboard house. The decor could have been politely described as “tired”: yellowing walls, cast-off furniture, a basic kitchen, a brass bed in urgent need of a polish. But the morning light flooded the living room. There was a large mahogany rolltop desk and a wonderful old-style editor’s chair (the desk and chair were actually what sold me on the place). And it was close to the college, the town, and the offices of Dr. Bolduck—so I could walk everywhere.

Ruth helped me move. I set up an account with the Casco National Bank on Maine Street, and (via Joel Eberts) arranged to have my weekly Saturday Night/Sunday Morning checks dispatched there. I had another four months to go on my alleged “leave of absence.” The weekly retainer easily covered my eighteen-dollar weekly rent and all basic necessities. It even left me enough over to buy a radio, a Victrola, and a steady supply of books and records. I also started reading newspapers again: the local Maine Gazette and the Boston Globe (as it took three days for the New York Times to reach Brunswick). Joe McCarthy and his band of cronies were in full demagogic flight. The Rosenbergs were entering the final appeal process against their death sentence for allegedly smuggling atomic bomb secrets to the Soviets. Eisenhower was looking a sure bet to beat Adlai Stevenson for the presidency in the coming November election. And the blacklist seemed to get longer with every new Associated Press wire report from Washington. On a minor personal level, I knew that this ever-deepening Red scare meant that there was no way I’d be welcomed back to Saturday/Sunday after my residency in purdah was over. Eric’s death had been all over the papers—and his Godship the Editor would be far too nervous about upsetting the board by reinstating me. After all, I was the sister of a deceased man who had the unpatriotic nerve not to rat on others. Surely that made me damaged, un-American goods . . . and unworthy of access to the precious column inches of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning.

So I figured that, halfway through my pregnancy, the guilt money from Saturday/Sunday would run out, after which I would have to start tapping into the insurance cash from NBC or my stock portfolio . . . though a certain corner of my frugal puritan brain fretted about the idea of raiding my capital at such a young age. Especially as I would definitely need that money to help bring this child up on my own. I also worried about the fact that—thanks to the Winchell piece and my reluctant furlough from Saturday/Sunday—the word around town was that I was politically suspect and best left unemployed.

But every time I started to have one of these nervy reveries about my future employment prospects (or lack thereof), I managed to calm myself down with the thought that, one way or another, I’d find a way of making a living. More tellingly, I was luckier than most. I had money in the bank and an apartment in Manhattan which I owned outright. They might take my career away from me . . . but they couldn’t snatch the roof over my head.

Anyway, there was no chance I’d be back in Manhattan for some time. Just as there was also no chance that I’d be telling anyone about my pregnancy. Ruth was the only person who knew—and she promised to keep quiet on the subject.

“Trust me,” she said, “I know how small towns work. The moment word gets out is the moment you’ll start getting interested stares on the street.”

“But won’t I begin to get those stares once I start to show?”

“It really depends how high a profile you choose to adopt; how many people you get to know, and what you tell them. I promise you—if you let it be known that you’re the Sara Smythe who writes for Saturday Night/Sunday Morning, your social diary is going to get very full. Half the English department at Bowdoin will probably want to meet you—because new people in town are few and far between. And new people who are nationally prominent columnists . . .”

“I’m hardly Walter Lippmann, Ruth. I’m a very minor figure who writes very minor stuff.”

“Listen to Miss Modesty.”

“It’s the truth. And, believe me, I’m telling no one about what I did in Manhattan. I’ve had enough intrusiveness—courtesy of the FBI—to last me for the rest of the decade.”

So I maintained a very low profile. Following Dr. Bolduck’s advice, I did nothing strenuous—limiting my exercise to walks in the Bowdoin Pines behind the campus, or to the college’s library (where I managed to wangle a Brunswick resident’s reader’s ticket), and to the shops that lined Maine Street. I found a grocer who delivered, and a newspaper shop which agreed to order the Sunday edition of the New York Times for me. I became a good customer of the town’s main book and record shop. I was soon on first-name basis with the librarians at Bowdoin, Mr. Cole at the grocer’s, Thelma the chief cashier at Casco National Bank, and Mr. Mullin, the druggist. Though everyone initially asked me my name—and whether I was new in town—the line of enquiry stopped there. There were never sly questions about what I was doing in Brunswick, or whether I had a husband, or how I was supporting myself. As I came to discover, this lack of obtrusive curiosity was the Maine way. People respected your privacy . . . because they wanted you to respect theirs. More tellingly, in true Maine style, the state’s unspoken social code was a fiercely independent one: your business is your own damn business, not mine. Even if they were interested in your back story, they forced themselves to appear disinterested . . . out of fear of being labeled meddlesome, or the village gossip. Maine was probably one of the few places in America where taciturnity and reserve were considered civic virtues.

Brunswick, therefore, was an easy place to live. After five years of turning out journalistic copy week after week, it was pleasant to take a sabbatical from my typewriter. I caught up with reading. I audited a conversational French course at the college, and spent at least three hours a day studying verb conjugations and vocabulary. Once a week, Ruth insisted on picking me up in her Studebaker and bringing me to her house for dinner. Once a week, I would walk the three blocks to Dr. Bolduck’s office, and submit myself to an examination. Six weeks into the pregnancy, he pronounced himself pleased with my progress to date.

“So far so good,” he said after I got dressed and sat down in the chair opposite his desk. “As long as we get you to the second trimester without complications, you really should have a good chance of seeing this all the way through. You are taking it easy, right?”

“Brunswick isn’t exactly a strenuous town.”

Dr. Bolduck winced. “Do I take that as a backhanded compliment?”

“I’m sorry. That came out all the wrong way.”

“No—you’re right. This is a pretty quiet place.”

“Which makes it the right place for me at this moment in time.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you: are you doing any writing while you’re here?”

I went white. He immediately looked apologetic.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “That was intrusive of me.”

“How did you know I was a writer?”

“I do subscribe to Saturday Night/Sunday Morning, Sara. Just as I also read the Maine Gazette every afternoon. Your brother’s death made the paper up here, you know.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“It was a wire service report: a short piece about his sudden death, and his earlier dismissal from NBC after Winchell exposed his past. And how Sara Smythe of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning was his sister.”

“Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“Because that would have been nosy. In fact, now I feel like a right fool for that slip of the tongue. I really would never have mentioned anything.”

“Do you think other people in Brunswick know who I am?” He shifted uneasily in his chair. “They do, don’t they?”

“Well . . . ,” he said hesitantly. “It is a small place. And though no one would directly ask questions to your face, they do talk among themselves. The other night, for example, I was at a dinner with a couple of college people and Duncan Howell—the editor of the Maine Gazette. I don’t know how your name came up in conversation, but Duncan turned to me and said, ‘Do you know who I hear is living in Brunswick? Sara Smythe—who wrote that really smart column in Saturday/Sunday. I’d love to approach her about maybe writing something for us . . . but I don’t want to intrude. Especially as I gather she’s up here to get away from New York and that whole business with her brother . . . ’”

I suddenly felt ill.

“Dr. Bulduck, you didn’t say anything about me being a patient of yours?”

“God, no. That would have been completely unethical. I’d never, never dream of . . .”

“Fine, fine,” I said weakly.

“I now feel terrible. But I promise you this: Maine being Maine, people will never let on they know who you are.”

“Who I am is completely inconsequential. What worries me is the stares in the street I’ll begin to get once my pregnancy is apparent.”

“Once again, no one will ever shun you because of your marital status.”

“They’ll just gossip behind my back.”

“As small towns go, this is a pretty tolerant place. I think you’ll find more sympathy than anything else. And I tell you this: everyone at that dinner the other night said what happened to your brother was an awful thing . . . and wasn’t he a brave man to stand up for what he believed.”

“So you don’t think he was a Communist stooge? A flunky of Stalin, disguised as Marty Manning’s top banana? You’re smiling. Why?”

“Because encountering Manhattan wit, face-to-face, in Brunswick is a rare thing. But can I say something? Like a lot of people I know around here, I have great doubts about what McCarthy and his ilk are up to. Especially as they are supposedly running this witch hunt in our name . . . which makes me very uncomfortable. And I just want to say: I am truly sorry for your loss. Do you have other siblings?”

“He was my only family.”

Dr. Bolduck said nothing . . . and I was grateful for that. I quickly changed the subject back to medical matters, asking whether my need to urinate every half hour was particularly worrisome.

“I’m afraid it’s a common complaint during pregnancy,” he said. “And one which medical science has no answer for.”

“Until next week then?” I asked, standing up.

Bolduck got up from his chair. “Once again, I am sorry for that faux pas.”

“No . . . it’s better to know these things.”

“Would you mind if I told you something else then?”

“Go ahead.”

“I know that Duncan Howell, being the decent guy that he is, would never dream of calling you to see if you want to write for the Maine Gazette. But from the way he sounded, I’m sure he’d be thrilled to bits if you were interested.”

“I’m taking a break from the word business,” I said. “But thanks for the tip.”

Naturally, two days later, I picked up the phone and called Duncan Howell at the Maine Gazette. I was put through to him immediately.

“Well, this is an honor,” he said.

“You are about the first editor in history who’s ever said that.”

“Glad to hear that. It’s nice to have you in Brunswick.”

“It’s nice to be here.”

“How about letting me buy you lunch, Miss Smythe?”

“That would be fine.”

“Now we have two choices of venue. I could take you to the Brunswick version of posh—which means the dining room of our best inn, the Stowe House. Or I could introduce you to some proper local color, in the form of our best diner: the Miss Brunswick.”

“Oh, the diner without question,” I said.

Duncan Howell was a pleasant, portly man in his early thirties. He dressed like a college professor: tweed jacket, V-neck sweater, knit tie. He wore horn-rimmed glasses. He smoked a pipe. He was a son of Brunswick. He’d grown up knowing he’d go to Bowdoin and eventually work for the paper his family had owned for the past seventy-five years. He spoke with the slow, no-rush, backcountry cadences that defined the Maine inflection. But like everyone else I’d met in the state, he was anything but a hick.

He was already seated at a booth in the Miss Brunswick when I entered. It was a proper diner: a prefabricated corrugated aluminum structure with a laminated vinyl lunch counter, and six booths, and a clientele of truckers and soldiers from the local naval air station, and a short-order cook with a lit cigarette in his mouth, and waitresses who used pencils as bobby pins. I liked it immediately. Just as I also liked Duncan Howell.

He stood up as I entered. He waited until I sat down opposite him before taking his seat again. The waitress called him “Duncan.” He insisted on referring to me as Miss Smythe. He suggested I try the Trucker’s Special: a steak, a stack of pancakes, three eggs, home fries, six pieces of toast, bottomless coffee. When I said that I might stick to a modest hamburger and a cup of Joe, he said that I’d never have a future driving a rig.

We ordered. We made small talk. He talked a bit about local politics, about the expansion of the local paper mill, and regional worries that the Boston train might soon be canceled, due to lack of economic viability. He told me a bit about the Maine Gazette: how his great-grandfather founded it in 1875, how it maintained an independent political stance, and (like most of Maine) refused to slavishly back a specific political party.

“By inclination, this is a Republican state,” he explained. “But that doesn’t mean that we’ve always supported Republican candidates for national or state office. We always came out in favor of Roosevelt. Twice, we supported Democrats in our senate races . . .”

“And what do you think of Joe McCarthy?” I asked.

He didn’t seemed disconcerted by my challenging tone . . . though, frankly, I was surprised that I popped that question so directly.

“I’ll be entirely straight with you, Miss Smythe. I do take the idea of a Communist menace seriously. I do think, for example, that all the evidence points to the guilt of the Rosenbergs, and that treason is a capital offence. But on the subject of Mr. McCarthy . . . well, he genuinely worries me. Because (a) I consider him a complete opportunist who is using this Communist issue as a way of wielding power, and (b) because he has destroyed a lot of innocent people in the process.”

He looked at me directly. “And, in my book, destroying innocent people is unforgivable.”

I met his gaze. “I’m glad you think that way.”

He shifted the conversation toward my “work” at the moment.

“I’m not working at the moment. No doubt, you know why.”

“We did run a piece about your brother. I’m very sorry. Is that why you came to Maine?”

“I needed to get away for a while, yes.”

“I presume Saturday/Sunday were very understanding about giving you leave.”

“Oh, they certainly wanted me on leave. Because, as far as they were concerned, my brother’s refusal to play ball with HUAC meant that I was now a liability to them.”

Duncan Howell actually looked shocked. “Tell me they didn’t do that.”

“I was as stunned as you were. Especially as they knew I was about the most apolitical person imaginable. Even my poor brother had completely renounced his brief fling with Communism during the thirties.”

“But he still refused to name names.”

“Quite rightly, in my opinion.”

“It’s a tough call, any way you look at it. And I can see why certain people probably thought naming names was a patriotic gesture . . . and why others saw it as a self-serving one. But I certainly respect your brother’s high principles.”

“Look where it got him. I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Howell. There are times when I wish to God he’d just named names like everybody else. Because he’d still be here. And because, quite honestly, if history teaches us anything it’s that today’s life-or-death argument becomes a lot less consequential as years go by. What I’m saying is: sooner or later, the country will wise up and the blacklisting will end. In time, historians will probably write about this period as a political aberration; a shameful blight in our national life. And they’ll be right. But my brother will still be dead and gone.”

“I’m sure he’d still want you to be writing.”

“But—haven’t you heard?—I’ve been blacklisted too.”

“Only by Saturday/Sunday. And they haven’t officially terminated you.”

“As soon as this paid leave of absence is over, they will. And word travels fast in Manhattan. Once Saturday/Sunday fires me, I’m definitely going to be declared a journalistic untouchable.”

“Not in Brunswick, Maine, you won’t.”

“Well, that’s nice to know,” I said with a laugh.

“And I bet one of the hardest things about your enforced sabbatical is being ‘out of print,’ so to speak.”

“How did you guess that?”

“Because I’ve been around journalists all my life. If there’s one thing they can’t live without, it’s an audience. I’m offering you an audience, Sara. A small audience. But an audience nonetheless.”

“Aren’t you worried about employing a political hot potato like me?”

“No,” he said directly.

“And what sort of thing would you want me to be writing?”

“Probably something similar to your ‘Real Life’ column. We’d talk that through.”

“Saturday/Sunday might get a little upset, were they to discover that I was working for someone else while collecting their paycheck.”

“Did you sign a contract with them, granting them complete exclusivity to your work?”

I shook my head.

“Did they insist that you didn’t write for anyone else while on leave?”

“No.”

“Then there’s no problem.”

“I guess there isn’t.”

“But there is, of course, the matter of money. Now, if you wouldn’t mind a private question, what did they pay you weekly for your column?”

“One hundred and eighty dollars.”

Duncan Howell gulped. “I don’t even make that much,” he said. “And there’s no way I could ever come near matching that. We are a small town, after all.”

“I’m not saying you have to match that. How’s fifty bucks a column sound to you? That’s about what I spend a week on rent and basic items.”

“It’s still far more than I pay any other columnist on the paper.”

I arched my eyebrows. Duncan Howell took the hint. “Fine, fine,” he said, proffering his hand. “Fifty a week it is.”

I took his hand. “Nice to be back on the job,” I said.

Of course, Duncan Howell was right. Though I wasn’t admitting it (and kept telling myself that I really wanted a break from my typewriter), I was desperately missing my weekly fix in print. And yes, he was so damn shrewd to glean that off me. Just as he probably sensed that what I needed more than anything was work. I wasn’t good at being slothful, unproductive. I needed direction, focus; a shape and a purpose to the day. Like anyone who was used to having an audience, I really craved one again. Even if my audience was no longer a national one, but the eight thousand daily readers of the Maine Gazette.

The column premiered a week after the Miss Brunswick Diner meeting. We agreed to call it “Day-to-Day Stuff.” Like the old column, it was a gently satirical commentary on prosaic matters. Only now I lost some of my usual metropolitan slant, and focused in on somewhat more homey, parochial matters: like “Twenty-three Dumb Uses for Kraft Velveeta Cheese” . . . or “Why Leg Waxing Makes Me Always Feel Inadequate” . . . or (my personal favorite) “Why Women Just Can’t Relate to Beer.”

Duncan Howell insisted that I keep the flip tone which so characterized my Saturday/Sunday columns. “Don’t feel you have to write down for your audience. Mainers always know when someone’s condescending to them . . . and they don’t like it. They might take some time getting used to your style . . . but, eventually, you’ll win them over.”

Certainly, the first few weeks of “Day-to-Day Stuff” didn’t win anybody over.

“What are you doing, employing such a wiseguy gal to write such a wiseguy column in a decent, respectable paper like yours?” ran one of the first Letters to the Editor.

A week later, another torpedo landed in the Letters column. “Maybe this sort of thing plays well in Manhattan, but Miss Smythe’s worldview certainly doesn’t seem to have the slightest bearing on life as we live it up here. Maybe she should think about heading back south.”

Ouch.

“Don’t take those letters personally,” Duncan Howell said when we met again at the Miss Brunswick for a little tête-à-tête a month after the column started.

“How can I not take it personally, Mr. Howell? After all, if I’m not connecting with your readers . . .”

“But you are connecting,” he said. “Most of the newsroom really like you. And every time I go to a dinner around town, at least one or two of the Bowdoin or local business people tell me how much they enjoy your take on things, and what a coup it was to get you for the paper. We always expect a couple of naysayers to complain about anything new and a little different. That’s par for the course. So, please, don’t fret: you’re doing just fine. So fine that I was wondering . . . might you be willing to start writing two columns a week for us?”

“That’s a joke, right?”

“No—I’m absolutely serious. I really want to get ‘Day-to-Day Stuff’ established—and I think the best way to do this is to up the ante, so to speak . . . and make them read you every Monday and Friday. You game?”

“Sure, I guess. Can you afford it?”

“I’ll work it out somehow.”

He held out his hand again. “Do we have a deal?”

“And I came to Maine thinking about a life of leisure.”

“Once a journalist . . .”

I took his hand and shook it. “Right—it’s a deal.”

“Glad to hear it. One final thing . . . there are a lot of people around town who would love to meet you. I don’t know what your social calendar is like these days . . .”

“It’s completely empty, by choice. I’m still not in a particularly sociable frame of mind.”

“Understood completely. These things do take time. But if you’re ever feeling in the need of company, do know that there are plenty of opportunities. You have fans.”

Like Dr. Bolduck. Not only was he delighted that, by calling Duncan Howell, I took the bait he dangled in front of me . . . but also that I had just passed the first trimester mark without problems.

“No worrying discharges, no constant cramps, no ominous discomfort?”

“Nothing ominous whatsoever. In fact, this has all been far simpler than my last pregnancy.”

“Well, what can I say except: good stuff. Fingers crossed. And keep taking it as easy as possible.”

“Not with Duncan Howell now insisting on two columns a week.”

“Oh yes, I heard about that. Congratulations. You’re becoming a local name.”

“And I’ll be even more of a name three months from now, when everyone on Maine Street sees the bump in the belly.”

“Like I said before, it will not be as big a deal as you imagine. Anyway, why should you care what people think around here?”

“Because I live here now, that’s why.”

Dr. Bolduck didn’t have an answer to that. Except: “Fair enough.”

The following week, I began to be published every Monday and Friday. There was another spate of letters in the paper, bemoaning my smarty-pants style. But Duncan Howell called me weekly for an impromptu editorial conference on the next week’s copy—and he constantly sounded enthusiastic about the way the column was progressing. He also said that he was getting terrific feedback about its twice-weekly appearance. So much so that he had some good news: the two largest papers in Maine—the Portland Press Herald and the Bangor Daily News—had both enquired about perhaps picking up serialization rights for the column.

“The money they’re offering isn’t great: about sixty dollars each per week for the two columns,” Mr. Howell said.

“Of which I’d receive how much?”

“Well, this is new territory for me. Because the Maine Gazette has never really been in a situation where one of our columnists has ended up being syndicated. But I spoke with someone at our lawyers, and they said that a sixty/forty split between the writer and the originating newspaper was commonplace.”

“Try eighty/twenty,” I said.

“That’s awfully steep, Miss Smythe.”

“I’m worth it,” I said.

“Of course, you are . . . but how about seventy/thirty?”

“I’ll settle for seventy-five/twenty-five, nothing less.”

“You drive a tough bargain.”

“Yes. I do. Seventy-five/twenty-five, Mr. Howell. And that covers this, and all future serializations. Fair enough?”

A pause.

“Fair enough,” he said. “I’ll have our lawyers draft an agreement for you to sign.”

“I’ll look forward to receiving it. And thanks for getting me into Portland and Bangor.”

“Am I ever going to get you over to dinner? My wife is really dying to meet you.”

“In time, Mr. Howell. In time.”

I knew I was probably coming across as some affected solipsist . . . but the combination of my pregnancy and my ongoing grief made me shy away from any social gatherings. I could handle my weekly dinner with Ruth, but the idea of making polite conversation over a dinner table—and answering well-meaning questions like, ‘So, what brought you to Brunswick?’—made me want to steer clear of all social possibilities. I was still succumbing to outbursts of despair. I preferred to keep them private ones. So I kept refusing all invitations.

But when Jim Carpenter suddenly asked me out one afternoon, I surprised myself by saying yes. Jim was an instructor in French at Bowdoin. He taught the class I was auditing. He was in his late twenties—a tall, gangly fellow with sandy hair, rimless glasses, and a retiring, somewhat shy demeanor that masked a mischievous streak. Like everyone else at Bowdoin (the students included), he dressed in the standard New England academic garb: tweed jacket, gray flannels, button-down shirts, a college tie. But, in the course of our conversational lessons, he dropped the fact that Bowdoin was his first teaching job—and that he’d landed in Maine after two years of work on his doctorate at the Sorbonne. I was the only auditor in the class. Though I was also the only woman student (Bowdoin was resolutely all-male back then), Jim remained quite formal and distant with me for the first two months of the course. He asked a few basic questions—en français—about my work (“Je suis journaliste, mais pour l’instant j’ai pris un congé sabbatique de mon travail” was all I’d say about it). He made discreet enquiries about my marital status, and whether I was enjoying my time in Maine. Otherwise, he maintained a professional stance of complete disinterest. Until one afternoon—a few weeks after the column started—he caught me on the way out of class. And said, “I’m enjoying your column enormously, Miss Smythe.”

“Oh, thanks,” I said, feeling slightly embarrassed.

“One of my colleagues in the department said you used to write for Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. Is that true?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“I never knew I had a celebrity in my class.”

“You don’t.”

“Modesty is an overrated virtue,” he said with a slight smile.

“But immodesty is always boring, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps . . . but after a couple of months in Maine, I really wouldn’t mind a dose of good old-fashioned Parisian arrogance. Everyone is so polite and self-effacing here.”

“Maybe that’s why I like it. Especially after Manhattan, where everyone’s always selling themselves. There’s something rather pleasant about a place where, five seconds after being introduced, you don’t know what the person does, how much they earn, and how many times they’ve been divorced.”

“But I want to know that stuff. Maybe that’s because I’m still trying to shake off my Hoosier roots.”

“You’re actually from Indiana?”

“It happens.”

“Paris really must have been an eye-opener then.”

“Well . . . the wine is better there than in Indianapolis.”

I laughed. “I think I’ll use that line,” I said.

“Be my guest. But on one condition: you let me take you out for dinner one evening.”

I must have looked surprised, because Jim instantly blushed, then said, “Of course, you’re under no obligation . . .”

“No,” I said, interrupting him. “Dinner one night would be fine.”

We arranged the date for three days’ time. Twice before then, I thought about calling up and canceling. Because going out with anybody was the last thing I was interested in at this moment. Because I didn’t want to have to do a lot of explaining about everything that had happened to me over the last six months. And because I was pregnant, damn it.

But another voice within my head told me to stop being such a cautious stiff. It was only a dinner, after all. He didn’t seem like the sort of guy who had fangs and slept in a coffin. Though I was eschewing social gatherings, I was suddenly beginning to rue the absence of company. So I put on a decent dress and a spot of makeup, and let him take me to the dining room of the Stowe House for dinner. He was somewhat nervous and hesitant at first—which was both endearing and annoying, as I had to work hard initially at making conversation. But after the second cocktail, he started loosening up a bit. By the time he had most of a bottle of wine in him (I restricted myself to two glasses), he began to show flashes of a genuinely amusing mind . . . albeit one forced to hide behind a button-down countenance.

“You know what I loved most about Paris?” he said. “Besides, of course, the sheer absurd beauty of the place? The ability to walk until dawn. I must have squandered half my time there, staying up all night, wandering from café to café, or just meandering for miles. I had this tiny room in the Fifth, right off the rue des Écoles. I could pay my rent and stuff my face for fifty dollars a month. I could spend all day reading at this great brasserie—Le Balzar—just around the corner from my garret. And I had a librarian girlfriend named Stéphanie who moved in with me for the last four months of my stay . . . and couldn’t understand why the hell I wanted to exchange Paris for a teaching post in Brunswick, Maine.”

He paused for a moment, suddenly looking embarrassed. “And that’s the last glass of wine I’m drinking tonight—otherwise I’ll start sounding like a walking edition of True Confessions.”

“Go on, encore un verre,” I said, tipping the rest of the bottle into his glass.

“Only if you join me.”

“I’m a cheap date. Two glasses is my limit.”

“Have you always been that way?”

I was about to say something foolish and revealing like, “I’m under doctor’s orders to drink no more than a glass or two a day.” Instead, I kept it simple: “It always goes to my head.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” he said, raising his glass. “Santé.”

“So why did you throw away Stéphanie and la vie parisienne for Bowdoin College?”

“Don’t get me started. I might commit an act of self-revulsion.”

“Sounds like a grisly prospect. But you still haven’t answered my question.”

“What can I say . . . except that I’m the son of an ultra-conservative, ultrasafe insurance executive from Indianapolis. And if you’re brought up in the insurance world, you always think cautiously. So, though Paris was a great dream, when the job offer from Bowdoin came through . . . well, it’s a salary, right? And the potential for tenure, security, professional prestige. All that boring, cautionary stuff . . . about which I’m sure you happily know nothing.”

“On the contrary, my father was a big cog in the Hartford insurance machine. And my guy did public relations for . . .”

I suddenly cut myself off.

“Oh, there’s a guy in your life?” he asked, attempting to sound as nonchalant as possible.

“There was a guy. It’s over.”

He tried to stop himself from beaming. He failed. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“It all happened around the same time as my brother . . . You know about my brother?”

He put on a serious face again. “Yes. When I mentioned you were auditing my course to a colleague at the college, he said that he read a news story about him . . .”

“Dying.”

“Yes. Dying. I really am sorry. It must have been . . .”

“It was.”

“And that’s why you moved to Maine?”

“One of the reasons.”

“Was your former guy another reason?”

“He added to the mess, yes.”

“God, what a tough year you’ve . . .”

“Stop right there . . .”

“Sorry, have I . . . ?”

“No, you’ve been very sweet. It’s just . . . I really can’t take much in the way of sympathy . . .”

“Okay,” he said. “Then I’ll play tough and cynical.”

“You can’t—you’re from Indiana.”

“Is everyone from Manhattan as smart as you are?”

“Is everyone from Indianapolis as fulsome as you are?”

“Ouch.”

“That wasn’t meant in a derogatory way.”

“But it wasn’t exactly fulsome either.”

“Touché. You are quick.”

“For a guy from Indianapolis.”

“It could be worse.”

“How’s that?”

“You could be from Omaha.”

He shot me one of his mischievous smiles. And said, “I like your style.”

Truth be told, I liked his too. When he walked me back to my front door that night, he asked if I might be willing to risk life and limb by taking a day trip in his car this coming Saturday.

“What’s so dangerous about your car?” I asked.

“The driver,” he said.

His car was a two-seater, soft-top Alfa Romeo, in bright tomato red. I did a double take when he pulled up in it outside my house that Saturday morning.

“Aren’t you a bit young for a midlife crisis?” I asked, sliding into one of the low bucket seats.

“Believe it or not, it was a gift from my father.”

“Your dad, Mr. Indianapolis Insurance King? I don’t believe it.”

“I think it was his way of applauding my decision to return home and take the job here.”

“Oh, I get it. It’s a variation on How You Gonna Keep ’Em Down on the Farm After They’ve Seen Paree? With a sports car, naturally.”

“A heavily insured sports car.”

“Surprise, surprise.”

We spent the day zooming north on Route 1. Past Bath. Past splendidly atmospheric small towns like Wiscasset and Damriscotta and Rockland, eventually reaching Camden around lunchtime. We killed an hour or so in a wonderful used-book shop on Bayview Street. Then we walked down to a little waterfront joint, and ate steamers, washed down with beer. Afterward, Jim lit up a Gauloise. I declined his offer of a cigarette.

“Good God,” he said. “A low alcohol tolerance, and an aversion to cigarettes. You must be a secret Mormon in disguise.”

“I tried to be a smoker in college. I failed. I don’t think I ever got the knack of inhaling.”

“It’s an easy knack to master.”

“One of my many lapses in talent. But answer me this: how the hell can you smoke those Frenchie butts? They smell like an exhaust pipe.”

“Ah, but they taste like . . .”

“. . . a French exhaust pipe. I bet you’re the only guy in Maine who smokes them.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?” he asked.

Jim was great fun. We kept up an entertaining banter all day. He had wit. He was ferociously literate. He could also mock himself. I liked him enormously . . . as a pal, a chum, un bon copain. Nothing more. Even if I’d been in the market for romance, he wouldn’t have fit the bill. Too gawky. Too doting. Too needy. I wanted his company, but I didn’t want to fuel his hopes that this might lead to anything more than camaraderie. So—when he suggested a date a few days later—I pleaded work.

“Oh, come on,” he said lightly. “Surely you could manage a movie and a cheeseburger one night this week.”

“I’m really trying to focus on my column,” I said, and instantly hated myself for sounding like a precious prig. To his credit, Jim laughed. And said,

“You know, as kiss-off lines go, that stinks.”

“You’re right. It does stink. What’s the movie?”

“Ace in the Hole, directed by the very great Billy Wilder.”

“I saw it last year in Manhattan.”

“Any good?”

“The nastiest movie about journalism ever made.”

“Then you’ll see it again.”

“Yeah. I guess I will.”

So much for trying to put Jim off. But, to his infinite credit, he never hinted at a romantic subtext to our nights out. Like me, he was new in Brunswick. He craved company. And—though I didn’t like admitting it—so did I. Which made it very hard to refuse his offer of a movie, or a chamber music concert in Portland, or an evening with a few of his faculty friends (yes, I was finally becoming sociable). Even after a month of seeing each other, the goodnight kiss was always planted on my cheek. There was (dare I say it) a part of me that wondered: why the hell isn’t he making a move? Even though I sensed that his reticence in that department came from the fact that he knew I wasn’t interested.

I also knew that, eventually, I would have to own up about my pregnancy. Because—now nearly five months on—I was beginning to develop a telltale bulge in my belly. But I kept putting off this revelation. Because, coward that I am, I feared the effect it might have on our friendship. I so liked him. So wanted him to continue being my pal . . . and sensed that it would all fall apart when he discovered my news.

I resolved to tell him, however, after one of my weekly appointments with Dr. Bolduck.

“Once again, everything seems to be going according to the usual pregnancy plan,” he said.

“I am following your orders to the letter, Doc.”

“But I hear you’re at least getting out and about a bit . . . which is a good thing.”

“How did you hear that?”

“It’s a small town, remember?”

“And what else did you hear?”

“Just that you’d been seen around at a couple of Bowdoin faculty dinners.”

“In the company of Jim Carpenter, right?”

“Yes, I did hear that. But . . .”

“He’s just a friend.”

“Fine.”

“I mean that. I am not stringing him along.”

“Hold on here. No one’s saying you’re stringing him along. Or that you’re an item. Or anything like that.”

“But people have noted we’ve been seeing each other. Well, haven’t they?”

“Welcome to Brunswick, Maine. Where everyone knows everyone else’s business. In a nonmalicious way, of course. Don’t let it bother you.”

But it did—because I knew that Jim would publicly look like a fool as soon as my pregnancy became around-town news. So I resolved to tell him the next day.

It was a Saturday. We had arranged to drive out to Reid State Park for the afternoon. But that morning I woke up feeling a little nauseous: a condition I blamed on some tinned salmon I had eaten the night before. So I called up Jim and begged off the afternoon. When he heard I was feeling poorly, he instantly offered to call a doctor, rush to my bedside, and play Florence Nightingale . . .

“It’s just an upset stomach,” I said.

“That could mean a variety of things.”

“It means I ate a can of bad Canadian fish last night, and now I am paying for it.”

“At least let me drop by later on and check in on you.”

“Fine, fine,” I said, suddenly too weary to argue.

Moments after I put down the phone, the nausea actually hit. I raced to the bathroom. I became very sick. When the worst was over, I rinsed out my mouth and staggered back to bed. My nightgown was soaked with sweat. I felt chilled. But, at least, the vomiting had stopped.

It started again five minutes later. This time there was nothing to come up. I hung over the toilet, retching wildly, suddenly feeling ill beyond belief. After this bout of the dry heaves, I made it back to bed . . . and was up a few moments later, hugging the toilet bowl for ballast.

On and on this went for an hour. Finally, my stomach could heave no more. I collapsed into bed. My body finally surrendered to exhaustion. I passed out.

In Brunswick during the 1950s, nobody ever locked their doors. Initially when I moved into my apartment, I always threw the latch. Until the woman who cleaned the place left me a note saying that I didn’t need to maintain this security-conscious habit—as the last house robbery in town was around four years ago . . . and the guy was drunk at the time.

I hadn’t locked my front door since then. Without question the fact that my door was left open that Saturday afternoon saved my life. Because, around three PM, Jim showed up at my apartment and knocked on the door for five minutes. I didn’t hear his persistent knocking, as I was unconscious at the time. Knowing I was unwell, he decided to enter the apartment. He kept calling out my name. He got no response. Then he entered my bedroom. As he later told me:

“I thought you were dead.”

Because he found me in a pool of blood.

The sheets were crimson, sodden. I was insensible. Jim couldn’t get a word out of me. He dashed to the phone. He called an ambulance.

I briefly came around in the hospital. I was on a gurney, surrounded by doctors and nurses. I heard one of the doctors speaking to Jim.

“How long has your wife been pregnant?” he asked.

“She’s pregnant?”

“Yes. Didn’t you know . . . ?”

“She’s not my wife.”

“What’s her first name?”

“Sara.”

The doctor began to snap his fingers in front of my face. “Sara, Sara . . . are you there? Can you hear me?” I managed to mutter three words: “The baby is . . .” Then the world went dark again.

When it came back into focus, it was the middle of the night. I was alone in a small empty ward. I had drips and tubes in my arms. My vision was blurred. My head had been cleaved by an ax. But it was nothing compared to the pain in my abdomen. I felt splayed, eviscerated. My flesh was raw, on fire. I wanted to scream. I couldn’t scream. My vocal cords appeared frozen. I fumbled for the call button dangling by my side. I held it down for a very long time. I heard brisk footsteps down the corridor. A nurse approached my bedside. She looked down at me. Again I tried to speak. Again I failed. But my face told her everything.

“The pain . . . ?” she asked.

I nodded my head wildly. She put a small plunger in my hand.

“You’re on a morphine drip,” she said.

Morphine? Oh God . . .

“So every time the pain gets too much, just press down on this plunger. And . . .”

She demonstrated it for me. Immediately a surge of narcotic warmth spread across my body. And I vanished from consciousness.

Then it was light again. Another nurse was standing over me. The bedclothes had been pulled down. My hospital nightgown was over my belly. A bloody bandage was being yanked off my skin. I shuddered in pain.

“I wouldn’t look at that, if I was you,” the nurse said to me.

But I did look—and shuddered again when I saw the horrendous railroad track of stitches across my abdomen. I managed a word:

“What . . . ?”

The pain kicked in again. I fumbled for the plunger. The nurse put it in my hand. I pressed down on it. Darkness.

Light again. Now I saw a familiar face above me: Dr. Bolduck. He had a stethoscope on my chest. His finger was on my left wrist, checking my pulse.

“Hi there,” he said. His voice was quiet, subdued. I knew immediately what had happened. “How’s the pain?”

“Bad.”

“I bet. But this is the worst you should experience.”

“I lost it, didn’t I?”

“Yes. You did. I am so sorry.”

“What happened?”

“You were suffering from a clinical condition known as an ‘incompetent cervix’; a condition which is virtually impossible to diagnose until it’s too late. Essentially, your cervix couldn’t handle the weight of the baby once it passed the five-month mark. So, when the cervix failed, you hemorrhaged. You’re lucky your friend Jim found you. You would have died.”

“You operated?”

“We had no choice. Your womb was ruptured. Irreparably. If we hadn’t operated . . .”

“I’ve had a hysterectomy?”

Silence. Then, “Yes, Sara. A hysterectomy.”

I fumbled for the plunger. I pushed it down. I went under.

Then it was night. The overhead lights were off. It was raining outside. A major thunderstorm. Howling winds. Rattling glass. Celestial tympani. The occasional flash of lightning. It took a few minutes for the morphine fog to lift. The pain was still there, but it was no longer acute. It had become a dull, persistent ache. I stared out the window. I thought back to five years ago in Greenwich. How I buried my head in Eric’s arms and fell apart. How—at the time—it seemed like the world had ended. Six months ago in New York—staring at the bloodstains in my brother’s apartment—I too thought that life could not go on.

And then Jack. And now this.

I swallowed hard. I resisted the temptations of the morphine plunger. The rain was now splattering across the window, like liquid buckshot. I wanted to cry. I could not. All I could do was look out into the dark, blank night. And think: so this is what happened. Maybe it was the residue of the narcotics. Maybe it was postoperative shock. Or maybe there comes a point when you simply can no longer grieve for everything that life throws at you. It’s not that you suddenly accept your fate. Rather, that you now understand a central truth: there is a thing called tragedy, and it shadows us all. We live in fear of it. We try to keep it at bay. But, like death, it is omnipresent. It permeates everything we do. We spend a lifetime building a fortress against its onslaught. But it still triumphs. Because tragedy is so casual, aimless, indiscriminate. When it does hit us, we look for reasons, justifications, messages from on high. I get pregnant. I lose the baby. I am told I will never have another. I get pregnant again. I lose the baby again. What does this mean? Is somebody trying to tell me something? Or is this just how things are?

Later that day, Jim showed up. He was looking uneasy. He carried a small bouquet of flowers. They were already half-wilted.

“I brought you these,” he said, putting them on the little table by my bed. As soon as he set them down, he immediately backed away to the other side of the room. Either he didn’t want to crowd me, or he was uneasy about being within my close proximity.

“Thank you,” I said.

He positioned himself against the wall near the door. “How are you feeling now?” he asked.

“I really recommend morphine.”

“You must have been in agony.”

“Nothing a hysterectomy can’t cure.”

The color was bleached from his face.

“I didn’t know. I’m so . . .”

“I am the one who should apologize. I should have told you about this from the start. But I was a coward . . .”

He held his hand up. “No need to explain,” he said.

“The doctor said that if you hadn’t found me . . .”

There was an awkward pause.

“I’d better go,” he said.

“Thank you for the visit. Thank you for . . .”

“May I ask you something?” he said, cutting me off.

I nodded.

“The guy who got you pregnant . . . are you in love with him?”

“Was. Very deeply.”

“It’s over?”

“Completely.”

“No,” he said, “it’s not.”

I had no answer to that. Except something lame like: “Let’s talk when I finally get out of here.”

“Uh, sure,” he said.

“I am sorry, Jim. Very sorry.”

“That’s okay.”

But I knew that it wasn’t okay. Just as I also realized that news of my hospitalization would disseminate quickly through Brunswick. Certainly, Duncan. Howell knew that I had been rushed to the Brunswick Hospital—as a big floral arrangement arrived that same afternoon. It was accompanied by a card:

Get well soon . . . From the staff of the Maine Gazette.

I didn’t expect an effusive note. But the generic quality of the message made me wonder whether Mr. Howell had discovered the real reason behind my medical emergency.

Dr. Bolduck informed me that—due to my surgical wounds and the amount of blood I had lost—I could expect to spend ten more days in the care of Brunswick Hospital. I was anxious about missing my forthcoming deadlines for the column—and put a call through to the editor’s office. For the first time since I started writing for the Maine Gazette, Mr. Howell didn’t take my call. Instead his secretary got on the line—and informed me that the editor was “in a meeting,” but that he wanted me to have the next two weeks off, “at full pay.”

“That’s very generous of Mr. Howell,” I said. “Please thank him for me.”

I spent much of the next ten days in a postoperative blur. Even though the worst of the pain had dissipated, I let it be known that I was in serious physical discomfort. I must have sounded convincing to Dr. Bolduck and the nursing staff, as they kept my morphine bag topped up. There are moments in life when certain things shouldn’t be confronted; when you don’t want clarity, forthrightness, the truth. This was one of them. Every time I felt myself veering toward terrible lucidity, I reached for the morphine plunger. I knew that, at the end of ten days, I would have to get out of this bed, and continue my life. Until then, however, I craved chemical denial.

Ruth dropped in every other day. She brought homemade oatmeal cookies, and magazines, and a bottle of Christian Brothers brandy.

“Who needs brandy when you’ve got this?” I said, brandishing the morphine plunger.

“Whatever works,” she said with a worried smile.

She offered to collect my mail for me. “No mail, no newspapers, nothing tangible. I’m on a vacation from everything.”

I could see her eyeing the plunger in my hand. “Is that stuff helping things?” she asked.

“You bet,” I said. “In fact, I might get it installed on tap in my apartment.”

“What a wonderful idea,” she said. Her tone was so pleasant that I knew she was humoring me. “You sure you don’t need anything?”

“I do need something.”

“Tell me.”

“A complete memory loss.”

Two days before I was discharged, one of the nurses rolled away the morphine drip.

“Hey! I need that,” I said.

“Not anymore,” she said.

“Says who?”

“Dr. Bolduck.”

“But what about the pain?”

“We’ll be giving you some pills . . .”

“Pills aren’t the same.”

“They do the job.”

“Not as well as the morphine.”

“You don’t need the morphine.”

“Oh yes I do.”

“Then take it up with the doctor.”

The pills diminished the pain, but they certainly didn’t dispatch me to never-never land like the morphine. I couldn’t sleep. I spent the night watching the hospital ward ceiling. Somewhere near dawn, I decided that I hated this life. It was too agonizing, too appallingly fragile. Everything hurt too much. It was best to make an exit now. Because I knew full well that once the morphine had drained out of my system, I would enter a realm beyond endurance. All reserves of strength, stoicism, resilience had been depleted. I didn’t want to grapple anymore with such ruthless sorrow. I couldn’t face the idea of living in a state of permanent anguish. So the alternative was a simple one: permanent escape.

The nurse had left two painkillers by my bedside if I needed them during the night. I would ask Dr. Bolduck for an extralarge prescription to take with me when I checked out of here. I would go home. I would open a bottle of decent whiskey. I would chase all the pills with copious amounts of J&B. Then I would tie a bag round my head, sealing all potential air leaks with tape. I’d get into bed. The pill-and-Scotch cocktail would knock me out. I’d quietly smother to death in my sleep.

I reached for the two pills. I swallowed them. I continued to stare at the ceiling. I suddenly felt rather wonderful, knowing that I would only have to cope with forty-eight hours more of life. I began to organize to-do lists in my mind. I would have to make certain my will was up to date. No doubt, there would be a local lawyer in town who could offer me express service . . . as long as I didn’t let on that the new will would be in probate only a day after I signed it. I would have to decide on funeral arrangements. No religious send-off. No memorials. Maybe a listing in the New York Times obituary, so a few people back in Manhattan would be informed of my demise. But definitely no organized memorial service. Just a local cremation here in Maine, and the local undertakers could do what the hell they wanted with my ashes. And my money? My so-called estate? Leave it all to . . .

Who?

There was no one. No husband. No family. No child. No loved ones.

Loved ones. What a facile expression to describe the most central need in life. But who were my loved ones? To whom would I bequeath my estate? I was flying solo. My death would mean nothing. It would hurt no one . . . so my suicide would not be a selfish or vengeful act. It would simply be a drastic, but necessary form of pain relief.

The painkillers kicked in. I fell into a deep sleep. I woke sometime during midmorning. I felt curiously calm, almost elated. I had a plan, a future, a destination.

Dr. Bolduck came around that afternoon. He checked my war wounds. He seemed pleased with the healing process. He asked me about the pain. I complained of a constant nasty ache.

“How are those pills working?” he asked.

“I miss the morphine.”

“I bet you do. Which is why there’s no way I’m letting you near it again. I don’t want you leaving here thinking you’re Thomas de Quincey.”

“I think opium was his substance of choice.”

“Hey, I’m a doctor, not a literary critic. But I do know morphine is addictive.”

“You will give me something for the pain.”

“Sure. I’ll give you a week’s supply of those pills. Within three or four days, the pain should finally vanish, so I doubt you’ll need them all.”

“That’s good to know.”

“How are you faring otherwise?”

“Surprisingly all right.”

“Really?”

“It’s a difficult time, but I’m coping.”

“Don’t be surprised if you feel depressed. It’s a common reaction.”

“I’ll be vigilant,” I said.

He then said that I could go home tomorrow. I called Ruth and asked if she could pick me up in the morning. She was there at nine. She helped me into her car. She brought me back to my apartment. It had been cleaned the day before. There were fresh sheets on the bed. Ruth had gone shopping, and the larder was stocked with basic provisions. A small pile of mail was on my kitchen table. I decided it could all remain unopened.

Ruth asked me if there was anything else she could do for me.

“There’s a prescription from Dr. Bolduck . . .”

“No problem,” she said, taking the scrawled form from my hand. “I’ll just pop down to the druggist on Maine Street and get it filled right away. Don’t want you in pain, after all.”

While she was out, I made a phone call to the first attorney-at-law in the Brunswick phone book. His name was Alan Bourgeois. He answered the phone himself. I explained that I had a will on file with my lawyer in New York, but it had left my entire estate to my brother, who was now deceased. How could I change it? He said he’d be happy to draw up a new will—which would supersede the old one. Might I stop down tomorrow? Or if I was free this afternoon, he could make time for me. It was a slow day.

I arranged to see him at two PM. Ruth returned an hour later with the filled prescription. “The druggist said you’re to take no more than two every three hours. There’s a week’s supply.”

Forty-two pills. That should be enough to do the job.

“I can’t thank you enough for everything,” I said to Ruth. “You’ve been a great friend.”

“I’ll check in tomorrow, if that’s okay.”

“No need,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

She looked at me with care. “I’ll still stick my head in,” she said.

That afternoon, I called a cab to take me down Maine Street to the office of Alan Bourgeois. His office was a room over a haberdasher’s. He was a small man in his midfifties, dressed in a nondescript gray suit, beneath which was a V-neck sweater. A pen holder adorned his breast pocket. He looked like the perfect country lawyer: quiet, direct, businesslike. He took down all my personal details. He asked for the name of my New York lawyer. He then asked how I wanted to divide up my estate.

“Fifty percent should go to Ruth Reynolds of Bath, Maine,” I said.

“And the remaining half?”

I drew a breath. “The remaining half should be left in trust for Charles Malone until his twenty-first birthday.”

“Is Charles Malone a nephew?”

“The son of a friend.”

Mr. Bourgeois said that the will would be a straightforward document, and he would have it ready tomorrow.

“Is there no chance we could finalize it all today?” I asked.

“Well, I suppose I could take care of it before close of business. But it would mean you having to come back in a few hours.”

“That’s not a problem,” I said. “I have some errands I have to run.”

“Fine by me,” he said, and we arranged to meet again just before five.

I wasn’t able to walk very far—so I called a cab again. I asked the driver to wait while I made a trip to a hardware store, where I bought some bags and a wide roll of packing tape. I moved on to the bank, where I withdrew fifty dollars to cover the cost of Mr. Bourgeois’s legal fees. Then the cabbie drove me up to the Maine State Liquor Store near the college. I was about to buy a fifth of J&B when I saw a bottle of Glenfiddich next to it. The difference in price was six dollars. I decided to splurge.

I was dropped off home. I arranged for the cabbie to collect me again just before five. I had ninety minutes. I used them productively. I gathered up all checkbooks and deposit books, and assembled them on the table. I found my few pieces of jewelry, and placed them alongside the bank stuff. I rolled a piece of paper in my typewriter and punched out a fast letter to Joel Eberts, explaining about the new will. I gave him the name of Alan Bourgeois, and told him I’d arrange for a copy of the document to be mailed to him.

By the time the will reaches you, I will have left this life. I am not going to offer a great defense for my decision to put an end to things. Except this: I simply know I can’t go on.

In the new will, you have been listed as my executor, so I’ll trust you to sell the apartment, liquidate the stock, and set up a trust for Charles Malone—to whom half of my estate is being left. I’m certain you find it strange that I am making him such a major beneficiary. My rationale is a simple one: Jack Malone was the man I loved most in my life. Yes, he destroyed that love by betraying Eric, but that betrayal doesn’t negate his central role in the final part of my life. I always wanted children, but I didn’t get that wish. Malone has a son. Let him benefit from the love I once had for his father . . . but please make certain that under no circumstances can Malone himself have any access to the trust.

In closing, let me say that you have always been a great friend to me. Do understand: I know this is the right choice. I look upon it as something akin to the breakdown of a protracted negotiation. I’ve fought my corner to the best of my ability—yet I find myself constantly overwhelmed, constantly defeated. It’s time to surrender to the inevitable—and admit that the negotiation should come to an end.

I wish you well. I thank you for everything.

I signed the letter. I folded it and placed it in an envelope. I addressed the envelope, and attached a stamp to it. Then I rolled another sheet of paper into my Remington and typed a short note that I planned to leave in an envelope on my front doormat:

Dear Ruth:

Don’t go inside. Do call the police. Do accept my apologies for landing you with this unpleasant chore. Do contact Alan Bourgeois at his office on Maine Street in Brunswick. Do know that I think you were about the best ally imaginable.

Love,

I scrawled my signature. I placed the note in the envelope. I wrote Ruth on its front. I left it on the dining table, to be placed outside later this evening.

A knock came at the door. It was the taxi. I picked up my coat and the letter to Joel Eberts. I posted it in the mailbox near my front door. Then I climbed into the cab and returned to the office of Alan Bourgeois. He greeted me with a stern nod, and motioned for me to sit in the steel chair which faced his desk. Then he picked up a legal document on his desk, and handed it to me.

“Here it is,” he said. “Read through it carefully—because if there are any amendments or codicils, now’s the time to get them done.”

I studied the document. Everything seemed to be in order. I said so.

“You left the funeral arrangements section somewhat vague,” Mr. Bourgeois said.

“I want a vague funeral,” I said lightly. Immediately, Mr. Bourgeois looked at me with concern, so I added: “Fifty years from now, of course.”

He pursed his lips and said nothing. I returned the document to his desk.

“It all seems just fine. Shall I sign it now?”

He reached into his pocket and produced a fountain pen. Unscrewing the cap he handed it to me.

“I’ve made three copies of the will. One for your records, one for your lawyer in New York, and one for my files. You’ll need to sign them all, then I’ll put on my notary public hat and notarize the lot. By the way, I meant to tell you: the notary charge is two dollars per document. I hope that isn’t too exorbitant.”

“No problem,” I said, scribbling my signature in the appropriate place on all three documents. As I handed them back, Mr. Bourgeois used an old-fashioned engraver to stamp his seal on each of the signed pages. Then he added his own signature below the seal.

“You now have a new will,” he said. Then he reached over to his in-tray and handed me a bill for forty-one dollars. I took out my purse, counted out the money and put it on his desk. He put my copy of the will into a thick manila envelope and, with a hint of ceremony, placed it in my hands.

“Thank you for the speedy service,” I said, standing up to leave.

“Anytime, Miss Smythe. I hope I can be of service to you again.”

I said nothing. I headed toward the door. Mr. Bourgeois said, “Mind if I ask you a nosy question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Why did you need this will so quickly?”

I had already anticipated this question, and had prepared a reasonable answer. “I’m going away on a trip tomorrow.”

“But I thought you just got out of the hospital today?”

“How on earth did you know that?” I asked, my tone sharp.

“I know your column from the paper, and I also heard you’d been unwell.”

“From whom?”

He looked taken aback by my stridency. “From . . . uh . . . just around Brunswick. It’s a small town, you know. I was just curious, that’s all.”

“I’m taking a trip. I wanted to have my will in order, especially as my brother . . .”

“I do understand. No offense meant, Miss Smythe.”

“None taken, Mr. Bourgeois. Nice doing business with you.”

“And you, ma’am. Going anywhere nice?”

“Sorry?”

“I was just wondering if the place you were going is nice.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been there before.”

I took the taxi back to my house, determined to get this over with as soon as possible . . . just in case Mr. Bourgeois had sensed that I was up to something self-destructive and dispatched the police over to my apartment. I stared out at the now-dark streets of Brunswick, thinking: this will be my last glimpse of the outside world. When the cab pulled up in front of my house, I tipped the driver ten dollars. He was stunned, and thanked me profusely. Well, it’s my last cab ride, I felt like saying. Anyway, come tomorrow, I won’t have any use for money.

I went inside. I retrieved the letter to Ruth and placed it on my outside mat. Then I bolted the door behind me. I took off my coat. The cleaner had laid a fire in the grate. I touched the kindling with a match. It ignited instantly. I went into the bathroom. I retrieved the bottle of painkillers. I walked into the kitchen. I pulled out a bag, a roll of tape and a pair of scissors. I went to the bedroom. I placed the bag on my pillow, then I cut off four long strips of tape and attached them to the bedside table. I picked up the bottle of Glenfiddich and a glass. I went into the living room. I sat down on the sofa. My hands began to shake. I poured a slug of Glenfiddich into the glass. I downed it. My hands were still trembling. I poured myself another finger of whiskey. Down it went in one go. I took a deep breath and felt the glow of the whiskey spread across my body. My plan was straightforward. I would down all the pills in clusters of five, chasing each handful with a large glass of Glenfiddich. When the bottle was empty, I’d move quickly into the bedroom, get the bag taped around my head, and lie down on the bed. The combination of Scotch and painkillers would ensure unconsciousness within minutes. I’d never wake up again.

I pulled the bottle of pills out of my skirt pocket. I popped off the cap. I counted out five pills into my hand. The phone began to ring. I ignored it. The phone continued to ring. I poured a very large glass of whiskey. The phone wouldn’t stop ringing. I began to fear that Alan Bourgeois might have been checking up on me—and that if I didn’t answer it, he’d think the worst. It was best to answer it, and assure him I was just fine. I put the pills back into the bottle. I reached for the phone.

“Sara, Duncan Howell here.”

Damn. Damn. Damn. I tried to sound agreeable.

“Hi, Duncan.”

“Am I calling you at a bad moment?”

“No,” I said, taking another swig of Scotch. “Go ahead.”

“I heard you were discharged from Brunswick Regional today. How are you faring?”

“I’m just fine.”

“You’ve had us all worried. And I must have had at least a dozen letters from readers, wondering when your column would be returning.”

“That’s very nice,” I said, the bottle of pills rattling in my hand. “But . . . might I call you later? Or tomorrow perhaps? It’s just . . . I am still rather drained, and . . .”

“Believe me, Sara—knowing how sick you’ve been, I really didn’t want to call tonight. But I felt I should talk to you before you found out . . .”

“Found out what?”

“You mean, no one from New York has been on to you this afternoon?”

“I was out. But why would anyone from New York get on to me?”

“Because you were prominently featured in Walter Winchell’s column today.”

“What?”

“Would you like me to read it to you?”

“Absolutely.”

“It’s not exactly flattering . . .”

“Read it, please.”

“All right, here we go. It was the fourth item from the top: ‘She used to be a hot-shot columnist with Saturday Night/Sunday Morning, but now she’s doing time in Hicksville. Sara Smythe—the yuck-yuck dame behind the popular “Real Life” column—vanished from print a couple of months ago . . . right after her Redder-than-Red brother, Eric, was booted from his job as Marty Manning’s head scribe. Seems that Eric wouldn’t sing about his Commie past . . . a major unpatriotic no-no which also made Saturday/Sunday nervous about keeping Sister Sara in print. A month later, the ole demon rum sent Eric to an early grave, and Sara disappeared into thin air. Until one of my spies—on vacation in the great state of Maine—picked up a little local rag called the Maine Gazette . . . and guess who was churning out words in its big-deal pages? You got it: the once-famous Sara Smythe. Oh, how the mighty do fall when they forget a little tune called “The Star Spangled Banner.” ’ ”

Duncan Howell paused for a moment, nervously clearing his throat.

“Like I said, it’s hardly nice. And I certainly took umbrage at our paper being called ‘a little local rag.’ ”

“That son of a bitch.”

“My conclusion entirely. And we’re standing right behind you in all of this.”

I rattled the pills in my hand again, saying nothing.

“There’s something else you need to know,” Duncan Howell said. “Two things, actually. Neither pleasant. The first is that I received a call this afternoon from a man named Platt. He said he was in the legal affairs department of Saturday Night/Sunday Morning. He’d been trying to track you down . . . but as he didn’t have any idea of your whereabouts, he’d decided to call me—having discovered, from Winchell’s column, that you were writing for us. Anyway, he asked me to inform you that, by writing for us, you were in breach of contract . . .”

“That’s total garbage,” I said, my voice surprisingly loud.

“I’m just passing on what he told me. He also wanted you to know that he was stopping your leave-of-absence payments from this moment on.”

“That’s all right. There were only a few more weeks to go. Any other good news?”

“I’m afraid there have been some repercussions from the Winchell column.”

“What kind of repercussions?”

“I received two phone calls late this afternoon from the editors of the Portland Press Herald and the Bangor Daily News. They both expressed grave concern about the anti-American allegations in the Winchell item . . .”

“I am not anti-American. Nor was my late brother.”

“Sara, I assured them of that. But like so many people these days, they’re scared of being associated with anything or anyone who has even the slightest Communist taint.”

“I am not a goddamn Communist,” I shouted, then suddenly hurled the bottle of painkillers across the room. The bottle smashed into the fireplace, fragmenting into pieces.

“No one from the Maine Gazette is saying that. And I want to be very clear about something: we are completely behind you. I’ve spoken with half the members of our board this afternoon, and everyone agrees with me: you are an asset to the paper, and we will certainly not be intimidated by a yellow journalist like Mr. Winchell. So you have our complete support, Sara.”

I said nothing. I was still watching the painkillers melt against the wooden logs in the fireplace. My suicide had gone up in smoke. But so too had the desire to take my life. Had I killed myself, it would have been interpreted as a capitulation to Winchell, McCarthy, and every other bully who used patriotism as a weapon; a means to wield power. Now I wouldn’t give those bastards the satisfaction of my death. Now . . .

“Are you still there, Sara?”

“Yes. I’m here.”


TWENTY-THREE

I PUT A CALL in to Joel Eberts the next morning.

“Now before you tell me anything,” he said, “know this: I’m sure we could sue that shit Winchell for libel, defamation of character . . .”

“I don’t want to sue him.”

“I heard about Saturday/Sunday too. We could definitely squeeze them for the remaining few weeks of your leave . . . and probably more.”

“I couldn’t be bothered.”

“You’ve got to be bothered. If people like you don’t fight back . . .”

“I’m in no mood for a fight. Because you know, and I know, that it’s a fight I won’t win. Anyway, I’m leaving the country.”

“When did you decide that?”

“Late last night. Actually, around five this morning.”

“Personally, I think it’s a good idea. Can I help in any way?”

“I need a passport. Do you think they’ll grant me one?”

“I don’t see why not. You haven’t been subpoenaed by HUAC. You aren’t under investigation by the Feds. There’ll be no problem—though I’d probably move quickly, just in case someone in DC read that Winchell piece and decides you’re worth scrutinizing. When are you coming back to New York?”

“I should be there tomorrow evening.”

“I still have power of attorney on your bank accounts. Want me to book you passage on a boat this weekend?”

“Absolutely.”

“I’ll get to work on it now.”

“One final thing. I sent you a letter yesterday afternoon. It was written under considerable duress . . . and at a moment when I really wasn’t thinking clearly at all. You must promise me that you won’t read it . . . that you’ll tear it up and throw it away as soon as it arrives.”

“It must be some letter.”

“Do I have your word?”

“Scout’s Honor. Call me as soon as you arrive. Are you going to be staying at the apartment?”

“Where else?”

“Well, if you do, you might have a visitor . . .”

“Oh no . . .”

“Oh yes . . .”

“Has he been bothering you much about me?”

“You told me not to tell you anything . . .”

“I’m asking now.”

“I have a stack of letters from him. According to the super in your building, he’s been dropping around every other day, on the off chance you might have come back.”

I felt a stab of guilt and remorse. It passed quickly. “I’ll find a hotel,” I said.

“That might be wise . . . if you really don’t want to see him.”

“I really don’t want to see him.”

“It’s your call, Sara. Phone me when you get into town.”

After I finished talking with Joel Eberts, I put a call in to Dr. Bolduck. When I explained that I was planning to leave town tomorrow, he expressed concern.

“It’s only two weeks since the operation. The stitches have just come out. I would be much happier if you were resting for at least another week.”

“A transatlantic crossing isn’t exactly strenuous physical activity.”

“Yes—but you’ll be in the middle of the ocean for five days. Say you need medical attention?”

“I’m sure most ships travel with a doctor or two.”

“I really wish you’d stay.”

“I can’t. I won’t.”

He heard the adamancy in my voice. “I do understand your need to get away,” he said. “It’s not unusual after . . .”

“So, in your clinical opinion, I’m not putting my health in jeopardy by traveling.”

“Physically, it’s a little risky . . . but not impossibly so. Mentally, it’s a smart idea. You know what my advice is to people who’ve been through a bereavement? Keep moving.”

I did just that. Ruth came over that afternoon and helped me pack up the apartment. I wrote a letter to Duncan Howell, resigning my column.

Please understand: I haven’t been cowed by Walter Winchell. I just need a complete break from all things journalistic. After the last year, anonymity seems like a very good thing. I thank you for your ethical stance after the Winchell column. Many an editor would have taken the easy way out and defenestrated me. You didn’t—and I will always remember that.

I also wrote a quick note to Jim:

If I was you, I wouldn’t forgive me. I played fast-and-loose with the truth—which was both unfair and unscrupulous. All I can offer in my defense is the fact that—for all the obvious reasons—I was apprehensive of talking about my pregnancy. That doesn’t excuse my behavior. The worst thing you can do in life is hurt another person . . . and I sense that I have hurt you.

The two letters were mailed the next morning from the Brunswick railway station. I was traveling light—a suitcase and my typewriter. I hadn’t bought much in the way of clothes since coming to Maine, and any books and records I’d acquired were being donated to the local library. The station porter checked my bags straight through to Penn Station. Ruth—who’d driven me to the station—hugged me goodbye.

“I hope the next time you come back to Maine, you won’t be fleeing something.”

I laughed. “But it’s such a good place to slam the door on the rest of the country.”

“Then why on earth do you have to go overseas?”

“Because, thanks to Mr. Winchell, I find myself abroad at home. So I’m now going to find out whether I’m at home abroad.”

I slept most of the way to New York. I was still feeling depleted. And I was still in a certain amount of pain—thanks to the way that my supply of painkillers had ended up in the fire. I hadn’t dared ask Dr. Bolduck for a new prescription, so I was now using aspirin to deaden the discomfort. Every time I saw myself sitting on that sofa with the bottle of pills and the whiskey, I shuddered. Because for the two days before, the decision to take my life had seemed so logical, so reasonable . . . to the point where I actually felt rather elated by the prospect of terminating everything. But now, as the train snaked its way down the eastern seaboard, I couldn’t help but think: if that phone call hadn’t come, this is a day I wouldn’t have seen. It wasn’t even a particularly nice day—as it was overcast and gloomy. But it was a day. I was still here to look at it. I was grateful for that.

I arrived at Penn Station around nine that night. I had a porter help me with my bags across the street to the Hotel Pennsylvania. They had a vacancy. I paid for one night, with an option to extend for a second. I didn’t want to be in this town for long. Upstairs in my room, I stared out at the midtown skyline, then closed the blinds to block out its audacious glow. I unpacked, undressed, climbed into bed, and was asleep within minutes. I woke at eight, feeling rested for the first time in months. I had a bath, I got dressed, I called Joel Eberts. He told me to come right over. On the way downtown in a taxi, I read the New York Times. On page eleven, there was a small story at the bottom of the page about the suicide yesterday afternoon of a Hollywood actor named Max Monroe, aged forty-six, known for his roles in a variety of RKO and Republic B-movies. He was found dead yesterday afternoon at his apartment in West Hollywood from a self-inflicted gunshot wound.

According to his agent, Mr. Monroe had been suffering from depression for the past two years—ever since work opportunities dried up after he was branded a hostile witness by the House Committee on Un-American Activities.

I put down the paper, unable to finish the story. I glanced out the window of the taxi. New York was as frantic and self-obsessed as ever. Everyone rushing somewhere. Everyone so preoccupied, so busy that they probably weren’t even aware of the deeds being perpetrated in their name—the careers crushed, the trusts betrayed, the lives destroyed. That was the thing about the blacklist—unless it touched you personally, you could carry on as if nothing dark was happening around you. I couldn’t fathom how we had allowed ourselves to be cowed by such patriotic demagogs. All I knew was: I had to leave. To put an ocean between myself and my country. Until the madness ended.

Joel Eberts greeted me with a paternal hug and a considerable amount of news. He’d booked me passage on the SS Corinthia, sailing that night, docking seven days later in Le Havre. He’d secured me a single inside cabin: nothing fancy, but at least I’d have the place to myself. He had all the forms ready for my passport.

“It’s the same deal as your brother—you run up to the passport office at Rockefeller Center, you hand in all the forms and a check for twelve dollars, you show them your transatlantic boat ticket, and they should have a passport for you by five this evening. But you better hurry. The deadline for one-day processing is ten thirty. That now gives you a half hour to get there, tops.”

Forms in hand, I grabbed a cab. It raced uptown. I made the passport office at ten twenty-five. The clerk vetted all the forms, and told me to be back at the office by close of business today. As I came out of the office, I noticed that I was opposite the Saturday Night/Sunday Morning building. I didn’t give it a second glance. I just hailed a cab and headed downtown again.

Joel Eberts had offered to bring me to lunch at a little Italian place near his office. We sat down. We ordered. The boss—a friend of Joel’s—insisted on bringing us each a glass of Spumante. We toasted my journey to foreign parts.

“Have you thought about what you are going to do over there?”

“No. I don’t even know where I’ll end up . . . though, initially, I’ll probably head to Paris.”

“You will write me as soon as you’ve gotten settled somewhere?”

“I’ll wire you. Because I’ll also need to set up bank transfer facilities.”

“No problem. I’ll handle all that.”

“And you will give me a bill for all that you’ve been doing on my behalf?”

“Call it a friendly favor.”

“I would really rather pay you properly, Joel.”

“That’s one of the many things I like about you, Sara—you’re completely ethical.”

“Look where it’s gotten me.”

He paused for a moment, abstractedly rubbing the rim of his glass with his stubby index finger. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

“Yes—I still think about him a lot.”

He smiled. “Are my thoughts that transparent?” he asked.

“No—I am.”

“As I told you on the phone, there must be fifteen, twenty letters from him, stacked up in my office. He also called me around four times. Begging me to tell him where you were.”

“What did you say?”

“What you told me to say: that you had left New York and were living in an undisclosed location. Then he asked if I was forwarding on his letters. I said that you instructed me to hold all personal mail until you returned.”

“Did he leave you alone after that?”

Another pause. “Do you really want to know this?” I nodded. “He came to see me personally. Around six weeks ago. He sat in the chair opposite my desk, and . . .”

“Yes?”

“He started to cry.”

“I don’t want to hear this.”

“Fine,” he said, reaching for the menu. “Shall we order?”

“What did he say?”

“You said you don’t want to hear this . . .”

“You’re right,” I said, reaching for the menu. “I don’t. Tell me what he said.”

Joel put down the menu. “He told me you were the best thing that ever happened to him; the center of his life. And he tried to explain . . .”

“How he killed my brother?”

“You know that’s not true.”

“All right, all right—he didn’t physically end his life. But he certainly got the ball rolling in that direction. He pointed the finger. He handed Eric to the Feds on a plate. How can I forgive that? How?”

Joel drummed his fingers on the table. “Forgiveness is the hardest thing in life . . . and the most necessary. But it’s still the hardest.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“You’re right. It is. Eric wasn’t my brother.”

“Exactly,” I said, reaching for the menu. “And yes, I will have the veal piccata.”

“Good choice,” Joel said, motioning toward the waiter. We ordered. Then Joel reached into his pocket. He pulled out an envelope, and handed it to me. I saw that it was postmarked Brunswick, Me.

“Here’s the letter you sent me,” he said.

“Oh,” I said, suddenly uneasy. “You didn’t read it, did you?”

“It’s unopened, Sara—at your request. As long as it’s legal, I always follow my clients’ instructions.”

“Thank you,” I said, tucking the letter into my bag. He looked at me carefully. I sensed that he knew what was in that letter—and how close I had skirted the precipice.

“I hope you’ll get some rest during the transatlantic crossing,” he said. “You look tired, Sara.”

“I am tired. And yes, I do plan to spend most of the next seven days on the SS Corinthia fast asleep. If they allow me on the boat, that is.”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“You can’t board a transatlantic ship without a passport, can you? And if the Department of State stopped Eric from getting a passport . . .”

“Don’t worry—they’ll issue you a passport.”

Joel was right. At five that afternoon, the clerk at the Rockefeller Center passport office handed me a spanking-new green travel document, valid for five years. My lawyer accompanied me to the office, just in case my application had run into difficulties. But no questions were asked, no objections raised. The clerk even wished me “Bon voyage.”

We managed to find a taxi amid the rush-hour madness on Fifth Avenue. I had just under forty-five minutes to make it to Pier 76, where the SS Corinthia was docked and setting sail that night at seven thirty. I stared out of the cab window as night fell on Manhattan. I suddenly wanted to jump out, run to the nearest phone booth, and call Jack. But what would I have said?

“Do you believe things happen for a reason?” I heard myself saying.

Joel looked at me with care. “You’re talking to the original Jewish agnostic, Sara. I don’t believe in some Almighty plan, or even that dumb thing called ‘destiny.’ I believe you should try to live your life ethically, and otherwise hope for the best. What else can we do?”

“I wish I knew, Joel. I wish . . .”

“What?”

Silence.

“If only Eric had gotten his passport . . .”

“Sara . . .”

“Or if he’d gone to Mexico the next day . . . If he hadn’t looked back in that taxi on the way to the airport, and seen the midtown skyline . . . If only . . .”

“Don’t play the if only game, Sara. You can never win it.”

We inched our way west on 50th Street. We reached Twelfth Avenue. We turned south toward 48th Street. We pulled into the gates of Pier 76. We got out of the cab. The driver handed my suitcase and typewriter to a porter. He lurked nearby. I suddenly found myself clutching on to Joel’s coat sleeves.

“What am I doing here?” I asked.

“Getting on that boat.”

“I’m scared.”

“You’re leaving the country for the first time. It’s only natural to be anxious.”

“I’m making the wrong call.”

“You can always turn around and come back. It’s not a life sentence, you know.”

“Tell me I’m crazy.”

He kissed me gently on the head—like a father giving his daughter his blessing.

“Bon voyage, Sara. Wire me when you find your footing.”

The porter cleared his throat, hinting that it was time to get aboard. I hugged Joel. Gently, he detached my hands from his sleeves.

“What will I do over there?” I said.

“At the very worst, you’ll survive. Which is what we all do.”

I turned and followed the porter up the gangplank. Just before we reached the main deck, I spun around. The taxi carrying Joel Eberts was pulling out of the gate. I kept my eyes at street level. To look up would have meant paying a final mournful tribute to the Manhattan skyline. I didn’t want a long goodbye. I just wanted to leave town as quietly as possible.


TWENTY-FOUR

SEVEN DAYS AFTER slinking out of New York Harbor, the SS Corinthia docked in Le Havre. I stepped on to French soil, my equilibrium still wobbly after all that time at sea. I immediately took a taxi to the railway station, and caught the express to Paris.

A week later, I checked out of my hotel on the rue de Sèvres and moved into a small atelier on rue Cassette in the Sixth. I lived there for the next four years. Initially I took French lessons and squandered the days in cinemas and brasseries. Then I found a job in a small Franco-American advertising agency on the Champs-Elysées. Through colleagues at work, I was parachuted into the center of Paris’s burgeoning American community—for this was the time when the weakness of the franc, the luxury of the GI bill, and the ongoing witch hunt back home meant that the French capital was heaving with expats. Initially, I resisted mingling with my compatriots. Inevitably, though, I found myself getting more and more tangled in the American community. Especially after I met Mort Goodman—the executive editor of the Paris Herald Tribune—at a party.

“I’m sure I know your name from somewhere,” he said after we were introduced.

“Did you ever work in New York?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said. “I was with Collier’s for three years before getting the job over here.”

“Well, I used to write a bit for Saturday/Sunday.”

“Oh hell, you’re that Sara Smythe,” he said, then insisted on taking me out to lunch the next day. By the end of that lunch, he offered me the chance to contribute the occasional feature to the paper. I kept on churning out copy for the advertising agency, but started having my byline appear every few weeks in the Herald Tribune. Three months after I started getting published in that paper, Mort Goodman took me out for another lunch and asked if I’d like to try my hand at a column.

“Traditionally, we’ve always had a resident American-in-Paris write a weekly piece on life in the capital, local color, la mode du moment . . . whatever. Now the guy who’s been doing it for the past two years has just got himself fired for missing four deadlines in a row, due to his little love affair with the bottle. Which means the position is open. Interested?”

Of course, I said yes. My first column appeared on November seventh, 1952 . . . three days after Eisenhower beat Stevenson for the presidency. That election—and McCarthy’s accelerating hearings in Washington—hardened my conviction that the best place for me at the moment was right here in Paris. And I liked the place. No, I wasn’t one of those dumb romantics who swooned every time I smelled the aroma of a freshly baked baguette in my local boulangerie. Paris to me was a complex, contradictory entity—simultaneously rude and gracious, erudite and banal. Like anyone interesting, it was deeply contradictory. Its epic grandeur—its sense of self-importance—meant that Paris saw itself as a unique entity within which you, the resident, were privileged to dwell. In this sense, it reminded me of New York, as it was totally indifferent to its citizenry. The Americans I met who hated Paris—and railed against its arrogance—were usually people from smaller, more intimate cities like Boston or San Francisco, where the local beau monde stroked each other’s ego, and anyone in a position of power or authority felt as if they counted. Parisian arrogance meant that nobody was important, nobody counted. It’s what I loved most about the city. As an expat, you didn’t try to be ambitious in Paris. You tried to live well. You always felt as if you were an outsider . . . but, after everything that had happened in New York, I embraced that étranger role with relief.

And Paris, in turn, embraced me. The column gave me a profile there. But so too, I discovered, did the circumstances surrounding my expatriatism. I never mentioned anything about my brother. Much to my surprise, however, many members of the American community knew about Eric’s death, just as they had also heard how I’d been dropped from Saturday/Sunday. I avoided talking about such matters—because I didn’t like the idea of using the blacklist as a form of social currency . . . and also because, according to Smythe family values, there was something deeply gauche about seeking sympathy for any personal misfortune. But I still found myself being made a member of an eclectic, raffish community. Having lived a rather singular life in New York (and having never been the most gregarious of people), it was liberating to find myself now plunged into something of a social whirl. I was out on the town at least five nights a week. I drank with the likes of Irwin Shaw and James Baldwin and Richard Wright and many of the other American writers who were living in Paris. I heard Boris Vian sing songs in some St. Germain cave, and actually attended a reading given by Camus at a St. Germain bookshop. I became a habitué of late-night jazz haunts. I indulged in long lunches with friends at Le Balzar (my favorite brasserie). I developed a taste for Ricard and casual affairs. Paris treated me well.

I was kept in regular contact with things New York, courtesy of Joel Eberts. We wrote each other once a week—generally to discuss financial matters (when it became clear that I was going to be staying in Paris for a while, he found someone to sublet my apartment), and also for Joel to forward any mail that came my way.

In June of 1953, his weekly update ended with the following paragraph:

There is only one personal letter in the batch of mail I’m enclosing this week. I know who it’s from—because it was hand-delivered to me by its author: Meg Malone. She waltzed in here a few days ago, unannounced, insisting I tell her where she could find you. All I said was that you had left the country. Then she handed me the enclosed envelope, and insisted that I forward it to you. I told her what I told her brother: that you had specifically requested that any mail from Jack be held by me. “I’m not Jack,” she countered—and lawyer that I am, I had to concede she had an argument there. She said nothing else—except that, if I didn’t forward the letter, I’d be her sworn enemy for life. The fact that she said this with a smile made me like her . . . and also made me honor her request. So here’s the letter. Read it if you wish. Throw it away if you don’t want to. The choice is your own.

Timing is everything in life. This letter arrived at the wrong moment. It was the night after the Rosenbergs had been executed at Sing-Sing for allegedly selling atomic bomb secrets to the Soviets. Like just about every American I knew in Paris (even those who usually voted Republican), I was horrified by this despotic act—and one which, yet again, made me despise the forces which had destroyed my brother. For the first time in my life, I had actually done something vaguely political—attending a candlelight vigil in front of our Embassy (along with around three thousand Parisians, led by notables like Sartre and de Beauvoir), signing a petition condemning this act of state murder, and feeling completely ineffectual and furious when the word came through (around two that morning, Paris time) that the executions had gone ahead. The next day, Meg Malone’s letter arrived courtesy of Joel. My first thought was: tear it up . . . I don’t need to hear any apologias for Jack Malone. Instead, I ripped open the envelope and read:

Dear Sara,

I don’t know where you are, or what you’re thinking. But I do know that Jack loves you more than anything, and has been in something approaching constant agony since you disappeared. He told me everything that happened. I was horrified by what he had done. I can fully understand your grief and fury. But . . . yes, here comes the but . . . he is as much a victim of the insanity that has gripped our country as your brother. This is not to condone his choice, or to excuse an action which many would interpret as self-serving. Faced with an appalling choice, he panicked. In doing so, he knows he killed your love for him. He has been trying to make contact with you for nearly a year, but has failed. Your lawyer informed him that you were refusing to read his letters. Once again, I cannot blame you for feeling that way. And, believe me, the only reason I am writing to you now is because Jack is currently suffering from something akin to a nervous breakdown—which is related entirely to the overwhelming guilt he feels about naming your brother and losing you.

What can I say, Sara? Except this: I know how deeply you once loved him. I don’t ask for a miraculous reconciliation. All I ask is that, somehow, you find a way to forgive him—and to communicate your forgiveness to him. I think it would mean an enormous amount to him. He is now a deeply unhappy man. He needs your help to find his way back to himself. I hope you can put the tragedy you suffered to one side, and write him.

Yours,

Meg Malone

I was suddenly angry. All the pain I had put away suddenly came roaring back. I rolled a piece of paper into my Remington. I typed:

Dear Meg,

I think it was George Orwell once who wrote that all clichés are true. With that in mind, here’s my response to your plea on behalf of your brother:

Jack has made his own bed. He can lie in it. Alone.

Yours,

Sara Smythe

I pulled the letter out of the machine. Within a minute I had signed it, folded it, shoved it into an envelope, addressed it to Meg, and affixed the appropriate stamps and air-mail sticker to its front.

Two weeks after I mailed that letter, a telegram arrived for me at the offices of the Herald Tribune. It contained four words:

Shame on you.

Meg

As soon as I read it, I balled up the telegram and threw it away. If Meg’s reply was designed to make me feel awful, it succeeded. So much so that I ended up going out with a new friend from the Herald Tribune—Isabel van Arnsdale—and drinking too much vin rouge, and telling her the entire damn story. Isabel was the paper’s chief subeditor—a stocky Chicago woman in her late forties. She’d moved over to Paris in ’47, right after her third marriage collapsed. She was known to be a consummate journalistic pro, and someone who could put away a bottle of whiskey, yet still seem sober.

“Jesus Christ,” she said when I finished telling her the tale of the past year. “Correction: Jesus-fucking-Christ.”

“Yeah—I could use a spell of boredom,” I said, sounding deeply tipsy.

“No—what you could use is a life without encumbrance.”

“There’s no such thing.”

“True—but take it from a veteran of three crap marriages: there are ways of insulating yourself against further pain.”

“What’s the secret?”

“Don’t fall in love.”

“I’ve only done that once.”

“And, from what you said, it ruined your life.”

“Perhaps. But . . .”

“Let me guess: when it was right, it was . . . I dunno . . . Transcendental? Incomparable? Peerless? Am I getting warm?”

“I just loved him. That’s all.”

“And now?”

“Now I wish he’d leave me alone.”

“What you mean is: you wish you could stop thinking about him.”

“Yes. That is what I mean. I still hate him. I still love him.”

“Do you want to forgive him?”

“Yes, I do. But I can’t.”

“There’s your answer, Sara. From where I sit, it’s the right answer. Most women would never have had anything to do with him after the way he initially disappeared on you. To then betray you and your brother . . .”

“You’re right, you’re right.”

“Your response to his sister’s letter was the proper one. It’s finished, over, kaput. Don’t look back. He’s a bad piece of work.”

I nodded.

“Anyway, as you already know, this town is crawling with interesting guys. Not to mention a lot of uninteresting guys who are still baisable, if you catch my drift. Go out, have some more adventures. Believe me, in a couple of months, you’ll have gotten over him.”

I wanted to believe that. And to accelerate this distancing process, I continued my series of cavalier flings. No, I didn’t turn into a femme fatale, with three guys on the go at once. I was an old-fashioned serial monogamist. I met someone. I took up with them for a little while. I let the thing run its course. When it started getting serious, or tiresome, or simply routine, I’d jump ship. I became an expert at disentangling myself from a relationship with the minimum of fuss. Men were useful for companionship, for occasional acts of tenderness, and for the ephemeral pleasures of sex. Anytime I found someone getting too dependent on me, I’d end it quickly. Anytime a guy started trying to change me—to wonder out loud what on earth I was doing living in a small atelier, and why I favored Colette-style pantsuits over more “feminine” apparel—they’d be politely shown the door. In the four years I resided in Paris, I had three marriage proposals—all of which I turned down. None of the men in question was wildly inappropriate. On the contrary, the first was a successful merchant banker; the second, a lecturer in literature at the Sorbonne; and the third, a would-be novelist, living on Daddy’s trust fund. All of them were, in their own way, thoroughly charming and intelligent and emotionally stable. But each of them was on the lookout for a wife. That was a role I wasn’t interested in ever playing again.

The years in Paris evaporated far too quickly. On December 31, 1954, I stood on a balcony overlooking the avenue Georges V in the company of Isabel van Arnsdale, and assorted other Herald Tribune reprobates. As car horns sounded—and a fireworks display illuminated the winter sky—I hoisted my glass toward Isabel and said, “Here’s to my last year in Paris.”

“Stop talking crap,” she said.

“It’s not crap: it’s the truth. By this time next year, I want to be on my way back to the States.”

“But you’ve got a great life here.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“Then why the hell throw it all away?”

“Because I’m not a professional expatriate. Because I miss baseball, and bagels, and Barney Greengrass the Sturgeon King, and Gitlitz’s Delicatessen, and showers that work, and a grocery store that delivers, and speaking my own language, and . . .”

“Him?”

“No goddamn way.”

“You promise?”

“When have you last heard me speak about him?”

“Can’t remember.”

“There you go.”

“Then when are you going to do something stupid, like fall in love again?”

“Hang on—you told me that the only way to get through life was by never falling in love.”

“Jesus Christ, you really don’t think I’d expect anyone to follow that advice?”

But the thing was: I had followed her counsel. Not intentionally. Rather, because, after Jack, no one I met ever triggered that wonderfully strange, deranged, dangerous surge of . . . what do you call it? Desire? Delirium? Passion? Completeness? Stupidity? Self-delusion?

Now I knew something else: I couldn’t be with him, and I couldn’t get over him. Time may have numbed the ache—but like any anesthetic, it didn’t heal the wound. I kept waiting for the day when I would wake up and Jack would have finally fled my thoughts. That morning had yet to arrive. An ongoing thought had started to unsettle me: say I never came to terms with this loss? Say it was always there? Say it defined me?

When I articulated this fear to Isabel, she laughed. “Honey, loss is an essential component of life. In many ways, c’est notre destin. And yes, there are certain things you never really get over. But what’s wrong with that?”

“It’s so damn painful . . . that’s what’s wrong with it.”

“But living is painful . . . n’est-ce pas?”

“Cut the existential crap, Isabel.”

“I promise you this—the moment you begin to accept that you’re not going to get over it . . . you might just get over it.”

I kept that thought in mind during the next twelve months—when I drifted into a brief fling with a Danish jazz bassist, and wrote my weekly column, and spent long afternoons at the Cinémathèque Française, and (if the weather was clement) read for an hour each morning on a bench in the Luxembourg Gardens, and celebrated my thirty-third birthday by giving notice at the Herald Tribune, and writing Joel Eberts that the sublet of my apartment should end by December 31, 1955. Because I was coming home.

And on January 10, 1956, I found myself back at Pier 76 on West 48th Street, stepping off the SS Corinthia. Joel Eberts was there to meet me.

“You haven’t aged one damn bit, counselor,” I said after giving him a hug. “What’s your secret?”

“Constant litigation. But, hey, you look wonderful too.”

“But older.”

“I’d say, ‘exceedingly elegant.’ ”

“That’s a synonym for ‘older.’ ”

We took a taxi uptown to my apartment. As per my instructions, he’d arranged with the janitor to have it repainted when the tenants moved out before Christmas. It still reeked of turpentine and fresh emulsion—but the whitewash of the walls was a cheering antidote to the ashen January morning.

“Only a crazy person decides to return to New York in the thick of winter,” Joel said.

“I like murk.”

“You must have been a Russian in a former life.”

“Or maybe I’m just someone who has always responded well to gloom.”

“What a lot of dreck you talk. You’re a survivor, kiddo. And a canny one at that. If you don’t believe me, check out the pile of bank and investment statements I’ve left in a folder on your kitchen table. You hardly touched a cent of your capital while you were in France. And the rent from the sublet built up rather nicely. Also: your stockbroker is one sharp operator. He’s managed to add about thirty percent value to both the divorce settlement fund and Eric’s insurance payout. So if you don’t want to work for the next decade . . .”

“Work is something I can’t do without,” I said.

“I concur. But know this—financially speaking, you’re damn comfortable.”

“What’s in here?” I asked, kicking a cardboard box that was by the couch.

“It’s all of the accumulated mail I didn’t forward to you over the years. I had it sent up yesterday.”

“But you forwarded me just about everything, except . . .”

“That’s right. His letters.”

“I told you to throw them out.”

“I decided that there was no harm keeping them until your return . . . just in case you decided you did want to read them, after all.”

“I don’t want to read them.”

“Well, your building gets its garbage collected once a day, so you can throw them out whenever you like.”

“Have you ever heard from Jack or his sister again?”

“Nope. Have you?”

I’d never told Joel about my reply to Meg’s letter. I wasn’t going to now.

“Never,” I said.

“He must have taken the hint. Anyway, it’s all history now. Just like Joe McCarthy. I tell you, I’m no conventional patriot—but on that day in fifty-four when the Senate censured the bastard, I thought: unlike a lot of other places, this country has the reassuring habit of finally admitting that it got something wrong.”

“It’s just too bad they didn’t censure him three years earlier.”

“I know. Your brother was a great man.”

“No—he was simply a good man. Too good. Had he been less good, he’d still be alive. That’s the hardest thing about coming back to Manhattan—knowing that every time I walk by the Ansonia or the Hampshire House . . .”

“I’m sure that, even after four years, it still hurts like hell.”

“Losing your brother never gets easier.”

“And losing Jack?”

I shrugged. “Ancient history.”

He studied my face carefully. I wondered if he saw I was lying.

“Well, that’s something, I guess,” he said.

I changed the subject. Quickly.

“How about letting me buy us lunch at Gitlitz’s?” I said. “I haven’t had a pastrami on rye and a celery soda in five years.”

“That’s because the French know nothing about food.”

I hoisted the box of Jack’s letters. We left the apartment. Once we were outside, I tossed the box into the back of a garbage truck that was emptying cans on West 77th Street. Joel’s eyes showed disapproval, but he said nothing. As the jaws of the truck closed around the box, I wondered: why did you do that? But I covered my remorse by linking my arm through Joel’s, and saying, “Let’s eat.”

Gitlitz’s hadn’t changed in the years I had been away. Nor had most of the Upper West Side. I slotted back into Manhattan life with thankful ease. The bumpy readjustment I had been dreading never materialized. I looked up old friends. I went to Broadway shows and Friday matinées at the New York Philharmonic and the occasional evening at the Metropolitan Opera. I became a habitué once again of the Met and the Frick and the 42nd Street branch of the Public Library, and my two local fleapit movie houses: the Beacon and the Loew’s 84th Street. And every other week, I punched out a “Letter from New York”—which was then dispatched, courtesy of Western Union, to the offices of the Paris Herald Tribune. This bimonthly column was Mort Goodman’s farewell present to me.

“If I can’t get you to stay and write for me in Paris, then I better get you writing for me from New York.”

So now I was a foreign correspondent. Only the country I was covering was my own.

In the four years I was loitering with intent on the rue Cassette (I wrote in a column, datemarked March 20, 1956), something curious happened to Americans: after all the years of economic depression and wartime rationing, they woke up one morning to discover that they now lived in an affluent society. And for the first time since the Roaring Twenties, they’re engaged on a massive spending spree. Only unlike the hedonistic twenties, this oh-so-sensible Eisenhower era is centered around the home—a happy, reasonably affluent God-fearing place, where there are two cars in every garage, a brand new Amana refrigerator in the kitchen, a Philco TV in the living room, a subscription to the Reader’s Digest, and where grace is said before every TV dinner. What? You expatriates haven’t heard of a TV dinner? Well, just when you thought American cuisine couldn’t get more bland . . .

That column (written in one of my flippant H. L. Menckenesque moods) caused my phone to ring off the hook for a few days—as it was picked up by the Paris correspondent of the very conservative San Francisco Chronicle, who used large quotes from it in a piece he wrote about the sort of anti-American rubbish that was being printed in an allegedly respectable paper like the Paris Herald Tribune. Before I knew it, I was back in Walter Winchell’s column:

News Flash: Sara Smythe, one-time yuckster for Saturday Night/Sunday Morning and recent professional American-in-Paris, is back in Gotham City . . . but not too happily. According to our spies, she’s churning out a column featuring a lot of cheap cracks about Our Way of Life for all those bitter expats who choose to live away from these great shores. Memo to Miss Smythe: if you don’t like it here, why not try Moscow?

Four years earlier, Winchell’s smear would have killed all potential employment prospects in New York. How times had changed—for now, I received a series of calls from editors whom I used to know around town during the late forties and early fifties, asking if I’d like to have lunch and talk things over.

“But, according to Winchell,” I told Imogen Woods, my former editor at Saturday/Sunday (now the number two at Harper’s), “I’m still the Emma Goldman of West Seventy-seventh Street.”

“Honey,” Imogen said, digging into her Biltmore Hotel Cobb salad, and simultaneously signaling to the waiter for more drinks, “Walter Winchell is yesterday’s chopped liver. In fact, you should be pleased Winchell took another swing at you. Because it’s how I found out you were back in New York.”

“I was surprised to get your call,” I said carefully.

“I was really glad you agreed to meet me. Because . . . and I’m being totally honest here . . . I was ashamed of myself when Saturday/Sunday let you go. I should have stuck up for you. I should have insisted that someone else give you the news. But I was scared. Terrified of losing my lousy little job. And I hated myself for being such a coward. But I still went along with them. And that will always weigh on my conscience.”

“Don’t let it.”

“It will. And when I read about your brother’s death . . .”

I cut her off before she could say anything more.

“We’re here now,” I said. “And we’re talking. That’s what counts.”

By the end of that lunch, I was the new Harper’s film critic. The phone continued to ring at home. The book editor of the New York Times offered me reviewing work. So too did his counterpart at the New Republic. And a commissioning editor at Cosmopolitan arranged a lunch meeting, telling me she’d love to revive the “Real Life” column—“only tailored to today’s sophisticated fifties woman.”

I accepted the reviewing work. I turned down the Cosmopolitan offer, on the grounds that my erstwhile column was erstwhile. But when the editor asked if I’d like to do a lucrative six-month stint as the magazine’s agony aunt—I accepted on the spot. Because I was about the last person in the world who should be giving out sensible advice.

The Cosmopolitan editor—Alison Finney—took me to lunch at the Stork Club. While we were eating, Winchell came in. The Stork Club had always been his haunt, his outer office—and though everyone in New York now considered Winchell’s power to be on the wane (as Imogen Woods had told me), he still commanded the most highly visible of all corner tables, furnished with its very own telephone. Alison nudged me and said, “There’s your greatest fan.” I shrugged. We finished our lunch. Alison excused herself and disappeared off to the Ladies’. Without thinking about what I was doing, I suddenly stood up and walked toward Winchell’s table. He was correcting some copy, so he didn’t see me approach.

“Mr. Winchell?” I said pleasantly.

He looked up and quickly scrutinized my face. When it was clear I wasn’t worth his attention, he picked up his pencil and glanced back down at his copy.

“Do I know you, young lady?” he said, a hint of gruffness in his voice.

“Actually you do,” I said. “But you know my brother even better.”

“Oh yeah? What’s his name?”

“Eric Smythe.”

I could tell that the name didn’t register, as he pursed his lips for a second, then continued making a correction.

“And how’s Eric?” he asked.

“He’s dead, Mr. Winchell.”

His pencil stopped for a moment, but his eyes remained fixed on his copy.

“Sorry to hear that,” he said, sounding dismissive. “My condolences.”

“You don’t know who I’m talking about, do you?”

He said nothing. He continued to ignore me.

“‘He may be Marty Manning’s best scribe . . . but he used to be a Red.’ You wrote that about my brother, Mr. Winchell. He lost his job after that, and ended up drinking himself to death. And you don’t even remember his name.”

Winchell now glanced up—in the direction of the maître d’.

“Sam,” he shouted, pointing toward me. I continued speaking—the tone of my voice remaining conversational, strangely calm.

“And I bet you don’t even remember me, do you? Even though you wrote about me just a week ago. I’m the Sara Smythe who, ‘according to our spies, is churning out a column featuring a lot of cheap cracks about Our Way of Life for all those bitter expats who choose to live away from these great shores. Memo to Miss Smythe: if you don’t like it here, why not try Moscow?’ Amazing how I can quote you chapter and verse, Mr. Winchell.”

I felt a hand touch my arm. It was Sam, the maître d’.

“Miss, would you mind going back to your table, please?” he asked.

“I was just leaving,” I said, then turned back to Winchell. “I just wanted to thank you for that recent mention, Mr. Winchell. You wouldn’t believe how many work offers I’ve had since you wrote about me. It just shows how much clout you still wield these days.”

Then I turned and headed back to my table. I said nothing to Alison about what had just happened when she returned from the Ladies.’ I just suggested we order a final round of drinks. Alison agreed, and motioned to the waiter to freshen up our gimlets. Then she said, “I bet you Winchell will now write something about you drinking too much at lunchtime.”

“That man can write whatever the hell he wants,” I said. “He can’t hurt me anymore.”

But, after our one and only meeting, Walter Winchell never mentioned me in his column again.

Still, he really had been most useful on the professional front. I now had so much work on hand that I was pleased when the phone eventually went quiet again. It allowed me to get on with a large backlog of assignments. As always, I especially liked writing over the weekends—as it was a time when all my assorted editors weren’t working, and when the vast majority of my friends were with their families. Sunday, in fact, was the one day I was assured of never getting a single call—which also made it the perfect day to work straight through without distraction.

Until the phone rang one Sunday morning in May at the early hour of nine. I reached for it.

“Sara?”

My pulse spiked. The phone shook in my hand. I had been wondering if this call would ever come. Now it had.

“Are you still there?” the voice asked.

A long pause. I wanted to hang up. I didn’t.

“I’m here, Jack.”


TWENTY-FIVE

SO,” HE SAID.

“So,” I said.

“It’s been a while.”

“Yes, it has.”

“How are you?”

“Fine. You?”

“Fine.”

He didn’t sound fine. His voice was constricted, diminished. He was as nervous as I was. I heard street noises in the background.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“The corner of Seventy-seventh and Broadway.”

Just like old times, I thought. Sneaking out of the house to phone me.

“Are you busy right now?” he asked.

“Kind of. I’ve got a deadline . . .”

“Oh. Too bad.”

“Sorry. It’s just . . . well, work.”

“I understand,” he said.

“How did you know I was back in town?”

“Walter Winchell.”

“My biggest admirer.”

He laughed—but the laugh quickly transformed into a cough. It took him a moment to bring it under control.

“Are you okay?” I asked

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve got a little bronchial infection . . .”

“You shouldn’t be standing on a cold street corner . . .”

“Well, it was my turn to take the baby out.”

That took a minute to sink in.

“You have a baby?” I asked.

“Yes. A daughter. Kate.”

“How old?”

“Seventeen months.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

“Thanks,” he said.

Another pause.

“Well . . . ,” he said. “I just wanted to say hello.”

“Hello.”

“Sara . . . Meet me. Please.”

“Jack, I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“It’s been four years.”

“I know, but . . .”

“Four years. That’s a long time. I’m asking for nothing. I just want to see you. Half an hour of your time. No more.”

The phone started shaking again in my hand. I finally said, “Gitlitz’s in ten minutes.”

I hung up. I stood by the phone, unable to move. A baby. A daughter. Kate. No . . .

I wanted to flee. To pack a bag, and run to Penn Station, and catch the next train to . . .

Where?

Where could I run to this time? And even when I got there, he’d still be with me. As always.

I resisted the temptation of a steadying slug of Scotch. I forced myself into the bathroom. I stared at myself in the mirror. He’ll think I look older . . . because I am older. I brushed my teeth. I quickly applied lipstick. I brushed my hair. I put down the brush. I gripped the sink, trying to steady myself. The urge to flee hit me again. I forced myself out of the bathroom. I put on my coat. I left the apartment. It had started to snow outside. I turned my collar up against the cold. I lowered my head. I marched the two blocks east to Gitlitz’s.

When I entered the deli, the first thing I saw was a large blue baby carriage parked by a booth. I approached the booth. Jack was sitting there, both hands wrapped around a cup of coffee, staring down into its black surface. He didn’t notice my initial arrival. This was fortunate—as it gave me a moment to absorb the shock of his appearance. He had lost a frightening amount of weight. His cheeks were hollow, his skin pasty. His hair had thinned. His eyes radiated fatigue. He did not look well. He had aged twenty years since I’d last seen him.

He glanced up. His eyes met mine. He attempted a smile, but he couldn’t bring it off. I tried to smile back—but I could see that he registered my alarm at his condition. Instantly, he slid out of the booth and got to his feet. Standing up, the severity of his weight loss was even more disturbing. He reached for me with both hands, then thought better of it, and proffered his right one. I took it. It felt thin, emaciated. His eyes were locked on me. I found it difficult to meet his gaze.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“You look wonderful.”

I didn’t supply the normal refrain—“You do too”—because it was impossible to do so. Instead, I looked down into the baby carriage. Kate was asleep—a pretty, chubby baby in a snowsuit, covered by a thick plaid blanket. I reached into the carriage. I stroked one of her hands. Instinctively, it opened. Her tiny finger closed around my pinky. I stood there, trying to hold everything in check.

“She’s beautiful,” I said.

He stood by my side and looked down with me.

“Yes,” he said, “she is that.”

“Dorothy and you must be very pleased.”

He nodded, then motioned for me to take a seat. I gently disengaged my pinky from her hand. I slid into the booth. He sat down opposite me. He ordered more coffee. His hands curved around his cup again. We said nothing for a while. He finally spoke, his eyes focused on the table.

“This is . . . I was always wondering . . . I . . . I’m glad to see you, Sara.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I stayed quiet.

“I don’t blame you for hating me,” he said.

“I don’t hate you.”

“You did.”

“Maybe. For a while. But . . . hate is a hard thing to sustain. Grief isn’t. Grief is something that can stay with you for a very long time.”

“I know,” he said. “There have been periods over the last four years when I thought: will it ever get bearable?”

“Did it?”

“No. Never. I missed you every hour of every day.”

“I see.”

“And your grief for Eric. Did it ever . . . ?”

“Dissipate? No. But I learned to live with it. Just as I learned to live with my grief for you.”

He looked up at me again.

“You grieved for me?” he asked.

“Of course,” I said. “Endlessly.”

He stared at me with wounded bemusement.

“But . . . you refused to talk to me.”

“Yes. I did.”

“And you never read my letters?”

“That’s right, they were never opened.”

“Then how can you say . . .”

“That I missed you all the time? Because I did. Because I loved you. More than anyone.”

He put his head in his hands. “Then why the hell didn’t you let me make contact, Sara?”

“Because . . . I couldn’t. The grief was too big. I loved you so damn much that, when you betrayed Eric and me . . . when Eric died . . . I couldn’t face you. What had happened was just too terrible. What made it even more terrible was . . . the fact that I understood why you had to do what you did. How you’d been put in an appalling situation; a situation in which it would have been easy to panic, to make a very wrong call. But that still . . . still . . . didn’t lessen the repercussions of your choice. Because it took away the two people I valued most.”

The coffee arrived. He continued looking down at the table. He said, “Do you know how often I’ve replayed that scene in my head?”

“What scene?” I asked.

“The scene where the two Feds were interviewing me in a conference room at Steele and Sherwood. The company’s lawyer was with me. The interview had gone on all morning. I kept ducking and diving the question of the Communists I knew. For three hours, I stuck to my guns—and just named the people who had already named me. Finally, the Feds got frustrated—and asked to see the company lawyer in private. They must have been gone around twenty minutes. He came back alone. And said, ‘Jack: if you don’t give them another name, you’re going to be called in front of the Committee as a hostile witness. And your career at Steele and Sherwood will be finished.’

“All I had to do was say no. That’s all that was required. All right, I might have lost my job, but . . . I would have found a way of putting bread on the table. But they had me in a corner. And those Feds—they were so good at sniffing out your weaknesses. Jesus, did they play on mine. They knew all about us, of course—and they kept dropping hints about how, if I didn’t cooperate, not only would I be fired from Steele and Sherwood, but word would probably get around about my complicated domestic arrangements. Not only would I be branded a pinko sympathizer, but Mr. Flexible Morality. I remember exactly what one of the Feds told me: ‘Pal, if you were running two households in Paris, no one would give a shit. But in America, we operate according to a slightly harsher moral code: get found out, get fucked over. You’ll be lucky to end up shining shoes somewhere.’

“That’s when I gave them Eric’s name. As soon as it was out of my mouth, I knew I had killed everything. It was just a matter of time before you found out. And when Dorothy found out, she told me I was beneath contempt.”

“But didn’t she understand that you did it for her and Charlie?”

“Oh, she got that all right. But she still saw it as another of my betrayals. She kicked me out for a while after that. Told me that she’d give me the divorce I’d always wanted . . . that I’d now be free to be with you . . .”

It took me a moment or two to speak.

“I didn’t know,” I said.

“If only you’d read my letters . . . if only you’d let me contact you . . . I kept thinking: this is the shittiest irony imaginable. And it’s my own fault . . .”

He broke off, reached into his overcoat pocket, and fumbled around until he found a cigarette. He screwed it into a corner of his mouth. He picked up a book of matches off the table. He lit his cigarette with shaking hands. The light of the match cast his face in a gaunt glow. He looked so shrunken, so denuded, so defeated by everything. I saw myself throwing out his box of letters. Letters which he must have spent hours writing. As I spent hours writing him throughout the winter of ’46 . . . when I simply couldn’t believe the wonderfully delirious love I felt for him. For four years, his letters sat gathering dust in Joel’s office. Four years. I let them sit there. And then, on the day I returned to New York, I simply tossed them away—as a final act of reprisal. Why didn’t I read them when he first sent them? Why did I have this need to punish him? A punishment which would now haunt me. Because I would always wonder: had I read those letters in the months after Eric’s death, might I have understood? Might I have found a way of forgiving him? Might we have discovered a way back to each other?

“What happened after Dorothy threw you out?”

“I spent around six months on a fold-out couch in Meg’s apartment.”

Meg. Her letter to me in the winter of ’53:

What can I say, Sara? Except this. I know how deeply you once loved him. I don’t ask for a miraculous reconciliation. All I ask is that, somehow, you find a way to forgive him—and to communicate your forgiveness to him. I think it would mean an enormous amount to him. He is now a deeply unhappy man. He needs your help to find his way back to himself.

But, oh no, I couldn’t be seen to weaken from my position. I had self-righteousness on my side. He had to be permanently condemned. He’d made his bed (as I so caustically wrote back to Meg). Now he could lie in it. Alone.

“Eventually, Meg engaged in some delicate diplomacy with Dorothy,” Jack said. “At heart, my wife has always been a complete pragmatist. And the reason she took me back was an utterly pragmatic one: living alone with a small child was difficult. ‘As far as I’m concerned,’ she told me, ‘you’re a second pair of hands, nothing more. Except, of course, to Charlie. He needs a father. It might as well be you.’”

“And you still went back after she said that?” I asked.

“Yes. I went back. To a loveless marriage. But I’d made a vow, a commitment. I tell you, Catholic guilt is something to behold. But the real reason I went back was Charlie. I couldn’t stand to be apart from Charlie.”

“I’m sure he needs you very much.”

“And I him. Without Charlie, I don’t think I would have made it through the last couple of years.”

He suddenly shook his head, with annoyance.

“Sorry, sorry—that sounds melodramatic.”

“Are you all right?”

“Never better,” he said, taking a nervous drag on his cigarette.

“You look a little . . . wan.”

“No. I look like shit.”

“You’re not well, are you?”

His fingers closed around the coffee cup again. He continued to avoid looking at me.

“I wasn’t well. A bad bout of hepatitis. Word of advice: never eat cherrystones at City Island.”

“It was just hepatitis?” I asked, trying not to sound overtly skeptical.

Another fast drag of his cigarette.

“Do I look that bad?”

“Well . . .”

“Don’t answer that. But yeah—hepatitis can really kick the crap out of you.”

“You’ve been off work?”

“For six months.”

“Good God . . .”

“Steele and Sherwood have been pretty understanding. Full pay for the first three months, half pay since then. It’s meant things have been a little tight, especially with the beautiful Kate now in our lives. But we’ve managed.”

“Are things now better between you and Dorothy?”

“Kate’s made a difference. It’s given us something to talk about. Other than Charlie, that is.”

“There must have been some sort of thaw between the two of you before then,” I said, nodding toward the baby carriage.

“Not really. Just a night when we both had four Scotches too many, and Dorothy momentarily forgot that, at heart, she didn’t like me.”

“I hope Kate makes you both very . . .”

He cut me off. His tone was suddenly harsh.

“Yeah, thanks for the Hallmark cards sentiment.”

“I mean that, Jack. I don’t wish you any ill.”

“You sure?”

“I never did.”

“But you didn’t forgive me either.”

“You’re right. For a long time, I found it very hard to forgive what you’d done.”

“And now?”

“The past is the past.”

“I can’t undo what happened.”

“I know.”

He reached over to where my right hand was resting on the table. He covered it with his own. As soon as he touched me, I felt something akin to a small electrical charge course up my arm . . . the same charge I’d felt on that first night in 1945. After a moment, I moved my left hand on top of his.

“I’m so sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“No,” he said quietly, “it will never be okay.”

I suddenly heard myself say, “I forgive you.”

Silence. We said nothing for a very long time. Then Kate began to stir—some quiet burbling sounds quickly escalating into a full-scale lament. Jack stood up and hunted around the baby carriage until he found the pacifier she had spit out. As soon as it was back between her lips, she ejected it again and continued crying.

“She’s in the market for a bottle, I’m afraid,” Jack said. “I’d better get home.”

“Okay,” I said.

He sat down quickly again opposite me.

“Can I see you again?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I understand . . .”

“There’s no one else.”

“That’s not what I was implying.”

“It’s just . . . well . . . I guess I don’t know what I think right now.”

“No rush,” he said. “Anyway, I have to go out of town for a week or so. It’s a business thing. Up in Boston. Some account Steele and Sherwood wants me to handle when I go back to work next month.”

“Are you well enough to travel?”

“I look worse than I am.”

Kate’s crying now escalated.

“You’d better go,” I said.

He squeezed my hand one last time.

“I’ll call you from Boston,” he said.

“Okay,” I said. “Call me.”

He stood up. He rearranged the blanket around Kate. He turned toward me again. I stood up. Suddenly he pulled me toward him—and kissed me. I met his kiss. And held it. It only lasted a moment. When he ended it, he whispered:

“Goodbye.”

Then he put both hands on the baby carriage and pushed it forward.

I sat down in the booth. I crossed my arms on the table. I laid my head atop them. I sat that way for a very long time.

For the next week, the shock lingered. I did my work. I saw movies. I saw friends. I kept replaying that kiss in my head. I didn’t know what to make of it. I didn’t know anything anymore.

He said he would call. He didn’t call. But he did write. A short card, with a Boston postmark. It was scribbled in a shaky hand.

I’m still here. It should be over soon.

I love you.

Jack

I read that card over and over, trying to decipher its underlying meaning. Eventually I decided there was no underlying meaning. He was still in Boston. Whatever he was doing would end shortly. He loved me.

And I still loved him.

But I expected nothing. Because—as I had learned—if you expect nothing, then anything is a surprise.

Another week went by. No calls. No cards. I remained calm. On Monday morning, April 15, I was running out the door, en route to a press screening of some film. I was late, the traffic on Broadway was grim, so I decided to skip the bus and grab the subway downtown. I walked briskly to the 79th Street station, buying a New York Times from the newsie who was always out in front. I climbed aboard the downtown train. I did my usual quick scan of the paper. When I reached the obituary page, I noticed that the lead death of the day was a Hartford insurance executive who once worked with my father. I quickly read his obituary, and was about to move on to the opposite page when my gaze stumbled on a short listing amid the page-wide columns of Deaths:

MALONE, John Joseph, age 33, at Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston, on April 14. Husband of Dorothy, father of Charles and Katherine. Formerly of Steele and Sherwood Public Relations Inc., New York. Will be much mourned by family and friends. Funeral Mass, Wednesday, April 17th, Holy Trinity Church, West 82nd Street, Manhattan. House private. No flowers please.

I only read it once. Then I lowered the paper on to my lap. I stared ahead of me. I saw nothing. I heard nothing. I didn’t notice the passage of time. Until a man in a uniform came over to me and said, “You okay, lady?”

I now realized that the train had stopped. The carriage was empty.

“Where are we?” I managed to ask.

“The end of the line.”


TWENTY-SIX

TWO DAYS LATER, I went to the funeral. The church—Holy Trinity—wasn’t large, but it still seemed cavernous. There were only twenty or so mourners in attendance. They all sat in the front two pews—directly facing the casket. It was surrounded by four lit candles, and draped in an American flag—because, as befitting any veteran of the Armed Forces, Jack was entitled to a funeral with full military honors. Two soldiers in dress uniform stood at attention on either side of the coffin. The service began with the tolling of a bell. A priest and two altar boys marched down the aisle. One of the boys held a smoking censer of incense. The other carried a large gold cross. The priest—a short, graying man with a hard face—walked around the coffin, sprinkling it with holy water. Then he mounted the pulpit and began the Latin Mass. His voice was tough, no-nonsense. Like the man he was burying, the priest was a Brooklyn boy. I kept wondering if he had ever heard Jack’s confession.

A baby began to cry in the front row. It was Kate. She was being held by her mother. Dorothy’s face was drawn and tired. Next to her sat Charlie—in a blazer and a pair of flannel pants. He was the image of his father. So much so that I found it hard to look at him.

The priest moved briskly through the Latin prayers of the Mass. Whenever he reverted back to English and spoke about “our dear departed brother, Jack,” I felt my eyes sting. There were a few muffled sobs—largely from Meg, who sat on the other side of Charlie, her arm around his shoulders. I didn’t recognize any of the other mourners. I sat in the back row of the church, far away from the assembled crowd. I mixed in with a few local parishioners who had wandered in to say prayers, or simply seek shelter from the wet April day.

I had to be here. I had to say goodbye. But I also knew that I belonged in the back of the church—away from Dorothy and the children; away from Meg. I had caused enough grief within this family. I didn’t want to cause more by making an appearance. So I arrived at the church fifteen minutes before the funeral, and waited in a doorway on the opposite side of 82nd Street. I watched as two limousines pulled up out front, and the family entered the church. I loitered opposite for another five minutes—until I was certain that all the other mourners had entered. Then, wrapping a scarf tightly around my head, I crossed the street, climbed the church stairs and—with my head lowered—slipped quickly into the back row. The sight of the coffin was like a kick in the stomach. Up until this moment, the idea that Jack was dead seemed absurd, inconceivable. After reading his obituary in the New York Times, I forgot all about the screening I was supposed to attend, and instead found myself wandering aimlessly around the city for the balance of the day. At some juncture, I made my way home. It was dark. I opened the door. I let myself inside. I took off my coat. I sat down in an armchair. I remained in that armchair for a very long time. Only after an hour or so did I notice that I had failed to turn a light on in the apartment; that I was sitting alone in the dark. The phone started to ring. I ignored it. I went into my bedroom. I undressed and got into bed. I pulled the covers tight over me. I stared up at the ceiling. I kept expecting to fall apart, to come asunder and weep uncontrollably. But I was too concussed to cry. The enormity of it all—the terrible realization that I would never talk to him again—rendered me insensible. I couldn’t fathom his loss. Nor could I now fathom why I had spent four years being so stubborn, so intractable, so unforgiving. Four years separated from the man I loved—a separation sparked by his dire mistake . . . but then fueled by my inability to be understanding, to show mercy. By punishing him I had punished myself. Four years. How could I have squandered those four years?

I didn’t sleep that night. At some point I got out of bed, I got dressed. I left the apartment and sat for two hours in an all-night coffee shop on Broadway and 76th Street. Dawn arrived. I stood up. I paid my bill. I walked over to Riverside Park. I walked down to the river. I sat on a bench. I stared out at the Hudson. I kept willing myself to break down—to have that big cathartic moment. But all I could do was look out blankly at the water and wonder whether I had, in my own way, killed him.

I finally returned to the apartment. The clock in the kitchen read 9:15 AM. The phone rang. This time I answered it. It was Joel Eberts.

“Thank God,” he said, after I picked up. “I called all day yesterday. You had me worried.”

“No need,” I said.

“You sound tired.”

“I had a bad night.”

“I’m not surprised,” he said. “After I saw the announcement in the Times yesterday, I wondered . . .”

“I’m handling it,” I said quietly.

“Do you have any idea about the cause of death?”

“No.”

“He didn’t try to make contact since you were back in the city?”

“No, never,” I lied, unable to talk about anything right now.

“That was probably for the best.”

I said nothing.

“You sure you’re okay, Sara?”

“It’s just a shock, that’s all.”

“Well, if you’re not okay, I just want you to know that I’m here. Call me anytime.”

“Thanks.”

“And whatever you do . . . don’t feel guilty. It was all a long time ago.”

But I did blame myself. Totally.

Sheer exhaustion forced me into bed at seven that evening. I woke just after five. It was still dark outside—but I had slept deeply, so I felt curiously rested. I knew that the funeral would begin in just over four hours. I dreaded going. I had no choice but to go.

Now, sitting in the rear of the church, I kept my head lowered as the words of the Mass reverberated around my ears.

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi: dona eis requiem.

Lamb of God, thou takest away the sins of the world, grant them rest.

Or, even more piercing:

Lacrimosa dies illa, qua resurget ex favilla judicandus homo reus; huic ergo parce, Deus.

On this day full of tears, when from the ashes arises guilty man, to be judged: Oh Lord, have mercy upon him.

I pressed my fingers hard against my eyes. I had judged him. And yes, I had finally forgiven him. Far too late.

Kate started to cry again. Only this time she could not be consoled. After a few minutes, she was wailing. I had been keeping my head bowed—but I raised it just as Meg was coming up the aisle. She had obviously decided to relieve Dorothy of the baby, as she had her niece in her arms, and was heading for the door. She saw me and froze—her face initially registering shock. Then it hardened into something approaching pure cold contempt. I quickly lowered my head again. I wanted to flee—but I knew she would be outside with the baby. I sat there for ten minutes, feeling total shame. The Mass forged on—the priest asking us again to pray for the soul of “a good husband, a good father, a fine responsible man.” As he fell silent for a moment, I heard footsteps. I stole a quick glance, and saw Meg already halfway down the central aisle, carrying a now-subdued Kate back toward the front row. Immediately, I ducked out of the pew and moved quickly through the front door, down the steps, and into the first cab I could hail.

“Where you going?” the driver asked.

“I don’t know. Just drive.”

He headed down Broadway. At 42nd Street, I left the cab and ducked into the first movie house I could find. I sat through a double feature. Then I moved on to the next movie house, and sat through another double feature. Then I walked to the Automat and drank a cup of coffee. While there, I reached a decision that had been formulating in my brain during all those hours of nonstop movies. I finished the coffee. I checked my watch. It was just after seven PM. I went back out on to 42nd Street and hailed a cab going east. At First Avenue, I asked the taxi to pull up in front of an apartment complex called Tudor City. There was a doorman on duty. He was busy with a delivery of groceries. I told him I was here to see Margaret Malone. He looked me over and decided I didn’t appear sinister.

“Is she expecting you?”

I nodded.

“Apartment Seven E. Go right on up.”

I took the elevator to the seventh floor. I marched straight down the corridor to Apartment E. Before I lost my nerve, I rang the bell. After a moment, the door opened. Meg was standing there, still dressed in the black suit she had worn to the funeral. She looked drained, exhausted. A lit cigarette was in her left hand. She flinched when she saw me. Her lips tightened.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” she said.

“Meg, can I . . . ?”

“No. You can’t. Now get lost.”

“If you’d just hear me out . . .”

“You mean, the way you heard my brother out? Go fuck yourself.”

With that, she slammed the door. I put a hand against the wall for support, until I stopped shaking. After a moment, the door opened again. Meg suddenly looked crushed, heartbroken. I took a step toward her. She buried her head in my shoulder. She wept loudly. I put my arms around her—and finally cried too.

When we both calmed down, she brought me into her living room and motioned me toward an armchair. The apartment was a small one-bedroom efficiency—indifferently furnished, crammed with books and periodicals and overflowing ashtrays. Meg disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of Scotch and two glasses.

“Medicine,” she said, pouring out two shots. She handed me a glass, collapsed into an armchair opposite mine, and lit a fresh cigarette. After two deep drags, she finally spoke.

“I really never wanted to see you again.”

“I don’t blame you,” I said.

“But I also understood you. If it had been Jack, instead of Eric, I would have been merciless.”

“I was too merciless.”

Another deep drag on her cigarette. “Yeah,” she said. “You were. But . . . he told me you forgave him.”

“He said that?”

“Yeah. Around a week before he died. He knew he was going for over a year.”

“A year?”

“At least. Leukemia is pretty damn remorseless. Once you’ve got it, you know the jig is up.”

“Leukemia?” I said, sounding shocked. “But he had no history . . .”

“Yeah—it just came out of nowhere. Like most catastrophes.”

“So Jack wasn’t in Boston on business?”

“No—he was at Mass General Hospital, under the care of some big-cheese blood specialist—one of the best in the country. He was trying some last-ditch treatment to save him. But as the doc told me around a week before Jack went, he was beyond treatment.”

“At least Steele and Sherwood was picking up the bill.”

“Are you kidding me? Steele and Sherwood didn’t pay a penny of his medical costs.”

“But he told me he was going back to work for them . . . that they had him on sick leave.”

“That’s because he didn’t want to tell you the truth.”

“What truth?”

“They fired him two years ago.”

I reached for the whiskey glass and took a long drink.

“But he was one of their star executives,” I said.

“Yeah,” Meg said. “Was. Until he fell apart after . . .”

She hesitated a minute.

“All right: I’ll give it to you straight, Sara. After Eric died and you refused to deal with him, Jack had something of a breakdown. He stopped sleeping, he lost a lot of weight, he started showing up for meetings looking unshaven and sloppy. Once or twice—he actually broke down in front of clients. To their credit, Steele and Sherwood were pretty understanding. After around eight months of this kind of wayward behavior, they put him on sick leave, and actually dispatched him to a psychiatrist at the company’s expense. Everyone thought he was getting better. But we were wrong.”

“Was that when you wrote me in Paris?”

“Yes. That is when I wrote you.”

One letter. One short, generous letter was all that was asked of me. And I couldn’t bring myself even to do that. Pride is the most blinding and self-indulgent of all emotions.

“Anyway,” Meg said, “during his few weeks back at work, everyone thought that he was returning to his old self. But he couldn’t pull it off. He started missing meetings, and seemed unable to close any deal. They put up with him for another six months, then finally called him in one day and asked him to clear his desk. Again, they were decent with him: six months’ severance pay, and health care benefits for a year. But he was now completely unemployable—especially as he sank back into a depression after they laid him off. At least Kate’s birth picked him up a bit—but right after she came along, he started looking very anemic, and the lymph nodes in his neck began to bulge. I kept telling him that he shouldn’t worry—that his body was reacting to all the stress he’d been under. But personally, I feared the worst. So did Jack. And when the diagnosis finally came . . .”

She broke off and reached for the Scotch bottle. Both our glasses were topped up.

“I have to tell you,” she said, “that Dorothy was amazing through most of this. Given that she really couldn’t stand my brother—that the whole marriage was a massive mistake, and she truly loathed everything about his life with you—she still stuck by him. Right to the end.”

“He told me that she threw him out after he testified in Washington.”

“Yes—she was pretty appalled at him for cooperating with the Committee . . . especially when she found out how it triggered your brother’s death. Worst yet, she couldn’t stomach seeing him so broken by the fact that he’d lost you. Not that I could blame her. But eventually—after a lot of talking from me—she let him come home. Because, deep down, I think she hated being on her own. Not that she would have anything to do with him in a “marital” way again—except for one drunken night, which is how Kate appeared on the scene.”

“He did mention that.”

“Well, what he probably didn’t mention was that his severance pay was all spent after six months. Then Kate arrived, then the leukemia was diagnosed—but by that time, his health insurance had run out. So the last year of his life was a complete financial disaster. He had a little stock—but he had to sell all that to pay his doctor’s bills. It really got bad for a while. So bad that I’ve been paying their rent for the last three months. And—between the Mass General Hospital tab and the funeral—Dorothy’s looking at about eight thousand dollars’ worth of debt . . . not to mention the little problem of now raising two kids on her own.”

I took another needed sip of whiskey.

“I feel this is all my fault,” I said.

“That’s dumb—and you know it.”

“But I should have written him that letter you wanted me to write.”

“Yes—you should have done that. But would it have stopped him from falling apart again? Who the hell knows? He still blamed himself for Eric. And as for his illness . . . Sara, despite what some dime-store romantic novelists might like to think, a broken heart has never caused leukemia. Jack collided with his genetic fate. It’s as simple as that.”

“But if I had forgiven him years ago . . .”

“Now is it you who wants absolution?”

“I was wrong.”

“I’ll agree with that. But so was Jack. And yeah—for a while I really loathed you for not helping him when he needed you.”

“Not now?”

She crushed out her cigarette, and instantly lit up another. “I’ve lost my brother, my only sibling. Just like you’ve lost yours. So hate’s rather pointless under the circumstances, isn’t it? Anyway, you meeting him a couple of weeks ago meant a lot to him.”

“If only he’d told me exactly how sick he was.”

“What good would that have done? Anyway, he was right not to tell you. Just as I also know that, in all those letters he wrote to you, he never once mentioned his breakdown, or getting fired. He had his dignity, Jack. More to the point, he felt he’d burdened you enough—and that he didn’t want to make you feel guilty. All he kept telling me—over and over again—was how much he missed you, and how sorry he was.”

“I never read the letters.”

“You could now.”

“I threw them out.”

Meg shrugged.

“He loved you, Sara. You should have seen his face whenever he talked about you. It was goddamn incandescent. I’d never seen anything like it. Didn’t understand it, to be honest—because I’d never felt that way about anyone. All right, he could be something of a fuckup, my brother. He made some terrible calls. He didn’t know how to face up to big decisions. He had an awful habit of losing his nerve. And God, how he hated himself for failing you twice. And for failing Eric. Just as he also hated himself for failing Dorothy and the kids. But I also know that, at heart, he was just stumbling through like the rest of us. Trying his best. It may not have amounted to much. But, at least, he truly loved you. Without condition. And how often in life does that ever happen?”

I knew the answer to that question—but I didn’t articulate it. Because I just couldn’t.

“Would you do something for me?” I finally asked.

“I doubt it. But, go on—try me.”

“I want you to ask Dorothy to meet me.”

“Forget it. I may not hate you anymore. She does. She always has. And now . . . now the lady’s got enough problems to handle without trying to forgive you. Which—I promise you—she never will.”

“I don’t want her forgiveness. I just want to . . .”

“I don’t care what you want to do. There is absolutely no way that my sister-in-law will ever agree to meet you.”

“Hear me out,” I said.

Meg did just that. And sat quietly for a moment or so after I finished talking with her.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

A few days later, she called me at home.

“I’ve spoken with Dorothy. It took some work—but she’s agreed to see you. I didn’t explain much to her. In fact, I kept it all very vague—except to say that I thought it was important you met. Believe me, she was very reluctant. But I brought her around—telling her that you had a crucial matter you needed to discuss with her. Don’t expect this to be pleasant, Sara. She feels you’re responsible for many of her problems.”

“She’s right. I am.”

“There’s a coffee shop on the corner of Amsterdam and Eighty-sixth. Can you make tomorrow at four? I’ve arranged to leave work early, so I can stay with Charlie and Kate while she meets you.”

I agreed. The next afternoon, I got to the coffee shop just before four. I found a booth at the back. I ordered tea, and found myself stirring it constantly as I waited for Dorothy to arrive. She showed up ten minutes late. She was dressed in a simple tweed skirt and a Peck & Peck blouse. She looked very tired—the dark moons under her eyes accentuated by the way her hair was pulled back in a tightly woven bun. She sat down opposite me. She did not exchange a greeting. She simply said, “You wanted to see me.”

“Thanks for coming,” I said, sounding deeply tense. “Coffee?”

She shook her head.

“Anything else. Tea? Hot chocolate? A sandwich?”

“Nothing. You wanted to see me. Here I am. I have about twenty minutes, no more.”

“Isn’t Meg with the kids?”

“Yes, but Charlie’s got tonsillitis—and we’re expecting the pediatrician to make a house call around four thirty. So this will have to be fast.”

“Well . . . ,” I said, clearing my throat, really not knowing how to broach the subject I was about to bring up. “Meg was telling me you were having some difficulties.”

“My sister-in-law has a big mouth. My difficulties are my business, not yours.”

“I wasn’t trying to pry or be nosy. It’s just . . . I would like to try to help.”

“Help?” she said with a hollow laugh. “You help me? No thanks.”

“I can understand why you might feel . . .”

“Don’t patronize me, Miss Smythe.”

“I’m not patronizing you.”

“Then don’t tell me how I feel. I know how I feel—which is angry. Angry that I didn’t have the courage, ten years ago, to tell Jack that we didn’t have to get married, just because I was pregnant. Angry that I stayed in a marriage when there was no love between us. And angry that I didn’t have the guts to end it when he first told me about you.”

“I never pushed him to leave you.”

“Oh, I was well aware of that. He told me that you refused to play the happy home wrecker; that you were oh-so-understanding of his need to keep his family together—even though you oh-so-adored him.”

“I did adore him.”

“Congratulations. He was just as gooey about you. It was like living with a lovesick adolescent. I don’t know why the hell I put up with it.”

“Why did you put up with it?”

“Because there was a child. Because I was brought up to believe that you lived with your mistakes. Because I was also brought up to believe that respectability meant everything. And because I’m a stupid, weak woman who didn’t have the courage to realize that she could live without a husband. And then, of course, it turned out that my husband was a stupid, weak man who also ratted on others.”

“He only did that because he was terrified of losing his job, and undermining his ability to support you and Charlie.”

“Don’t tell me you’re defending him now? Especially after you emotionally crippled the fool by rejecting him. Anyway, the great dumb irony of the situation was that, by turning snitch, he lost everything: you, the job, me for a while . . .”

“You took him back, though . . .”

“More weakness on my part. Charlie missed him desperately. I decided that he needed his father.”

“But you didn’t?”

Long silence.

“Of course I needed him. I didn’t love him . . . but I still needed him. And then, after he got sick . . . it’s a strange thing, isn’t it, how we sometimes discover our real feelings about people a little too late. It was awful watching him go. Awful. And I was suddenly desperate to keep him. At any cost. That’s why he went to Boston—because I’d heard of this specialist at Mass General who was trying a new sort of treatment for leukemia. Jack didn’t want to go—mainly because he knew how much it was going to cost, and because we didn’t have the money. But I insisted. Because I so wanted him to live.”

“Then you did love him.”

She shrugged. “Eventually. Yes. When he was finally free of you.”

I said nothing.

“He never made contact with you after you came back to the city?” she asked.

“No.”

“Are you telling me the truth?”

“Yes, I am,” I said, trying my best to look truthful.

“I’m glad to hear that. Because I didn’t want him to see you again. Because you didn’t deserve . . .”

She broke off, and absently began to shred the paper napkin on the table.

“How I hated you,” she whispered. “And the reason I so hated you is because: you had his love.”

“But then I threw it away.”

“Yes, you did. And I’ll admit something rather ugly: I was so pleased when you did that. Because I thought: she will come to regret this. Which you have.”

She tossed away the shredded napkin. We fell silent again. I said, “I know that you now have financial problems.”

“What concern is that of yours?”

“I’d like to help you.”

“No way.”

“Please hear me out. When Eric died, there was an insurance policy from NBC which was worth forty-two thousand dollars. I had it invested. It’s now worth almost sixty-five thousand. What I’d like to propose is this: I give you eight thousand straight away to settle all the medical and funeral debts. Then I take the remaining fifty-seven thousand, and set up a trust for Kate and Charlie. The trust will generate an income which you can use for their school and eventually college, and anything else you think . . .”

She cut me off.

“And what do you want out of this?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“It’s the truth.”

“You’re actually willing to give me and my children nearly sixty grand . . . with no strings attached?”

“That’s right.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Or maybe because it’s a way, for you to salve your conscience.”

“Yes, maybe it is.”

She reached for another napkin, and began to shred it.

“No strings?” she asked.

“None,” I said.

“I am not a charity case.”

“This is a gift, not charity.”

“And what will you live on when you’re old and no longer writing columns?”

“I had quite a reasonable divorce settlement. It’s all invested. One day, it will turn into a very nice pension.”

The napkin came apart in her fingers.

“You couldn’t have children, could you?” she asked.

I met her gaze.

“That’s right: I couldn’t have children. He told you that?”

“Yes, he did—as a way of assuaging my fears that he’d start a second family with you, and then disappear. At the time, I was really pleased that you’d never have children. Isn’t that terrible? But that’s how much I hated you. In my mind, you threatened everything I had.”

“Isn’t that always the basis of hate?”

“I guess it is.”

Pause.

“I want you to take the money, Dorothy.”

“And if I did . . . ?”

“It’s the end of the matter. The money is yours.”

“This . . . gift. . . . will never, never give you any entitlement to Kate or Charlie . . .”

“I expect nothing in return.”

“You will get nothing in return. That’s the one string I will attach to this gift: I will accept it only if you agree that, as long as I’m alive, you will never make contact with my children. And one more thing: after today, I never want to see or hear from you ever again.”

Without hesitating, I said, “Fine.”

“I have your word?”

“You have my word.”

Silence. She reached into her handbag and pulled out a little notebook and a pen. She wrote a name and a number on a leaf of paper, then tore it out and handed it to me.

“This is the phone number for my lawyer. You can talk to him about setting up the trust.”

“I’ll get on to it tomorrow morning.”

Silence. Then she said, “You know what I think sometimes? How if he hadn’t run into you again that afternoon in Central Park . . . I remember that afternoon so clearly. We were out walking. He was tired. He wanted to go home. But it was such a beautiful day I insisted we stop by the gazebo next to the lake. Suddenly, there you were . . . and everything changed. All because I asked him to loiter for a bit by the lake.”

“It’s the way things work, isn’t it? Chance, happenstance . . .”

“And choice. Things might happen accidentally—like me getting pregnant, or you meeting an old lover and his family in the park. But then we make choices. That’s what we have to live with: not the accident, the fluke—but the choices we make in the wake of it. Because they really determine our destiny.”

She glanced at her watch. “I must go.”

She stood up. I did so too.

“Goodbye then,” I said.

“Goodbye,” she said.

Then she quickly touched my sleeve and said two words: “Thank you.”

I never saw her again. I never spoke with her again. I never came near her children. I honored the conditions she demanded. I kept my word.

Until she died.


PART Four

    

    Kate


TWENTY-SEVEN

UNTIL SHE DIED.”

The manuscript ended there. I held the last page in my hand, staring down at that final line. After a moment, I let it drop on to the hefty pile of pages scattered on the floor by the sofa. I sat back. I gazed blankly out the window, trying to think, not knowing what to think. Dawn’s early light was cleaving the dark sky. I glanced at my watch. Six fifteen. I had been reading all night.

Eventually, I forced myself to stand up. I walked into the bedroom. I stripped off my clothes. I stood under a shower for a very long time. I got dressed. I made coffee. While it percolated, I gathered up the manuscript pages and returned them to the box in which they came. I drank the coffee. I picked up my coat and the manuscript box. I left the apartment. The doorman hailed me a taxi. I told the driver I was heading to 42nd Street and First Avenue. As we cruised downtown, I turned on my cellphone and made a call. Meg answered, her “Hello” accompanied by a bronchial wheeze.

“I’m coming over,” I said. “Now.”

“What the hell time is it?” she said.

“Just after seven.”

“Jesus Christ. Has something happened?”

“Yes. I’ve been up all night. Reading.”

“Reading what?”

“I think you know.”

Silence. I broke it. “Just as I think you know where I was yesterday evening.”

“Haven’t a clue,” she said.

“Liar.”

“I’ve been called worse. Should I put on a flame-retardant dress before you get here?”

“Yes,” I said, and hung up.

She was actually dressed in a pair of men’s pajamas and an old bathrobe when I arrived. The requisite two cigarettes were already burning in an ashtray. The television was tuned to CNN, the volume far too loud. As always, there was a pile of books and periodicals by an armchair. The remnants of a recent supper—a half-eaten Chinese takeout—had yet to be cleared off the little table that doubled as a desk and dining area. The apartment was the same as I’d always known it all my life. It was just as Sara must have seen it—when she came here on the night of my father’s funeral in 1956.

“I’m never talking to you again,” I said, as I walked in and tossed the manuscript box on her sofa.

“Glad to hear it,” she said, clicking off the television. “Coffee or coffee?”

“Coffee. And an explanation.”

“For what?” she asked, pouring me a cup from her old electric percolator.

“Don’t go coy on me, Meg. It doesn’t suit you.”

“And there I was, thinking that I might try ‘coy’ for Christmas.”

“Quite a book,” I said, nodding toward the manuscript box. “I presume you’ve read it?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve read it.”

“She didn’t hire you as her editor, did she?”

“I read it as a friend.”

“Oh yes, I forgot. You and Mystery Woman just happened to have been bosom buddies for the last four decades. And now I suppose you’re going to help her get her book published?”

“She doesn’t want it published. She wrote it for herself.”

“Then why did she want me to read it?”

“It’s part of your life. You needed to know.”

“I needed to know now? Right after my mother’s funeral?”

She just shrugged and said nothing. I said, “You should have told me, Meg. You should have told me everything years ago.”

“You’re right, I should have. But Dorothy was very insistent. Because she made it very clear that she wouldn’t touch the trust if either of you found out.”

“She should never have touched the trust.”

“If she hadn’t, you would never have had that fancy private school education of yours . . .”

“Big deal.”

“It was a big deal . . . and you know it. Because it took a lot of guts for Dorothy to do what she did. Jesus, imagine it: having to rely on money from your late husband’s lover to get your kids through school.”

“But I thought Uncle Ray paid for our school and college.”

“Ray never gave your mom a dime. He was the original WASP tightwad. No kids, a big white-shoe practice in Boston, an even bigger bank account. But when his sister and her husband were in dire straits—after Jack lost his job at Steele and Sherwood—Ray pleaded poverty. Even when Jack was dying at Mass General, that asshole didn’t once pay him a visit . . . even though the hospital was only a ten-minute walk from his Beacon Hill townhouse. Worse yet, he didn’t exactly spend a lot of time comforting his sister during that time. One lunch on the afternoon before Jack died, during which he told his sister that she should never have married ‘that Brooklyn mick.’ Dorothy hardly spoke to him after that. Then again, I don’t think they ever really liked each other anyway. He always disapproved of everything to do with Dorothy. Especially when it came to my brother.”

“But I was still told that Ray was my great benefactor.”

“Your mom had to find some story to tell you about the money. God knows, it sickened her to accept Sara’s gift. And though she never said much about it, I know that it ate away at her. But she was the ultimate pragmatist. She couldn’t afford your education on what she made as a librarian. So she was going to swallow her pride—as she always did, the fool—and do what was best for the two of you.”

“You mean, like keeping all this from me until my midforties?”

“She was adamant that neither of you knew. Because I think she feared what you both might think. Anyway, a week before she died, I went to see her at New York Hospital. She knew she only had a couple more days. And she asked me: ‘Once I’m no longer around, are you going to tell her?’ I said I’d stay silent if that’s what she wanted. ‘It’s your call,’ she told me. ‘But if you do decide she should know, let her tell Kate. It’s her story as much as mine.’”

“But how did she know even where Sara was?”

“From time to time, she’d ask me about her. She knew that Sara and I had become good pals, that we were in pretty regular contact. Just as she also knew that, through me, Sara was keeping tabs on you.”

“Keeping tabs on me? Judging by that photo gallery by her door, not to mention the album she sent me, she was doing a little more than that. With your help.”

“You’re right. I gave her all the photographs. I supplied her with all the newspaper clippings. I kept her abreast of all that was happening to you. Because she wanted to know. Because she genuinely cared about you. And because I felt she deserved to follow your progress.”

“Mom didn’t mind that?”

“She didn’t say. But, about ten years after Jack’s death, she did make this passing comment about how ‘that woman has been very good about staying away from us.’ A couple of years later—when you were in Guys and Dolls at school—Sara showed up at a performance. I was with your mom, and I know that Dorothy saw her. But she said nothing. Just as she said nothing when she showed up at your graduations from Brearley and Smith. Again, Dorothy knew she was there—but she also saw that Sara was playing by the rules. And I think, in her own curious way, she liked the fact that she was so interested in you, and how you were doing. Remember: by the time you graduated from Smith, your dad was dead for twenty years. And Dorothy realized that the trust had made all the difference when it came to raising you and Charlie. So, in her own unspoken way, she was grateful.”

“But they never met again?”

“Nope. It was a four-decade silence . . . and they only lived seven blocks from each other. But you know what your mom was like. A cupcake with a reinforced steel filling.”

“Tell me about it. Negotiating with her was like taking on Jimmy Hoffa.”

“There you go. But though she was a hard-ass, she was also pretty damn ethical. That’s why she hinted to me that, if the story was going to be told to you, Sara would have to do it. Because it was her own unstated way of letting Sara know that she didn’t go to her grave angry at her. It was a gesture, a mitzvah. I think Dorothy’s final thought on the subject was: if I’m no longer here to worry about it, why not let her finally meet you.”

“Then why didn’t you just come out and introduce us . . .”

“Your hard-ass mom had the last word on that. ‘If that woman decides she does want to meet Kate, you must promise me that you’ll say nothing to Kate in advance. In fact, I want you to deny all knowledge of that woman. Let her figure out a way of getting in touch with Kate . . . and then see if Kate will listen to her.’ ”

I shook my head in stunned incredulity. It was a classic Mom move. Forgiveness . . . but with a little get-the-message sting as part of the overall absolution package. She always knew how to ram home a moral point—yet to mask it behind a lily-scented smoke screen of decorum and propriety. This was, without question, her final masterstroke. She understood me better than anyone. She knew—damn her—that I’d play the hard bitch and resist all attempts to meet up with some old lady I’d initially file under dotty. Just as she also knew that Sara was strong-willed enough to finally get her own way, and force a meeting. And then? Then I’d be in possession of the story—but only Sara’s version of events. Had Mom wanted to put across her point of view, she herself would have told me everything before she died. Or she would have left a long letter of explanation. Instead, for reasons I still couldn’t fathom, she chose silence . . . and the risk that I would only hear Sara’s side of the story. And this decision baffled me completely.

“You still should have warned me that a bombshell was en route in my direction,” I said.

“A promise is a promise,” Meg said. “Your mom made me swear on a stack of Gideons not to say a damn word to you. I knew you weren’t going to be a member of my fan club after Sara finally met you. But . . . what can I say? If there’s one worthwhile thing that Catholicism taught me, it was how to keep a secret.”

“Are you sure Charlie never knew?”

“Mr. Self-Pity? Even as a kid, he was too absorbed in feeling sorry for himself to ever notice anything going on around him. And since he didn’t deign to see your mom for the last fifteen years . . . Nah, Charlie-Boy was way in the dark about this. And always will be. Unless you tell him now.”

“Why would I do that? Especially as it would just reinforce all of Charlie’s beliefs about his dysfunctional heritage. And when he learned that Daddy was a rat . . .”

She suddenly turned on me. “Never, never call him that again.” Her voice was hard, angry.

“Why the hell not?” I said. “He only destroyed a couple of lives. And now—hey, presto!—back he comes to haunt mine.”

“Well, honey bun, I am so desperately sorry to hear that your fragile psyche was undermined by the discovery that your father was one complicated guy . . .”

“Complicated? He did some terrible things.”

“Yes, he did. And God, how he paid for it. Just as Sara paid for her bad calls. You don’t get through life without paying big-time for getting it wrong.”

“Tell me about it. I’m the poster child for Getting It Wrong.”

“No—you’re the poster child for self-flagellation. Which is so dumb.”

“That’s me: Ms.-Refuses-to-Be-Happy. It’s a great Malone family tradition.”

“What family isn’t screwy? What family doesn’t have some shit hidden in the attic? Big deal. But what saddens the hell out of me . . . what neither your mother nor I could ever work out . . . was why, over the past ten years, you always seemed so damn disappointed in everything. Especially yourself.”

“Because I am disappointing.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? I’ve failed everybody: my mom, my son. Even that shit, my ex-husband. And me. I’ve really failed me.”

“You are so wrong there,” she said, trying to take my hand. I pulled it away.

“No. I’m not.”

“You know what I discovered some time ago? Everything in life is fundamentally catastrophic. But the thing is, most stories don’t end happily or tragically. They just end. And usually in something of a muddle. So as long as you know that it’s all a shambles with a definite terminus, well . . .”

“Oh, I get it. Try to be happy within the shambles?”

“Hey, is happiness a federal offense?”

“I don’t do happy.”

“You used to, you know.”

“Yeah, but that was before I started making mistakes . . .”

“With guys, you mean?”

“Perhaps.”

“Listen, I could write chapter and verse on every damn disappointment and sadness and failure I’ve suffered. So what? Terrible stuff happens to everyone. It’s the basic law of living. But so is one simple fact: you have no choice but to keep going. Am I happy? Not particularly. But I’m not unhappy either.”

I stared down into my drink. I didn’t know what to say, think, or feel anymore.

“Go home, Kate,” Meg said gently. “You need some sleep.”

“Understatement of the year,” I said, picking myself up out of the chair. She stood up as well.

“I think I’ll phone Mom’s lawyer tomorrow,” I said. “It’s time to get the will probated. Not that there’s much to probate. The way I figure it, the trust was virtually depleted by the time I finished college.”

“She used the money wisely—for you guys.”

“I never wanted anything from her.”

“Yes, you did. Like every kid, you wanted a perfect, unflawed parent. Instead, you discovered that she was a mess. Just like the rest of us.”

I put on my coat. She picked up the manuscript box and said, “Don’t forget your book.”

“It’s not my book. And how about you giving it back to her?”

“Oh no,” she said, dropping the box in my hands. “I’m not playing mailman for you.”

“I don’t want to see her.”

“Then take it to a post office and send it to her.”

“Fine, fine,” I said wearily. I hoisted the box. I reached for the front door. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said.

“So we are going to talk again?”

“Do we have a choice?” I said.

“Go to hell,” she said, giving me a fast, no-nonsense kiss on the cheek.

Outside Meg’s building, I hailed a cab. I gave the driver my home address. Halfway there, I told him that I had decided to change destination. We were now heading to West 77th Street.

I reached her building just after eight. I pressed her bell on the front door intercom. She answered, sounding very awake. When she heard my voice, she buzzed me in immediately. She was waiting for me in the open door of her apartment. She was as carefully dressed and poised as before.

“This is a lovely surprise,” she said.

“I’m not staying. I simply wanted to give you this.”

I handed over the box.

“You’ve read it already?” she asked.

“Yes. I’ve read it.”

We stood there, not knowing what to say next.

“Please come in,” she finally said.

I shook my head.

“Please,” she said. “Just for a moment.”

I went inside. I didn’t take off my coat. I sat down in one of her armchairs. I didn’t accept her offer of coffee or tea. I didn’t say anything for a while. And she shrewdly didn’t attempt to draw me into a conversation. She just sat opposite me, waiting for me to speak.

“I wish I hadn’t read your book,” I finally said.

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t,” I said quietly. “You can’t begin to understand.”

Another silence. Then I said, “The Jack Malone in your book . . . that’s not the dad my mom told me about. I mean, he was Mr. Morality, Mr. Good Irish-Catholic. I always felt . . . I don’t know . . . as if, compared to him, my mom was the lesser person. Some lowly school librarian who lived this tedious life with two kids in a cramped apartment, and who was so damn constrained that no other man would ever dream of marrying her.”

“Meg told me she did go out with the occasional fellow . . .”

“Yeah—when I was growing up, she dated one or two guys. But from the midseventies onward, I don’t think there was anyone. Maybe she’d been betrayed enough by dear old dad.”

“You might be right.”

“You screwed up her life.”

She shrugged. And said, “That’s an interpretation. But it was her choice to stay with him. And that choice shaped the way her life ensued. Was it the right choice? I wouldn’t have put up with such an arrangement. I would have thrown him out. But that’s me—not your mother. So who’s to say if it was the right choice or the wrong choice. It was just a choice.”

“Just like it was your choice to be my guardian angel. ‘Someone to watch over me.’ Didn’t you have anything better to do with your life, Miss Smythe? Or were you so completely incapable of getting over the wonderful Jack Malone that you had to turn your attention to his daughter? Or, let me guess, I was your way of doing penance.”

She looked at me with a steady gaze. Her voice remained calm.

“Meg did warn me you took no prisoners . . .”

“I think I am a bit upset,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“You have a right to be. It’s a lot to take in. But just for the record: after your father died, I left journalism . . .”

“You? The writer who always needed an audience? I don’t believe it.”

“I got sick of the sound of my own typewriter . . . and my own frothy shallowness. So I moved into publishing. I was an editor at Random House for thirty-five years.”

“You never married again?”

“No—but I was never short of male company. When I wanted it.”

“So you never got over my father?”

“No one ever matched Jack. But I came to terms with it . . . because I had to. Of course, I think about your father every day. Just as I think about Eric every day. But Jack’s been dead for . . . what is it? . . . God, so many years. Eric even longer. It’s the past.”

“No, it’s your past.”

“Exactly. My past. My choices. And do you want to know something rather amusing? When I die, all that past will vanish with me. It’s the most astonishing thing about getting old: discovering that all the pain, all the drama, is so completely transitory. You carry it with you. Then, one day, you’re gone—and nobody knows about the narrative that was your life.”

“Unless you’ve told it to somebody. Or written it down.”

She smiled a small smile. “I suppose that’s true.”

“Was that the object of getting me to read this literary exercise the day after I buried my mom?” I said, pointing toward the manuscript box. “To finally let me in on a few sordid family secrets—and, in the process, share your pain?”

Oh God, listen to me. She dismissed my sarcasm with a light shrug.

“Meg and I both felt that you should read this.”

“Why did you write it?”

“I wrote it for myself. And maybe for you too . . . though I didn’t know if I’d live long enough for you to read this, and for us finally to meet.”

“You have some way of engineering a meeting, Miss Smythe. Couldn’t you have waited a bit? I mean, I only buried my mother two days ago.”

Another patrician shrug.

“I’m sorry if . . .”

“And why did you have to stalk me?”

“That wasn’t stalking. I came to the funeral because I felt I should be there, and pay my respects . . .”

“And I suppose that was you who called me at my mother’s place after the funeral . . .”

“Yes, that was me. But Meg told me you’d decided to sleep there, and I just wanted to hear your voice and make certain you were all right.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“It’s the truth.”

“Just like you expect me to believe that, while we were growing up, you really never once saw me or my brother—even though, to all intents and purposes, you were funding our education?”

“I said, I didn’t come near you. That doesn’t mean that I didn’t attend your graduation from Smith or Brearley.”

“Or didn’t see me play Sister Sarah in my school production of Guys and Dolls?”

“Yes,” she said with a slight smile. “I was there.”

“And were you sneaking glimpses at Charlie throughout his childhood as well?”

She shook her head.

“Naturally, I was pleased that the trust helped pay for his education. But I really didn’t follow his progress as closely.”

“Because he was the child who kept you from my dad?”

“Perhaps. Or maybe because you were the child I was supposed to have with your father.”

Silence. My head was swimming. I suddenly craved sleep.

“I’ve got to go. I’m very tired . . .”

“Of course you are,” she said.

I stood up. She followed.

“I’m glad we finally met, Kate,” she said.

“I’m sure you are. But I want you to know something: this is the last time we will ever do so. You’re to stay away from Ethan and myself. Is that clear?”

She remained impassive. How the hell did she manage that?

“Whatever you want, Kate,” she said.

I headed toward the door. She walked ahead of me and opened it. She touched my arm and held it.

“You’re just like him, you know.”

“You know nothing about me . . .”

“I think I do. Because I also know that, unlike your brother, you were always there for Dorothy. Just as you are still there for Meg—who utterly adores you. She just wishes you were happier.”

I gently disengaged my arm from her grip.

“I wish that too,” I said. Then I left.


TWENTY-EIGHT

AS SOON AS I was outside her building, I walked halfway up the street. Then I suddenly sat down on the steps of a brownstone until I had composed myself. A thousand and one chaotic thoughts went swirling around my brain—all of them skewed, troubled. And I couldn’t help but wonder: were these the same steps upon which my father sat down and wept when Sara told him it was over?

Another thought preoccupied me: the urgent need for sleep. I forced myself up. I found a taxi. I went home. I called Matt at his office. We had a civilized, neutral conversation. He told me that he’d taken Ethan to a Knicks game last night, and that our son was longing to see me this afternoon. I thanked Matt for looking after Ethan during the past few days. He asked me how I was doing.

I said, “It’s been a curious time.” He said, “You sound tired.” I said, “I am tired,” and mentioned that I appreciated his thoughtfulness over the past week. Matt started to say something along the lines of how he hoped we could be friends again. I said nothing, except: “No doubt we’ll be in touch about Ethan stuff.” Then I hung up the phone and climbed into bed. As I closed my eyes and waited for sleep, I thought about that wartime photo of my dad, taken by my mom when they were both stationed in England. He was young, he was smiling, he was probably thinking: in a couple of weeks, I’ll never again see the woman taking this picture. No doubt, similar thoughts were shared by that woman as she peered through the viewfinder. Here’s one for the scrapbook: my wartime fling. That’s what now so haunted me about that photo: the fact that an entire story was about to engulf the man in the picture and the woman behind the camera. But how could they have known? How can any of us recognize that inexplicable moment which seals our fate?

The image vanished. I slept. The alarm clock woke me just before three. I got dressed and walked over to collect Ethan from school. En route, I found myself once again trying to make sense of Sara’s story. Once again, I failed—and instead started feeling overwhelmed by just about everything. When Ethan came bounding out of Allen-Stevenson’s front door, he quickly searched the crowd of parents and nannies. Finding me, he smiled his shy smile. I bent down to kiss him. He looked up at me with worry.

“What’s wrong, Ethan?” I asked.

“Your eyes are all red,” he said.

I heard myself say: “Really?”

“Have you been crying?”

“It’s Grandma, that’s all.”

We started walking toward Lexington Avenue.

“You’ll be home tonight?” he asked me. I could hear the anxious edge to his voice.

“Not just tonight. I told Claire she didn’t have to come in until Monday. So I’ll also be picking you up at school tomorrow. Then we’ll have the whole weekend to hang out, and do whatever you want.”

“Good,” he said, taking my hand.

We stayed in that night. I helped Ethan with his homework. I made hamburgers. We horse-traded: after he agreed to play two games of Snakes and Ladders with me, I granted him thirty minutes on his Game Boy. We popped popcorn and watched a video. I unwound for the first time in weeks. Only once was there a moment of sadness . . . when Ethan, snuggled up against me on the sofa, turned and said, “Can we go see the dinosaurs after school tomorrow at the museum?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Then can we all watch a movie here tomorrow night?”

“You mean, you and me? Sure.”

“And Daddy too?”

“I can invite him over, if you want.”

“And then on Saturday, we’ll all get up and . . .”

“If I invite him over, Ethan, you know he won’t be staying here. But I will ask him over if you want.”

He didn’t answer me, and I didn’t push the issue. As if by silent mutual agreement, we let the matter drop and returned our attention to the television screen. A few minutes later, he pulled my arms more tightly around him . . . his own unspoken way of telling me just how difficult he found this world of divided parents.

The next morning, after dropping Ethan off at school, I returned to the apartment and phoned Peter Tougas. Though I knew he had been my mother’s lawyer for the past thirty years, I never had any dealings with him (I’d used an old Amherst friend, Mark Palmer, to handle my divorce and other judicial pleasantries). Mom didn’t see much of Mr. Tougas either. With the exception of her will, there was little in her life that had required legal counsel. When I called, his secretary put me straight through.

“Great minds think alike,” he said. “I had it down to call you in the next day or so. It’s time to get things rolling on the probate front.”

“Could you fit me in around noon today? I’m out of the office until Monday, so I figured we might as well get together now, when there’s no work pressure on me.”

“Noon is no problem,” he said. “You know the address?”

I didn’t. Because I only met Peter Tougas for the first time at Mom’s funeral. As it turned out, his office was in one of those venerable 1930s’ buildings that still line Madison Avenue in the lower fifties. His was a small-time legal practice, operating out of a three-room no-frills office, with just a secretary and a part-time bookkeeper as staff. Mr. Tougas must have been around sixty. A man of medium height, with thinning gray hair, heavy black glasses, and a nondescript gray suit which looked about twenty years old. He was the antithesis of my uncle Ray, and his white-shoe patrician lawyer credentials. No doubt, Mom chose him exactly for that reason . . . not to mention the fact that his rates were reasonable.

Mr. Tougas came out to greet me himself in the little anteroom where his secretary worked. Then he ushered me into his own office. He had a beat-up steel-and-wood desk, an old-style steel office chair, and two brown vinyl armchairs which faced each other over a cheap teak-veneered coffee table. The office looked like it had been furnished from a Green Stamps catalog. No doubt, this sort of frugality also appealed to Mom. It reflected the no-frills way she lived her own life.

He motioned me to sit in one of the armchairs. He took the other. A file marked “Mrs. Dorothy Malone” was already in position on the coffee table. It was surprisingly thick.

“So, Kate,” he said in an accent with distinct Brooklyn cadences, “you holding up?”

“I’ve had better weeks. It’s been a strange time.”

“That it is. And excuse my directness—but it’ll probably take you longer than you think to get back to normal. Losing a parent . . . your mother . . . is a very big deal. And never straightforward.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m finding that out.”

“How’s your son . . . Ethan, isn’t it?”

“He’s fine, thanks. And I’m very impressed you know his name.”

“Whenever I saw your mother, she always talked about him. Her only grandchild . . .” He stopped, knowing he’d made a gaffe. “Or, at least, the only one she saw regularly.”

“You know that my brother’s wife didn’t . . . ?”

“Yes, Dorothy did tell me about all that. Though she didn’t come right out and say it, I could tell just how much it upset her.”

“My brother is a very weak man.”

“At least he came to the funeral. He seemed very upset.”

“He deserved to be upset. ‘Better late than never’ doesn’t work as an excuse when the mother you virtually ignored for years is now dead. Still . . . I actually felt sorry for him. Which rather surprised me—given that I’m not exactly known for my benevolence.”

“That’s not what your mother said.”

“Oh please . . .”

“I’m serious. The way she talked about you . . . well, I could tell that she considered you a very loyal daughter.”

“Mom often got things wrong.”

Mr. Tougas smiled. “She also said that you were very hard on yourself.”

“That she got right.”

“Well,” he said, picking up the folder, “shall we make a start?”

I nodded. He opened the folder, withdrew a thick document, and handed it to me.

“Here’s a copy of your mother’s will. I’ve got the original in the office safe, and will be sending it to probate court tonight—as long as you, the sole executor, approve it. Do you want to take a moment to read through it, or should I summarize everything?”

“Is there anything personal in the document I should know about?”

“No. It’s all very straightforward, very clean. Your mother left everything to you. She put no stipulation on how you should disburse her estate. She did tell me, in our conversations, that she knew you’d be sensible about how you dealt with the trust. Were you ever aware of the trust’s existence before your mom’s death?”

I shook my head, then said, “I’ve been finding out about a lot of things over the past couple of days.”

“Who told you about it? Miss Smythe?”

I flinched. “You know her?”

“Personally? No. But your mother did tell me all about her.”

“So you knew about Miss Smythe and my father?”

“I was your mother’s lawyer, Kate. So, yes, I did know about the background to the trust. Do you mind if I take you through its financial history?”

“Fine by me.”

“Well,” he said, pulling out another batch of documents, “the trust was created in nineteen fifty-six, with . . .” He flicked through a bunch of pages. “An opening capitalization of fifty-seven thousand dollars. Now your mom drew down the interest from the principal for twenty years. But then, in nineteen seventy-six . . .”

“The year I graduated from college.”

“That’s right. Dorothy once mentioned that to me. Anyway, in seventy-six, she stopped drawing any income from the trust.”

“Because the trust fund was depleted, right?”

“Hardly,” he said, looking at me with a certain paternal amusement. “If your mother was only drawing down interest from the trust for twenty years, it means she never dug into the principal. In other words, the principal remained intact.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“It’s very simple. After nineteen seventy-six, your mother never touched the trust again.”

“So what happened to it?”

“What happened to it?” he said with a laugh. “Like the rest of us, it matured. And, fortunately, the people handling it . . .” (he mentioned the name of a big brokerage house), “they invested wisely on your mother’s behalf. A largely conservative portfolio, with a small amount of adventurous stocks that paid off very nicely indeed.”

I was still finding all this difficult to comprehend. “So, what you’re saying is—after I left college, my mom left the trust alone?”

“That’s right. She never touched a penny of it . . . even though her investment guy and myself both encouraged her to draw down some sort of income from it. But she always maintained that she was perfectly fine on what she had to live on.”

“That’s not true,” I heard myself saying. “Money was always tight for her.”

“I kind of sensed that,” he said. “Which, quite frankly, made her decision never to invade the trust rather baffling. Especially as—given the way her portfolio was structured—the principal doubled itself every seven years. So, by ninety-five, the trust had grown to . . .” He peered down at some figures. “Three hundred and fifty-two thousand dollars, and a couple of pennies.”

“Good God.”

“Hang on, I’m not done yet. Now in ninety-five, her investment guys took a couple of smart positions on all these new information-technology companies, not to mention one or two emerging web browsers. And, of course, from ninety-six onward, the market has been nonstop bullish. Which, in turn, means that they actually doubled the existing principal in five years.”

“Doubled?” I whispered.

“That’s right. And, at close of business last Friday . . . which was the last time I asked them to give me an update . . . the trust stood at . . .”

Another squint at a column of figures.

“Right, here we are . . . Seven hundred and forty-nine thousand, six hundred and twelve dollars.”

Silence.

“That can’t be right,” I said.

“I can show you the computer printout of the current balance. Your mother had money, all right. A lot of money. She just chose not to touch it.”

I was going to blurt out: “Why didn’t she?” But I knew the answer to that question. She chose not to touch it—because she was saving the money for me. Not that she would ever have even hinted at such a legacy. Because (and I could almost hear her telling this to Mr. Tougas), “I know far too many perfectly nice young people who have been ruined by a little too much money a little early in life. So I don’t want Kate to know about this until after my death—at which point she should have already learned a thing or two about the value of money, and about making her own way in the world.”

Always one for the big moral lesson, my mom. Always one for denying herself everything. Always refusing to buy new clothes, new furniture, even a couple of reasonably modern, modest appliances. Even though—as I now knew—she could have afforded herself so much material comfort, so much that would have made her life that little bit gentler. But, oh no, always the stoic. Always the proper puritan who answered each one of her difficult daughter’s entreaties with: “I really do have enough, dear . . . I need so little . . . you must put yourself first, dear.”

And knowing the way her mind operated, I also understood the logic of her decision. Meg was right: she was the ultimate pragmatist . . . yet one with a deeply ethical streak. So though she might have felt compelled to accept that woman’s money to pay for her children’s education, there was no way that she was ever going to use a penny of the trust for her own needs. Because that would have undermined her complex sense of pride. Perhaps (as Meg had intimated) she did eventually forgive Sara Smythe . . . but once Charlie and I were no longer her dependents, she decided to act as if the trust no longer existed. Instead, she concealed it like buried treasure, to be discovered after her death. The last of the big bombshells to be landed on my doorstep in the days after her funeral.

Seven hundred and forty-nine thousand, six hundred and twelve dollars. It made no sense. No sense at all.

“Kate?”

I snapped back to the here and now. Mr. Tougas was reaching over to his desk and retrieving a box of Kleenex. He put it on the coffee table, gesturing toward it. That’s when I realized that my face was wet. I pulled a tissue from the box. I dabbed my eyes. I muttered, “Sorry.”

“No need to be,” Mr. Tougas said. “I’m sure it’s all a bit of a shock.”

“I don’t deserve it.”

He allowed himself a small laugh. “Sure you do, Kate. You and Ethan. It’ll make things a lot easier.”

“And Charlie?” I said.

“What about Charlie?”

“I was just wondering: what’s his share in all this?”

“His share? As I explained earlier, he has no share. Your mother cut him out of the will. Didn’t she tell you . . . ?”

“Oh, she told me that Charlie was not going to be inheriting anything. But she also said that there was virtually nothing in her estate.”

“I guess she wanted to surprise you.”

“She succeeded.”

“Anyway, your mother was very specific about the fact that the trust was yours, and yours alone.”

“Poor Charlie,” I said.

Mr. Tougas shrugged. “You reap what you sow.”

“I guess that’s true,” I said and stood up. “Is there anything else we need to discuss today?”

“Well, there are still a couple of small points about the probate. But if you’d rather wait until next week . . .”

“Yes, I would like to wait. I need time to . . .”

“You don’t have to explain,” he said. “Give me a call whenever.”

I headed out to the street. I turned right and started walking north. I walked slowly, oblivious to my fellow pedestrians, to the traffic, to the din of the city. As if on autopilot, I made a reflexive right on 74th Street. I let myself back into my apartment, and began to act on the temporary escape plan I had been hatching in my head all the way uptown.

Picking up the phone I called Avis, and arranged to pick up a car that afternoon at their East 64th Street depot. Then I booked a room for that night at a hotel in Saratoga Springs. Powering up Ethan’s computer, I sent an email to Matt:

Ethan and I are going to be out-of-town until late Monday night. You can reach me on my cellphone at all times.

I paused for a moment, then quickly typed:

Once again, thank you for your kindness during the last awful week. It was much appreciated.

Then I wrote my name and hit the Send button.

At three that afternoon, I was standing outside the Allen-Stevenson School on East 78th Street. As Ethan emerged through the front door, he was a little bemused to see me standing there . . . with two small duffel bags parked by my feet.

“We’re not going to the dinosaurs?” he asked, sounding disappointed.

“I have a better idea. A more fun idea.”

“What kind of fun?”

“Want to run away for the weekend?”

His eyes flickered with excitement. “You bet.”

I handed him an envelope, addressed to his homeroom teacher, Mr. Mitchell.

“Run on inside with this—it’s a note to Mr. Mitchell, telling him we’re going to be far away from school until Tuesday.”

“How far?”

“Real far.”

“Wow.”

He grabbed the note and dashed back inside the school building, handing it to the receptionist at the front desk. An hour later, we were driving up the East Side Drive, heading west on the Cross Bronx Expressway, hitting the 287, crossing the Hudson just south of Tarrytown, then joining the 87 toward the depths of upstate New York.

“Where’s Canada, Mommy?” Ethan asked me after I revealed our final destination.

“Canada’s up above us.”

“Above us, like the North Pole where Santa lives?”

“That’s right.”

“But we won’t see Santa?”

“No. We’ll see . . . uh, Canadians.”

“Oh,” Ethan said, sounding rightfully bemused.

Why had I chosen Canada as a runaway destination? No real reason—except that it was the first place that came into my head when I suddenly decided to get out of Dodge with Ethan. Also, it was the first time I had crossed the border since 1976—when I ran off for a pseudoromantic weekend in Quebec City with a then boyfriend named Brad Bingham (well, he did go to Amherst). If I remember correctly, Brad was the deputy editor of the Amherst literary magazine, and was something of a Thomas Pynchon fanatic who harbored dreams about running off to Mexico and writing some big abstract novel. In college, we all entertain such quixotic fantasies about a future without responsibilities. Until we are shoved into the workaday world, and we accept our destiny, and conform to the social norm. Last I heard, Brad was a big-deal attorney in Chicago. There was a picture of him in the Times when he represented some sleaze-ball, multinational corporation in an antitrust case that was being argued in front of the Supreme Court. He’d put on thirty pounds and lost most of his hair and looked so depressingly middle-aged. Like the rest of us.

But, hey, he introduced me to Quebec City, and he was pretty gracious when, a week or so later, I decided that we should just be pals. Thanks to him, I was now heading north to Canada with my son.

“Does Daddy know where we’re going?” Ethan asked.

“I sent him a message.”

“He was going to bring me to a hockey game on Saturday.”

Oh God, I’d forgotten he’d mentioned this nighttime outing to me weeks ago (as the Saturday in question fell out of the usual two weekends a month which Ethan spent with his father). I reached over to the dashboard, and grabbed my cell phone.

“I could have you up for kidnapping,” Matt said after I reached him at the office. His tone, thankfully, was ironic. Mine was instantly sheepish.

“It was a last-minute idea,” I said. “I’m really sorry. We can turn right around again if . . .”

“That’s okay. I think Quebec City sounds great. You will have him back in time for school on Tuesday?”

“Absolutely.”

“And you told the school he’d be out on Monday?”

“Of course. I’m not that irresponsible.”

“No one’s saying you’re irresponsible, Kate.”

“That’s your implication . . .”

“It isn’t.”

“Fine, fine, fine. Look, I’m sorry if I screwed up your hockey game plans.”

“That’s not the point . . .”

“Then what is the point, Matt?”

“You can never stop, can you?”

“I’m not trying to start anything.”

“All right, all right, you win. Happy now?”

“I’m not trying to win anything, Matt.”

“This conversation’s closed.”

“Fine,” I said, now appalled by the senseless stupidity of this exchange. Would I never get anything right? After a moment’s silence, I asked, “Do you want to speak to Ethan?”

“Please.”

I handed the phone to my son.

“Your dad,” I said.

I listened in while Ethan spoke to Matt. He sounded a little tentative, a little shy—and certainly cowed by the argument he’d just overheard. I felt a horrible stab of guilt, and wondered if he’d end up hating us for fracturing his life; for squandering his stability at a premature age.

“Yeah, Dad . . . yeah, I’d like that . . . the circus would be great . . . Yeah, I’ll be a good boy for Mommy . . . yeah, bye . . .”

He handed me the phone. We didn’t speak for a long time. Finally he said, “I’m hungry.”

We stopped at a McDonald’s outside of New Paltz. Ethan sat quietly, eating his Chicken McNuggets and french fries, fingering the cheap plastic toy that accompanied his kiddie meal. I sipped a styrofoam cup of rancid coffee, looking at him anxiously, wishing I could somehow make everything fine for him . . . and knowing that that was impossible.

I touched his face.

“Ethan, darling . . .”

He suddenly jerked his head away, and started to cry.

“I want you to live with Daddy,” he said between sobs.

Oh God . . .

I reached out for him, but he pulled away, his sobs escalating.

“I want my mommy and daddy to live together.”

His voice was now piercing—heartbreakingly so. An elderly couple at a nearby table glared at me as if I was the personification of everything that was wrong with contemporary womanhood. Ethan suddenly threw himself against me. I gathered him up in my arms, and rocked him until he calmed down.

When we finally got back on the road, Ethan promptly fell asleep. I stared ahead at the dark highway, trying to maintain my concentration, trying not to fall apart behind the wheel, my eyes clouding up, a low fog rolling in over the road, my headlights trying to pierce its cotton candy veil. I felt as if I was driving into a vacuum. A void to match my own.

When we reached the hotel I had booked in Saratoga Springs, Ethan was still conked out. So I carried him up to the room, got him into his pajamas, and tucked him into one of the room’s two double beds. Then I sat in a bath for an hour, staring blankly at the ceiling.

Eventually I dragged myself out of the tub and ordered a Caesar salad and a half bottle of red wine from room service. I picked at the romaine lettuce. I downed the Bordeaux. I attempted to read an Anne Tyler novel I’d thrown into my bag—but the words swam in front of me. I put down the book and stared out the window at cascading snow. As hard as I tried, my mind couldn’t let go of one repetitive thought: I have fucked it all up.

The snow had stopped by the time I snapped awake. Morning dawned clear and cold—a promising day. I felt rested. Ethan seemed brighter, and excited about the trip north. He devoured a stack of pancakes. He asked all sorts of questions about the journey ahead. He wanted to know if we’d see bears in Canada. Or moose. Or wolves.

“Maybe a wolf, if we’re lucky,” I said.

“But I want to see a bear too.”

“I’ll see if that can be arranged.”

It took nearly seven hours to reach Quebec City—but Ethan seemed to enjoy the ride. Especially as I had thrown a Game Boy into his bag—and was relieved to discover that he could play it in a moving car without getting sick. He read books. We chatted about a wide variety of topics (whether Godzilla really was a good monster who’d simply lost his way in life; which Power Ranger Ethan planned to emulate when he grew up). He loved crossing the border—and charmed the woman customs inspector at Canada Douanes by asking her where we could buy a wolf. He was fascinated by all the road signs in French. We bypassed Montreal and took Highway 40 north. It followed the St. Lawrence—and Ethan was riveted by the sight of a major river that had become a solid chunk of ice. Night was falling. It was another two hours to Quebec City. Ethan slipped off to sleep, but woke when we pulled into the driveway of the Château Frontenac. The cold air jolted him awake immediately. Our room was poky, but it had a fantastic view over the city. Ethan stared out at the fairy-tale lights of Vieux-Québec.

“I want to go downstairs,” Ethan said.

We threw our coats back on, and went out. A light snow was falling. The faux gas lamps of Old Quebec cast the cobbled streets in a spectral glow. The city’s gingerbread architecture looked edible. Ethan held my hand, and was wide-eyed. Seeing his unalloyed pleasure lifted me for the first time in weeks.

“I want to live here,” Ethan said.

I laughed. “But you’d have to learn French.”

“I can learn French. And you and Daddy can learn French.”

I tried to fight off a wave of sadness. “Let’s go back to the room, Ethan. It’s cold.”

Back upstairs, we ordered room service. After Ethan finished off le hot dog et pommes frites (and I picked at a truly bland coq au vin), Ethan said, “Next time we go away, Daddy will come with us.”

“Ethan, darling . . .”

“And then we can all go to Disney World at Easter.”

“You and I are going to Disney World, Ethan,” I said.

“And Daddy will come too.”

I took a deep, steadying breath. I reached for Ethan’s hand.

“Ethan, you know that Daddy now lives with Blair . . .”

“But he’ll live with you again.”

“No, Ethan, he won’t be living with me again.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Daddy and I have both told you this before.”

“But it’s not fair . . .”

“You’re right. It’s not fair. But it’s what’s happened. We can’t live together.”

“You can . . .”

“No, Ethan, we can’t. We never will again. I know it’s sad, but it doesn’t mean . . .”

I didn’t get to finish that sentence, as Ethan went running into the bathroom, slamming the door after him. Then I heard him sobbing. I opened the door. He was sitting on the top of the toilet seat, his face in his hands.

“Go away,” he said.

“Ethan, let me try to explain . . .”

“Go away!”

I decided not to push the issue, so I returned to the bedroom, turned on the television, and aimlessly channel-surfed. My stomach was in chaos. I didn’t know what to do or say to make the situation better. After two minutes I tiptoed back to the bathroom door and listened. His crying had subsided. I heard him lift up the toilet seat and pee. I heard him flush the john, then run some water. I heard him walking toward the door, so I dashed back to the armchair by the television. Ethan came out of the bathroom, his head bowed. He walked over to his bed and climbed in under the covers. I turned around to him and asked, “Would you like to watch some cartoons?”

He nodded, so I flipped around stations until I found Cartoon Network. Only, of course, it was dubbed into French.

“Want me to change it?”

“No,” he said quietly. “It’s funny.”

So we sat watching Tom and Jerry à la française. Ethan remained lying on his side, huddled under the covers. After around five minutes he said, “I want a cuddle.”

Instantly I went over and lay beside him on top of the covers. I put my arms around his shoulders and drew him close to me.

“I’m sorry, Ethan. I’m sorry.”

But Ethan didn’t reply. He just stared straight ahead at the cat-and-mouse fight on the screen. His silence said it all. Though we’d never given him false hopes about a possible reconciliation, an ongoing fear of mine was now confirmed. The fear that, ever since he had been aware of his parents’ separation, he had been convincing himself it was merely a temporary situation; that, one fine morning, Daddy would move back in with Mommy, and Ethan’s once-secure world would be restored to him. But now, the reality had finally hit. As I held him tighter in my arms, I couldn’t help but think that, thanks to the combined efforts of both his parents, Ethan had just been given a premature introduction to one of life’s fundamental truisms: when it comes to giving you a sense of security, people always fail you.

Ethan didn’t bring the subject up again for the rest of the trip. We spent the next day exploring Vieux-Québec’s back streets. We took a cab to the rural outskirts of town and went on a horse-driven sleigh ride through snowbound woodlands. Early that evening, we attended a children’s puppet show in a tiny theater. It was Peter and the Wolf, in French (naturellement), but Ethan knew the story by heart (he had the CD at home), and delighted in being able to follow it in a foreign language. We ate dinner in a restaurant that featured a wandering accordionist, playing what I gathered were old Quebec favorites. The music was deeply resistible, but Ethan seemed to enjoy the novelty of it—especially when the accordionist approached our table, asked Ethan what French songs he knew, and then serenaded him with Frère Jacques.

All in all, it was a good day. Ethan never appeared glum or preoccupied (and, believe me, I was monitoring his moods carefully). He fell into bed that night tired, but reasonably happy. He kissed me goodnight and told me he wished we could stay another day in Quebec.

“So do I,” I said, “but Allen-Stevenson might object if I keep you out another day.”

“You could tell them I got sick.”

I laughed. “My boss might also get a little grumpy with me if I didn’t show up on Tuesday. But, hey, Easter’s not far off. And Easter means . . .”

“Disney World!”

“You’ve got it. Now get some sleep.”

As soon as Ethan had conked out, I picked up the phone and called Meg.

“Where the hell are you?” she asked.

I told her.

“Quebec in the middle of January? You must be a masochist.”

“Hey, why should old habits die hard.”

She laughed. “You sound a little better.”

“We had a good day. And since ‘good days’ have been in short supply recently . . .”

“I hear you . . .”

“I also managed to see Mom’s lawyer yesterday.”

“And?”

“Well, the trust didn’t turn out to be depleted.”

“Really?”

“In fact . . .”

And then I told her the exact sum involved.

“You’re kidding me,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“Jesus Christ. You’re certainly buying lunch the next time.”

“It’s quite something, isn’t it?”

“Quite something? It’s unbelievable.”

“Yes. I guess it is.”

“I tell you, sweetheart—your mother was some operator.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “I suppose she was.”

“Don’t tell me you’re unhappy about this windfall?”

“I’m just . . . I don’t know . . . just bewildered. By everything.”

“I know. But don’t be bewildered by this. It’s good news.”

“Yes, I suppose it is . . . though I do feel kind of strange about Charlie . . .”

“Fuck him. You were the one who was there for your mom.”

“But he was the one who lost his father.”

“You did too.”

“But, unlike Charlie, I never knew my dad. And unlike Charlie, Mom never made me feel as if I had stood in the way of . . .”

“Hang on,” Meg said. “She really did love Charlie.”

“I’m sure. But did she ever like him?”

“I don’t know.”

“Face fact: if Charlie hadn’t come along, she would never have married Jack Malone. And her life may have been happier.”

“Don’t count on that. Your mother did have a talent for martyrdom.”

“Tell me about it. All that money sitting there, and she still had to nickel-and-dime herself.”

“She never got over it, Kate. Never. It was the great tragedy of her life.”

Unlike Sara Smythe. It may have been her great tragedy too . . . but at least she came to terms with it. Or, at least, she learned how to live with it. My mom also “lived with it,” but it haunted her every move. I saw that now. Just as I also saw that I never really understood her. When did I ever see her courage in raising two children alone? When did I ever glimpse the mettle with which she coped with life? Never. She cut corners and wore twenty-year-old dresses and refused to recover her threadbare sofa and lived in a cramped apartment—all so, one day, I wouldn’t have to repeat her story . . . so the second half of my life would be comfortable, secure, well upholstered. But I was too wrapped up in my own griefs; my own sense of having been betrayed by men, by circumstances, by life. Unlike my mother—who stayed silent for four decades about the betrayal that fractured her life and sent it on a difficult trajectory. No doubt, she also wanted to scream: me, me, me, me, me. But she never would have dreamed of articulating such a self-centered complaint. She remained silently stoical. Not realizing that, in her own undemonstrative way, she was heroic.

“You okay, Kate?” Meg asked, registering my silence.

“I’m trying to be.”

“You’ll be fine. I know it. And if you’re not, at least you can now be a rich, miserable pain in the ass.”

I laughed. And said, “I’m going to bed.”

“Lunch next week?”

“Of course. And this time, I really am picking up the tab.”

Ethan and I both slept well. I was relieved to see that the threat of a snowstorm failed to materialize in the morning. We were on the road by nine a.m. Three hours later—just after we had crossed the border back into New York—Ethan turned to me and said, “I want to spend tonight with my daddy.”

I bit my lip and said nothing, except: “Whatever you want, big guy. Let’s call him right now.”

I reached for my cell phone and rang Matt’s office. His secretary put me through. We had a reasonably civilized conversation. Then I turned the phone over to Ethan.

“Daddy, can I come and stay with you tonight?”

They chatted for a few minutes, Ethan sounding really enthusiastic as they bantered away. Of course, I felt envy. Of course, I knew this was wrong—but when a child is shared between two parents, there is always this ongoing worry that your ex is showing him the better time, or relating to him more positively than you. No matter how you try to dodge it, a competitive climate develops between you and your ex. You’ve taken him to the circus? I’m bringing him to The Lion King on Broadway. You’ve bought him Nikes? I’m getting him his first pair of Timberlands. It’s grim, this aggressive game of who’s the better divorced parent? And totally unavoidable.

Ethan finished talking to Matt, and handed the phone back to me.

“You sure you don’t mind letting him stay with us tonight?” Matt asked.

Yes, I minded. But I knew that, somehow, I had to stop minding. Otherwise I would be flagellating myself forever.

“It’s fine,” I said. “Honestly.”

“Great,” he said, sounding surprised. “Thank you.”

We sped south. With a stop for an early dinner, we arrived in northern Manhattan just before eight. I called Matt again and told him to expect us in around twenty minutes. As I’d had Ethan’s school clothes cleaned at the Château Frontenac (and his book bag was also in the trunk of the car), there was no need to stop by our apartment. Matt was waiting outside his building on West 20th Street. As soon as I’d stopped the car, Ethan was out the door and in his father’s arms. I went around to the trunk. I opened the duffel bag containing Ethan’s clothes. I transferred some toilet supplies and a clean set of underwear into his schoolbag. Then I lifted out the cleaned uniform (still wrapped in the hotel’s dry-cleaning cellophane) and handed it to Matt. Ethan took his schoolbag.

“He’s got a change of socks and jockeys in his bag, along with his toothbrush. And here’s his school uniform.”

“You know, he does have a spare set of all that stuff here,” Matt said.

“I hadn’t thought of that . . .”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, then nudged Ethan forward. “Thank your mom for a great weekend.”

I bent down. Ethan planted a kiss on my right cheek. “Thanks, Mom,” he said simply.

I stood back up.

“Well . . . ,” Matt said.

“Well . . . ,” I said, thinking how awkward we now were with each other. You meet. You couple. You get to know each other very, very intimately. You make a baby together. Then it all goes wrong. So wrong that it gets reduced to terse exchanges, terse handshakes, a child with divided loyalties.

Matt proffered his hand. I took it.

“That was a dumb argument the other day,” I said.

“Very dumb.”

“It’s always been something of a specialty of ours, dumb arguments.”

“Yes,” he said with a light laugh. “We definitely have a talent for fighting. But . . . it happens, I guess.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “It happens.”

A slight smile between us, then the handshake ended. I bent down and kissed Ethan, saying, “See you tomorrow after school, darling. I’ll be home from the office around seven.”

Ethan nodded, then turned with his dad and entered the building. I got the car back to Avis. Then I went home. The silence of the empty apartment was huge. But I reminded myself that it was just for tonight.

The next morning, I returned to the office. I had such a backlog of work that I had lunch sent in. But I did set aside a few minutes to call Peter Tougas.

“You feeling better, Kate?” he asked.

“A bit.”

“Like I said last week, it’s going to take a lot of time.”

“Doesn’t everything?”

“You might have a point there. So . . . are we ready to proceed with the probate?”

“Absolutely. But I first need to ask a question: as the sole beneficiary of the trust, I am free to do whatever I like with the money?”

“Yes,” he said, sounding wary. “As I mentioned the other day, there were no stipulations in the will about the use of the funds.”

“Good. Because I’ve decided that my brother should be cut back in.”

“What?” Mr. Tougas said, sounding genuinely shocked.

“I want Charlie to have half the trust.”

“Hang on a minute, Kate . . .”

“It’s what . . . ? Nearly seven hundred and fifty thousand? Give him three seventy-five.”

“You don’t have to do this.”

“I am aware of that.”

“At least take a couple of days to reflect . . .”

“I have taken a couple of days to reflect on it.”

“Take a couple more . . .”

“No. I’ve made my mind up. I want him to get half the trust.”

“Kate . . . you know how he treated your mother.”

“You’re right. I do. But he still gets half the trust.”

“On what grounds?”

I didn’t say. Even though I now knew the grounds, the reasons. My mother—the silent master strategist—had checkmated me. She’d set it all up: first getting Sara to tell me her story, then letting her lawyer floor me with the news about the trust. Nothing said, everything implied. Even though the implication was now clear as hell: when it comes to forgiveness, language may be important . . . but gesture is everything. Because gesture begets another gesture. Just as forgiving another allows you to forgive yourself. Sara and my mother didn’t speak for decades, but the gestures were made, the forgiveness rendered. Now, in death, my mother was doing what she always did. She was asking me a question: can you do the same with your brother? Even though you know he’s so wrong?

“Please, just give me one reason . . . ,” Mr. Tougas said.

“Because it’s what she would have wanted.”

Long silence.

“All right, Kate,” Mr. Tougas said. “I’ll prepare the necessary paperwork. And would you like me to phone Charlie and break the news?”

“Please.”

“What should I tell him?” he asked me.

“Tell him to call me.”

I hung up the phone. I went back to work. I left the office around six thirty. En route home, I made a fast stop at FAO Schwarz, picking up a motorized Lego robot. Yes, I knew it was a useless piece of plastic junk. But Ethan had seen it advertised on television, and had been dropping hints for weeks that he wanted one. I had it gift-wrapped. Then I caught a cab north, arriving home just after seven fifteen. Clare the nanny was tidying up the kitchen. She gave me a hug (she hadn’t seen me since the funeral), and asked how I was doing.

“I’m coping,” I said. “How’s our guy?”

“In his room, waging intergalactic war on his computer.”

I poked my head into his room. He turned around from his computer screen. He caught sight of the FAO Schwarz bag, and his face lit up.

“Can I see? Can I see?” he asked.

“Don’t I get a ‘hello’?”

He ran over and gave me a fast kiss on the cheek. “Hello. Can I see?”

I handed him the bag. “Wow!” he said when he saw that it was the Lego he so craved. “You knew.”

Yeah. Maybe for a change, I did.

He sat down on the floor and began to open the box, looking up at me to ask: “Will you come put it together for me?”

“Of course . . . after one phone call.”

“Mom . . . ,” he said, sounding disappointed.

“Just one call, then I’m yours.”

I walked into the bedroom. I lifted the receiver. I took a deep breath. This was a call I had been postponing for days; a call I knew I had to make. I phoned Information. I got the number for a Smythe, S., on West 77th Street. I dialed it. She answered. I said, “Hi. It’s me. Kate.”

“Oh, hello,” she said, sounding surprised. “How very nice to hear from you.”

Especially as, just a few days ago, I told you we’d never speak again.

“Yes, well, uh . . .” I was really being articulate.

“Is something the matter?”

“No. Not at all. I was just wondering . . .”

“Yes?”

“Well . . .”

Oh, go on. Spit it out.

“Well,” I said. “I was thinking of taking Ethan to the Children’s Zoo on Saturday. You know the Children’s Zoo, don’t you?”

“Yes. I do.”

“Anyway, we’ll be going there around eleven. If you wanted to meet us there . . . and, maybe, have lunch with us afterward . . . ?”

A small pause.

“Yes,” she said. “I would like that very much.”

“Good,” I said. “We’ll see you Saturday.”

I put down the phone. I was about to pick it up again to call Meg, but Ethan shouted, “Mom, you’ve got to help me.”

I walked into his room. There, scattered across the floor, was a mosaic of useless plastic pieces. Ethan had the assembly instructions in his hand.

“Come on,” he said. “Put it together.”

I groaned and sat down beside him. I groaned again when I glanced at the instructions. They were spread across ten pages and were written in six languages. You needed a degree from MIT to decipher them.

“Ethan, this is really hard.”

“You’ll do it,” he said.

“Don’t be so sure of that.”

“Come on. Try.”

Try. Ha. What do you think I do? All the damn time.

“Mom . . . ,” he said, trying to get me to focus on the matter at hand.

I looked up at him—and suddenly saw the resentful, pimply adolescent who would give me the cold shoulder while still desperately needing me. I saw the gangly, awkward college kid, making one mistake after another. I saw the young man, renting his first apartment in New York or Boston or Chicago or wherever—so sure of himself on the surface, yet so riddled with doubt like everyone else. And I wondered: when would it hit him? When would he realize that this is all such a deeply flawed business? That we never get it right? Most of us proceed with good intentions. We try our best. Yet so often we fail ourselves and others. What else can we do but try again? It’s the only option open to us. Trying is the way we get through the day.

Ethan reached for the biggest piece of plastic on the floor. He held it out to me.

“Please. Make it work.”

“I don’t know how to make it work, Ethan. I don’t know how to make anything work.”

“You can try.”

I opened my hand. He handed me the lump of plastic. I thought: I don’t want to fail you . . . but I might.

Then I looked up into his expectant eyes.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll try.”
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INTRODUCTION

Kate Malone stands at her mother’s coffin surrounded by the remains of her fragmented and troubled family. A mysterious woman she does not recognize stands with them, mourning quietly. Days later, this same woman demands to be in Kate’s life, explaining that she “knew her as a little girl.” Kate finally relents and allows Sara Smythe, a witty, intelligent New England woman to tell her story. Sara reveals details of her life as a young and passionate woman, being a professional writer in a man’s world after WWII, and of a secret love that bonds her to Kate’s own father, Jack Malone. What follows is a heart-wrenching, tragedy-soaked journey of a woman’s life, told to another to inspire, and teach life’s most perfect lesson, to survive at all cost, in the pursuit of happiness.


QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. The novel is full of betrayals and infidelities. Both Kate Malone and Sara Smythe find these actions deplorable and are both betrayed by their significant others. However, both women find themselves wrapped up in affairs, now on the other end of the betrayal as the other woman. How do you make sense of this apparent contradiction? How can anyone who despises a certain act fall prey to the same flaw? How do they justify these actions?

2. Kate Malone reflects upon her mother’s death: “A very quiet death. Dignified. Stoic. Borne without complaint. My mother died the way she lived.” There is a sense of ironic anger to Kate’s statement about her mother. What is this resentment? Is she afraid she will grow up to be her? What does she want to avoid?

3. Kate Malone says directly: “You should never expect a child to make you feel wanted.”  This statement explains Kate’s state of mind, trying to find some solace in the love from her very young child and not getting anything back. What exactly is Kate looking for when she attempts these attention-getting routines with her son Ethan?

4. Before Kate Malone receives the photo album full of pictures of her life from Sara Smythe, the mysterious woman from the funeral, Kate does everything in her power to avoid contact. Why is she so adamant about not allowing this woman to speak to her? What is this initial resistance? Where does it stem from?

5. The majority of the characters in The Pursuit of Happiness are well educated, raised with a sense of morality and religion, a strong work ethic, and exist in a middle- to upper-class lifestyle. Essentially, they are poised to live the American Dream. However, all of the characters suffer from a certain feeling of utter weariness and discontent. If modern life is about survival, success, and the accumulation of these securities, especially in Manhattan, what makes all of these characters so unhappy? What is missing from these character’s lives?

6. Kate Malone, right at the outset of the novel, is not a very happy woman. Her cynicism pervades all aspects of her life, her romantic world, her ex-husband, and her brother. The people around her never fail to remind her she’s a glutton for punishment. How responsible is Kate Malone for the overall negativity in her life? Did she have other options before her mother died to make her life better?

7. New York City is famous for the ambition, strength, and down-right hustle and bustle of its inhabitants. As Sara Smythe looks out on New York City’s skyline: “. . . it reflected the city’s spirit of arrogant indifference. It was a skyline that issued a challenge: try to conquer me. But even if you did—even if, like Eric, you were fêted as a New York success—you still didn’t ever really make your mark on the place. All that striving, all that ambition—and the moment after you’d had your moment, you were forgotten.” Is this observation true? Is it worth it to even try? What makes characters like Sara and Eric Smythe even try to succeed in such a competitive world with barely any tangible rewards?

8. Eric Smythe’s whole career and successful life is crushed by the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), an organization of the Senate during the Cold War whose job it was to root out subversive Communist propaganda in the media. They demand he turn in the names of those he was briefly affiliated with before WWII at student Communist rallies—and he refuses. He loses his job and descends into alcoholism, and eventually, death. Should he have cooperated with HUAC? How different would Eric’s outcome have been?

9. “‘Romance is a game for saps.’ . . . I had been in love with love. And I vowed never to make such a misjudgment again.” Sara Smythe admits. Her life falls apart after not receiving any response to the heartfelt letters she had sent for months after Jack Malone went overseas. Is she justified in this feeling about romance? Was it wise to turn her back on this kind of intimacy with others? How is romance different than love? Is there a difference?

10. The novel is full of women communing through experience: broken hearts, selfish and ignorant men, the struggle for respect in the work place. What is unique to Sara Smythe’s, Aunt Meg’s, and Kate Malone’s communion through tragedy and loss? Is this form of bonding unique to women? How does it differ from men?

11. “[T]he act of admission—of owning up to a mistake, an error of judgment, a bad call—is sometimes the hardest thing imaginable. Especially when, like Jack, you suddenly find yourself cornered by a biological accident.” Children in this novel are viewed as a trap, a burden upon individual freedom. These ideas go directly against the 1950s stereotype of the doting mother and housewife. How revolutionary are these ideas? How rare are these feelings really?

12. “Doing the right thing” is a prevalent theme within each character’s motives. Moral and religious guilt guides the decisions made by these characters. However, they still find themselves less than content. Why are the characters compelled to follow a code they no longer truly believe in? Is doing the “right thing” always the correct choice?

13. Tragedy is a constant in Sara Smythe’s life. “There is a thing called tragedy, and it shadows us all. We live in fear of it. We try to keep it at bay. But, like death, it is omnipresent. It permeates everything we do.” This is a bleak and honest outlook on life. How does Sara Smythe confront this? What are her methods for dealing with a tragedy that is always awaiting her? What can we learn from this?

14. Sara Smythe comes right to the edge after the death of her brother, losing her job, and losing a child. There is a moment when she has the suicide pills right next to her, a bottle by her side, and she is ready to die. But something stops her. What is this change? What drives Sara to live?

15. After Kate Malone learns Sara’s life story, she has a moment of pure clarity. She has a vision of her son, Ethan, growing up in his many different phases. She confesses to herself: “When would he realize that this is all such a deeply flawed business? That we never get it right? Most of us proceed with good intentions. We try our best. Yet so often we fail ourselves and others. What else can we do but try again? It’s the only option open to us. Trying is the way we get through the day.” How does Sara Smythe’s confession about her father’s past help Kate come to this realization? What was passed between these two women? What will happen to Kate? Will her world view really change?


ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB

1. After WWII, the Senate created a committee dedicated to eradicating all subversive acts against the American way of life. This included harassment of homosexuals, artists, and political philosophers. Most of the people examined by this Committee never returned to their previous positions of respect. Research the devastating effects of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) on Hollywood and the Media.

2. One of the coping mechanisms Sara Smythe turns to is writing fiction. It seems that at each crucial moment of her life, it is an act of writing that saves her. Start by simply writing a paragraph a day about your thoughts, feelings, and emotions, but don’t go back and read it. After a month, open the journal again and then read through the passages. What have you learned about yourself? Can you relate to Sara’s need for self-expression?

3. The Pursuit of Happiness is a tale about Sara Smythe fighting against the banality of being a housewife and not following her dreams. She fights tooth and nail for some kind of personal freedom.

Pick up Leo Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan Ilych,” a novella about a successful father in a middle-class society, who, when faced with a deathly illness, comes to the realization that his life has been a fraud and he is surrounded by people who do not truly love him. This could have been the fate of Sara Smythe if she had not been brave enough to break free. Compare Ivan’s failures with Sara’s triumph.


A CONVERSATION WITH DOUGLAS KENNEDY

Your prose is clear and precise, lyrical at necessary moments, and blunt with philosophical vigor. Who are the literary heroes you admire and what influence have these writers had on your particular style.

Graham Greene taught me how to write accessible novels that wrestle with life’s larger moral conundrums. Trollope taught me how to look at a historical moment of time with a novelistic sensibility—and to get all the material details absolutely right. And Flaubert taught me that quotidian life is the essential subject all writers must confront in fiction . . . because, after all, we all live (in one way or another) quotidian life.

In the late seventies, you returned to Dublin to form a cooperative theater. This led you to run the Abbey Theatre’s second house, the Peacock. Some years later, you resigned yourself to write full time. With an already established career, what made you decide to focus solely on writing? What were the risks you were taking in this decision?

The decision to write full time was made when I was twenty-eight years old and had just had two small plays accepted for BBC Radio. I knew I wanted to be a writer. I also knew I was still a single man with few commitments. I lived cheaply in a small studio apartment in Dublin. I continued to write plays. I wrote a ferocious amount of journalism. And little by little, I began to think that my talents lay outside writing for actors—that, verily, my future was between hard covers. But it took five years for my first book to appear. After that I moved to London and my career really began to kick-start.

In April 2007, you were awarded the distinction Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres, an order dedicated to the recognition of significant contributions to the arts and literature. Other notable figures who have been awarded this distinction are Jude Law, Julian Barnes, Ernesto Neto, Philip Glass, and George Clooney. How does it feel to be part of such a distinguished group?

I was awarded the Chevalier at a reception at the French Ambassador’s residence in London. It was so grand a setting it was a bit like being knighted at the Palace of Versailles. Of course I was flattered and honored to be made a member of such an elite club. And it’s a reminder—not that one is really necessary—that the French take writers very seriously . . . which is no bad thing!

You reside part time now in Maine, but you have lived in several countries. Sara Smythe’s cottage in Maine provides solace at two crucial moments in her life, her nervous breakdown after Jack’s disappearance and after the death of her brother. What experiences at Bowdoin College and after led to your lifelong connection to the State of Maine? Does it provide you the same solace as it does for Sara?

I left the United States for thirty years, as my career was largely based in Europe. Of course I never stopped being American—and visited regularly. But in my imaginative mind, Maine was always omnipresent, not simply because I spent several interesting years there as a student at Bowdoin but also because I always loved its emptiness, its independent esprit, its isolation, its refusal to follow trends, and (of course) its ravishing scenic beauty—especially along its epic coastline. So, for Sara, Maine too becomes a place of refuge and consolation. If life teaches you anything, it’s that you never can run away from your problems. But, at least, in Maine you can contemplate and wrestle with them in a place of great silent grandeur.

In The Pursuit of Happiness, the story is told in a confessional style, with Sara relating her life experience to Kate Malone. I was particularly reminded of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and The Diary of Anaïs Nin in the way the characters confess the story of their lives to the reader. What made you decide to use this literary technique?

Confessions are always so fascinating—especially if the narrator has (like Sara) a certain self-awareness and an ability to see, retrospectively, the errors that she made which, in turn, helped form the trajectory of her life. One of my favorite philosophical aphorisms comes from Kierkegaard : “Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.” That statement underscores all literary confessions—or, at least, the ones I write.

The female characters bond as they trudge through one maddening and disappointing experience after another, and this bonding comes from telling each other stories of their lives. In what ways, would you say, is this particular style of bonding uniquely feminine? How are you able to write from the feminine perspective so well?

I’m always asked that question! Perhaps the answer is that I never think “as a woman”—rather as my narrator. And I see the world completely from her perspective. Perhaps a good novelist is like a good actor—someone who can slip into a role (without having to dress up!) and create an entirely convincing worldview that is so divorced from his own sensibility. Then again, all my narrators have many aspects of their creator in their complex personalities.

Sara explains: “Once you grasp the flawed nature of everything—you can move forward without disappointment.” Is this a philosophy you subscribe to? That “there is a thing called tragedy, and it shadows us all”?

Tragedy is one of the larger prices we pay for being alive. No one ever sidesteps tragedy. It is always there, shadowing us. We don’t like admitting this, but it is a key component of human existence: the fact that life has the potential for things both wondrous and horrific.

The destructive power of the House Un-American Activities Committee comes into play during the post-WWII segments in this novel. The HUAC destroys lives, displaces people, and scatters artists across the globe. What was your inspiration for writing about one of the more shameful abuses of power this country has seen?

McCarthyism is a dirty stain on the American body politic—and one which we sidestep at our peril, as within its vindictive machinations are all the darker aspects of our collective psyche: our willingness to point fingers, to be in thrall to the messianic ravings of an evil opportunist, to swallow all the usual tired patriotic bromides, to distrust intellectualism, to embrace conspiracy theories. Arthur Miller got it right in The Crucible when he saw the origins of these witch-hunt tendencies dating back to our theocratic, puritanical roots—and that there has always been an ongoing struggle between progressive thought and righteous doctrine throughout our history.

Your novels reflect a very distinct and insightful look into American life. How has your experience living outside of the country informed your writing about the experience of living within the country?

Intriguingly American history was my area of specialty at college—and I briefly toyed with the idea of getting a doctorate in history. But the need to be out in the larger world sent me in a different direction. Given that, all my novels are deeply American—even if my Americanness has been shaded by a childhood in Manhattan (which the rest of the country doesn’t totally consider American!), and by thirty years in such disparate places as Dublin, London, Paris, and Berlin. But all my years abroad (and now I live part of the year in Maine) have intriguingly deepened my sense of what it is to be an American—and has given me an intriguing perspective of being the insider/outsider.

Legacy is an important theme in The Pursuit of Happiness. The legacy of one’s parents’ failures, the legacy of a heart broken by betrayal, the legacy of the death of a loved one. Kate Malone, at the end of the novel, has an almost prophetic vision of her son growing up. Kate wants to explain it all to her son, but knows she can’t, but will try. “Trying is the way we get through the day.” How close is Kate’s philosophy to your own? What legacy, as a father, do you want to leave to your children?

Besides curiosity—which I think an essential component of an interesting life—I would hope to pass on the idea that (as I tell my two children frequently) life is so much about persevering. You can get easily overwhelmed or defeated by life’s shortcomings or the way others let us down . . . and, more tellingly, the way we lets ourselves down. If there is an abiding theme in The Pursuit of Happiness it is the idea that you come into the world already shaped by other people’s past histories. How you then grapple with everything life throws in your path—and how your own sense of ethics dictates so much about your dealings with life’s larger questions—determines so much. “Character is destiny” is a statement (from the German poet Novalis) that so underlines my world view—both as a writer and simply a sentient person, trying to make the best of his time here.
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another one for Max and Amelia


In my enormous city it is—night,

     as from my sleeping house I go—out,

      and people think perhaps I’m a daughter or a wife

             but in my mind is one thought only: night.

—ELAINE FEINSTEIN, Insomnia


ONE

ABOUT AN HOUR after I met Tony Hobbs, he saved my life. I know that sounds just a little melodramatic, but it’s the truth. Or, at least, as true as anything a journalist will tell you.

I was in Somalia—a country I had never visited until I got a call in Cairo and suddenly found myself dispatched there. It was a Friday afternoon—the Muslim Holy Day. Like most foreign correspondents in the Egyptian capital, I was using the official day of rest to do just that. I was sunning myself beside the pool of the Gezira Club—the former haunt of British officers during the reign of King Farouk, but now the domain of the Cairene beau monde and assorted foreigners who’d been posted to the Egyptian capital. Even though the sun is a constant commodity in Egypt, it is something that most correspondents based there rarely get to see. Especially if, like me, they are bargain basement one-person operations, covering the entire Middle East and all of eastern Africa. Which is why I got that call on that Friday afternoon.

“Is this Sally Goodchild?” asked an American voice I hadn’t heard before.

“That’s right,” I said, sitting upright and holding the cell phone tightly to my ear in an attempt to block out a quartet of babbling Egyptian matrons sitting beside me. “Who’s this?”

“Dick Leonard from the paper.”

I stood up, grabbing a pad and a pen from my bag. Then I walked to a quiet corner of the veranda. “The paper” was my employer. Also known as the Boston Post. And if they were calling me on my cell phone, something was definitely up.

“I’m new on the foreign desk,” Leonard said, “and deputizing today for Charlie Geiken. I’m sure you’ve heard about the flood in Somalia?”

Rule one of journalism: never admit you’ve been even five minutes out of contact with the world at large. So all I said was, “How many dead?”

“No definitive body count so far, according to CNN. And from all reports, it’s making the ’97 deluge look like a drizzle.”

“Where exactly in Somalia?”

“The Juba River Valley. At least four villages have been submerged. The editor wants somebody there. Can you leave straightaway?”

So that’s how I found myself on a flight to Mogadishu, just four hours after receiving the call from Boston. Getting there meant dealing with the eccentricities of Ethiopian Airlines, and changing planes in Addis Ababa, before landing in Mogadishu just after midnight. I stepped out into the humid African night, and tried to find a cab into town. Eventually, a taxi showed up, but the driver drove like a kamikaze pilot, and also took a back road into the city center—a road that was unpaved and also largely deserted. When I asked him why he had chosen to take us off the beaten track, he just laughed. So I pulled out my cell phone and dialed some numbers, and told the desk clerk at the Central Hotel in Mogadishu that he should call the police immediately and inform them that I was being kidnapped by a taxi driver, car license number . . . (and, yes, I did note the cab’s license plate before getting into it). Immediately the driver turned all apologetic, veering back to the main road, imploring me not to get him into trouble, and saying, “Really, it was just a shortcut.”

“In the middle of the night, when there’s no traffic? You really expect me to believe that?”

“Will the police be waiting for me at the hotel?”

“If you get me there, I’ll call them off.”

He veered back to the main road, and I made it intact to the Central Hotel in Mogadishu—the cab driver still apologizing as I left his car. After four hours’ sleep, I managed to make contact with the International Red Cross in Somalia, and talked my way onto one of their helicopters that was heading to the flood zone.

It was just after nine in the morning when the chopper took off from a military airfield outside the city. There were no seats inside. I sat with three other Red Cross staffers on its cold steel floor. The helicopter was elderly and deafening. As it left the ground, it lurched dangerously to the starboard side—and we were all thrown against the thick webbed belts, bolted to the cabin walls, into which we had fastened ourselves before takeoff. Once the pilot regained control and we evened out, the guy seated on the floor opposite me smiled broadly and said, “Well, that was a good start.”

Though it was difficult to hear anything over the din of the rotor blades, I did discern that the fellow had an English accent. Then I looked at him more closely and figured that this was no aid worker. It wasn’t just the sangfroid when it looked like we might just crash. It wasn’t just his blue denim shirt, his blue denim jeans, and his stylish horn-rimmed sunglasses. Nor was it his tanned face—which, coupled with his still-blond hair, lent him a certain weatherbeaten appeal if you liked that perpetually insomniac look. No—what really convinced me that he wasn’t Red Cross was the jaded, slightly flirtatious smile he gave me after our near-death experience. At that moment, I knew that he was a journalist.

Just as I saw that he was looking me over, appraising me, and also probably working out that I too wasn’t relief worker material. Of course, I was wondering how I was being perceived. I have one of those Emily Dickinson–style New England faces—angular, a little gaunt, with a permanently fair complexion that resists extended contact with the sun. A man who once wanted to marry me—and turn me into exactly the sort of soccer mom I was determined never to become—told me I was “beautiful in an interesting sort of way.” After I stopped laughing, this struck me as something out of the “plucky” school of backhanded compliments. He also told me that he admired the way I looked after myself. At least he didn’t say I was “wearing well.” Still, it is true that my “interesting” face hasn’t much in the way of wrinkles or age lines, and my light brown hair (cut sensibly short) isn’t yet streaked with gray. So though I may be crowding middle age, I can pass myself off as just over the thirty-year-old frontier.

All these banal thoughts were abruptly interrupted when the helicopter suddenly rolled to the left as the pilot went full throttle and we shot off at speed to a higher altitude. Accompanying this abrupt, convulsive ascent—the G-force of which threw us all against our webbed straps—was the distinctive sound of anti-aircraft fire. Immediately, the Brit was digging into his backpack, pulling out a pair of field glasses. Despite the protestations of one of the Red Cross workers, he unbuckled his straps and maneuvered himself around to peer out one of the porthole windows.

“Looks like someone’s trying to kill us,” he shouted over the din of the engine. But his voice was calm, if not redolent of amusement.

“Who’s ‘someone’?” I shouted back.

“Usual militia bastards,” he said, his eyes still fastened to the field glasses. “The same charmers who caused such havoc during the last flood.”

“But why are they shooting at a Red Cross chopper?” I asked.

“Because they can,” he said. “They shoot at anything foreign and moving. It’s sport to them.”

He turned to the trio of Red Cross medicos strapped in next to me.

“I presume your chap in the cockpit knows what he’s doing,” he asked. None of them answered him—because they were all white with shock. That’s when he flashed me a deeply mischievous smile, making me think: the guy’s actually enjoying all this.

I smiled back. That was a point of pride with me—to never show fear under fire. I knew from experience that, in such situations, all you could do was take a very deep breath, remain focused, and hope you got through it. And so I picked a spot on the floor of the cabin and stared at it, all the while silently telling myself: It will be fine. It will be just . . .

And then the chopper did another roll and the Brit was tossed away from the window, but managed to latch on to his nearby straps and avoid being hurled across the cabin.

“You okay?” I asked.

Another of his smiles. “I am now,” he said.

A further three stomach-churning rolls to the right, followed by one more rapid acceleration, and we seemed to leave the danger zone. Ten nervous minutes followed, then we banked low. I craned my neck, looked out the window, and sucked in my breath. There before me was a submerged landscape—Noah’s flood. The water had consumed everything. Houses and livestock floated by. Then I spied the first dead body—facedown in the water, followed by four more bodies, two of which were so small that, even from the air, I was certain they were children.

Everyone in the chopper was now peering out the window, taking in the extent of the calamity. The chopper banked again, pulling away from the nucleus and coming in fast over higher ground. Up in the distance, I could see a cluster of jeeps and military vehicles. Closer inspection showed that we were trying to land amid the chaos of a Somalian Army encampment, with several dozen soldiers milling around the clapped-out military equipment spread across the field. In the near distance, we could see three white jeeps flying the Red Cross flag. There were around fourteen aid workers standing by the jeeps, frantically waving to us. There was a problem, however. A cluster of Somalian soldiers was positioned within a hundred yards of the Red Cross team—and they were simultaneously making beckoning gestures toward us with their arms.

“This should be amusing,” the Brit said.

“Not if it’s like last time,” one of the Red Cross team said.

“What happened last time?” I asked.

“They tried to loot us,” he said.

“That happened a lot back in ’97 too,” the Brit said.

“You were here in ’97?” I asked him.

“Oh yes,” he said, flashing me another smile. “A delightful spot, Somalia. Especially under water.”

We overflew the soldiers and the Red Cross jeeps. But the aid workers on the ground seemed to know the game we were playing, as they jumped into the jeeps, reversed direction, and started racing toward the empty terrain where we were coming down. I glanced over at the Brit. He had his binoculars pressed against the window, that sardonic smile of his growing broader by the nanosecond.

“Looks like there’s going to be a little race to meet us,” he said.

I peered out my window and saw a dozen Somalian soldiers running in our general direction.

“See what you mean,” I shouted back to him as we landed with a bump.

With terra firma beneath us, the Red Cross man next to me was on his feet, yanking up the lever that kept the cabin door in its place. The others headed toward the cargo bay at the rear of the cabin, undoing the webbing that held in the crates of medical supplies and dried food.

“Need a hand?” the Brit asked one of the Red Cross guys.

“We’ll be fine,” he said. “But you better get moving before the army shows up.”

“Where’s the nearest village?”

“It was about a kilometer due south of here. But it’s not there anymore.”

“Right,” he said. Then he turned to me and asked, “You coming?”

I nodded but then turned back to the Red Cross man and asked, “What are you going to do about the soldiers?”

“What we usually do. Stall them while the pilot radios the Somalian central command—if you can call it that—and orders some officer over here to get them off our backs. But you both better get out of here now. The soldiers really don’t see the point of journalists.”

“We’re gone,” I said. “Thanks for the lift.”

The Brit and I headed out of the cabin. As soon as we hit the ground, he tapped me on the shoulder and pointed toward the three Red Cross jeeps. Crouching low, we ran in their direction, not looking back until we were behind them. This turned out to be a strategically smart move, as we had managed to dodge the attention of the Somalian soldiers, who had now surrounded the chopper. Four of them had their guns trained on the Red Cross team. One of the soldiers started shouting at the aid workers—but they didn’t seem flustered at all, and began the “stalling for time” gambit. Though I couldn’t hear much over the din of the rotor motor, it was clear that the Red Cross guys had played this dangerous game before and knew exactly what to do. The Brit nudged me with his elbow.

“See that clump of trees over there,” he said, pointing toward a small patch of gum trees around fifty yards from us.

I nodded. After one fast, final glance at the soldiers—now ripping into a case of medical supplies—we made a dash for it. It couldn’t have taken more than twenty seconds to cover the fifty yards, but, God, did it seem long. I knew that if the soldiers saw two figures running for cover, their natural reaction would be to shoot us down. When we reached the woods, we ducked behind a tree. Neither of us was winded—but when I looked at the Brit, I caught the briefest flicker of adrenaline-fueled tension in his eyes. Once he realized that I’d glimpsed it, he immediately turned on his sardonic smile.

“Well done,” he whispered. “Think you can make it over there without getting shot?”

I looked in the direction he was pointing—another meager grove of trees that fronted the now-deluged river. I met his challenging smile. “I never get shot,” I said. Then we ran out of the trees, making a manic beeline for the next patch of cover. This run took around a minute—during which time the world went silent, and all I could hear were my feet scything through the high grass. I was genuinely tense. But like that moment in the helicopter when we first came under fire, I tried to concentrate on something abstract like my breathing. The Brit was ahead of me. But as soon as he reached the trees, something brought him to a sudden halt. I stopped in my tracks as I saw him walking backward, his arms held high in the air. Emerging from the trees was a young Somalian soldier. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. His rifle was trained on the Brit, who was quietly attempting to talk his way out of this situation. Suddenly the soldier saw me—and when he turned his gun on me, I made a desperate error of judgment. Instead of immediately acting submissive—coming to a complete halt, putting my hands above my head, and making no sudden movements (as I had been trained to do)—I hit the ground, certain he was going to fire at me. This caused him to roar at me, as he now tried to get me in his sights. Then, suddenly, the Brit tackled him, knocking him to the ground. I was now back on my feet, running toward the scene. The Brit swung a clenched fist, slamming it into the soldier’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him. The kid groaned, and the Brit brought his boot down hard on the hand that was clutching the gun. The kid screamed.

“Let go of the gun,” the Brit demanded.

“Fuck you,” the kid yelled. So the Brit brought his boot down even harder. This time the soldier released the weapon, which the Brit quickly scooped up and had trained on the soldier in a matter of seconds.

“I hate impoliteness,” the Brit said, cocking the rifle.

The kid now began to sob, curling up into a fetal position, pleading for his life. I turned to the Brit and said, “You can’t . . .”

But he just looked at me and winked. Then, turning back to the child soldier, he said, “Did you hear my friend? She doesn’t want me to shoot you.”

The kid said nothing. He just curled himself tighter into a ball, crying like the frightened child he was.

“I think you should apologize to her, don’t you?” said the Brit. I could see the gun trembling in his hands.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” the kid said, the words choked with sobs. The Brit looked at me.

“Apology accepted?” he asked. I nodded.

The Brit nodded at me, then turned back to the kid and asked, “How’s your hand?”

“Hurts.”

“Sorry about that,” he said. “You can go now, if you like.”

The kid, still trembling, got to his feet. His face was streaked with tears, and there was a damp patch around his crotch where he’d wet himself out of fear. He looked at us with terror in his eyes—still certain he was going to be shot. To his credit, the Brit reached out and put a steadying hand on the soldier’s shoulder.

“It’s all right,” he said quietly. “Nothing’s going to happen to you. But you have to promise me one thing: you must not tell anyone in your company that you met us. Will you do that?”

The soldier glanced at the gun still in the Brit’s hands and nodded. Many times.

“Good. One final question. Are there any army patrols down river from here?”

“No. Our base got washed away. I got separated from the others.”

“How about the village near here?”

“Nothing left of it.”

“All the people washed away?”

“Some made it to a hill.”

“Where’s the hill?”

The soldier pointed toward an overgrown path through the trees.

“How long from here on foot?” he asked.

“Half an hour.”

The Brit looked at me and said, “That’s our story.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, meeting his look.

“Run along now,” the Brit said to the soldier.

“My gun . . .”

“Sorry, but I’m keeping it.”

“I’ll get in big trouble without it.”

“Say it was washed away in the flood. And remember: I expect you to keep that promise you made. You never saw us. Understood?”

The kid looked back at the gun, then up again at the Brit.

“I promise.”

“Good lad. Now go.”

The boy soldier nodded and dashed out of the trees in the general direction of the chopper. When he was out of sight, the Brit shut his eyes, drew in a deep breath, and said, “Fucking hell.”

“And so say all of us.”

He opened his eyes and looked at me. “You all right?” he said.

“Yeah—but I feel like a complete jerk.”

He grinned. “You were a complete jerk—but it happens. Especially when you get surprised by a kid with a gun. On which note . . .”

He motioned with his thumb that we should make tracks. Which is exactly what we did—negotiating our way through the thicket of woods, finding the overgrown path, threading our way to the edge of swamped fields. We walked nonstop for fifteen minutes, saying nothing. The Brit led the way. I walked a few steps behind. I watched my companion as we hiked deeper into this submerged terrain. He was very focused on the task of getting us as far away from the soldiers as possible. He was also acutely conscious of any irregular sounds emanating from this open terrain. Twice he stopped and turned back to me, putting his finger to his lips when he thought he heard something. We only started to walk again when he was certain no one was on our tail. I was intrigued by the way he held the soldier’s gun. Instead of slinging it over his shoulder, he carried it in his right hand, the barrel pointed downward, the rifle held away from his body. And I knew that he would never have shot that soldier. Because he was so obviously uncomfortable holding a gun.

After around fifteen minutes, he pointed to a couple of large rocks positioned near the river. We sat down but didn’t say anything for a moment as we continued to gauge the silence, trying to discern approaching footsteps in the distance. After a moment, he spoke.

“The way I figure it, if that kid had told on us, his comrades would be here by now.”

“You certainly scared him into thinking you would kill him.”

“He needed scaring. Because he would have shot you without compunction.”

“I know. Thank you.”

“All part of the service.” Then he proffered his hand and said, “Tony Hobbs. Who do you write for?”

“The Boston Post.”

An amused smile crossed his lips. “Do you really?”

“Yes,” I said. “Really. We do have foreign correspondents, you know.”

“Really?” he said, mimicking my accent. “So you’re a foreign correspondent?”

“Really,” I said, attempting to mimic his accent.

To his credit, he laughed. And said, “I deserved that.”

“Yes. You did.”

“So where do you correspond from?” he asked.

“Cairo. And let me guess. You write for the Sun?”

“The Chronicle, actually.”

I tried not to appear impressed. “The Chronicle actually, actually?” I said.

“You give as good as you get.”

“It comes with being the correspondent of a smallish newspaper. You have to hold your own with arrogant big boys.”

“Oh, you’ve already decided I’m arrogant?”

“I worked that out two minutes after first seeing you in the chopper. You based in London?”

“Cairo, actually.”

“But I know the Chronicle guy there. Henry . . .”

“Bartlett. Got sick. Ulcer thing. So they sent for me from Tokyo around ten days ago.”

“I used to cover Tokyo. Four years ago.”

“Well, I’m obviously following you around.”

There was a sound of nearby footsteps. We both tensed. Tony picked up the rifle he had leaned against the rock. Then we heard the steps grow nearer. As we stood up, a young Somalian woman came running down the path, a child in her arms. The woman couldn’t have been more than twenty; the baby was no more than two months old. The mother was gaunt, the child chillingly still. As soon as the woman saw us, she began to scream in a dialect that neither of us understood, making wild gesticulations at the gun in Tony’s hand. Tony understood immediately. He tossed the gun into the rushing waters of the river—adding it to the flooded debris washing downstream. The gesture seemed to surprise the woman. But as she turned back to me and started pleading with me again, her legs buckled. Tony and I both grabbed her, keeping her upright. I glanced down at her lifeless baby, still held tightly in her arms. I looked up at the Brit. He nodded in the direction of the Red Cross chopper. We each put an arm around her emaciated waist, and began the slow journey back to the clearing where we’d landed earlier.

When we reached it, I was relieved to see that several Somalian Army jeeps had rolled up near the chopper, and the previously marauding troops had been brought under control. We escorted her past the soldiers, and made a beeline for the Red Cross chopper. Two of the aid workers from the flight were still unloading supplies.

“Who’s the doctor around here?” I asked. One of the guys looked up, saw the woman and child, and sprang into action, while his colleague politely told us to get lost.

“There’s nothing more you can do now.”

Nor, it turned out, was there any chance that we’d be allowed back down the path toward that washed-out village—as the Somalian Army had now blocked it off. When I found the head Red Cross medic and told him about the villagers perched on a hill around two kilometers from here, he said (in his crispest Swiss accent), “We know all about it. And we will be sending our helicopter as soon as the army gives us clearance.”

“Let us go with you,” I said.

“It’s not possible. The army will only allow three of our team to fly with them—”

“Tell them we’re part of the team,” Tony said.

“We need to send medical men.”

“Send two,” Tony said, “and let one of us—”

But we were interrupted by the arrival of some army officer. He tapped Tony on the shoulder.

“You—papers.”

Then he tapped me. “You too.”

We handed over our respective passports. “Red Cross papers,” he demanded. When Tony started to make up some far-fetched story about leaving them behind, the officer rolled his eyes and said one damning word, “Journalists.”

Then he turned to his soldiers and said, “Get them on the next chopper back to Mogadishu.”

We returned to the capital under virtual armed guard. When we landed at another military field on the outskirts of the capital, I fully expected us to be taken into custody and arrested. But instead, one of the soldiers on the plane asked me if I had any American dollars.

“Perhaps,” I said—and then, taking a chance, asked him if he could arrange a ride for us to the Central Hotel for ten bucks.

“You pay twenty, you get your ride.”

He even commandeered a jeep to get us there. En route, Tony and I spoke for the first time since being placed under armed guard.

“Not a lot to write about, is there?” I said.

“I’m sure we’ll both manage to squeeze something out of it.”

We found two rooms on the same floor and agreed to meet after we’d filed our respective stories. Around two hours later—shortly after I’d dispatched by email seven hundred words on the general disarray in the Juba River Valley, the sight of floating bodies in the river, the infrastructural chaos, and the experience of being fired upon in a Red Cross helicopter by rebel forces—there was a knock at my door.

Tony stood outside, holding a bottle of Scotch and two glasses.

“This looks promising,” I said. “Come on in.”

He didn’t leave again until seven the next morning—when we checked out to catch the early morning flight back to Cairo. From the moment I saw him in the chopper, I knew that we would inevitably fall into bed with each other, should the opportunity arise. Because that’s how this game worked. Foreign correspondents rarely had spouses or “significant others”—and most people you met in the field were definitely not the sort you wanted to share a bed with for ten minutes, let alone a night.

But when I woke next to Tony, the thought struck me: He’s actually living where I live. Which led to what was, for me, a most unusual thought: And I’d actually like to see him again. In fact, I’d like to see him tonight.


TWO

I’VE NEVER CONSIDERED myself the sentimental type. On the contrary, I’ve always recognized in myself a certain cut-and-run attitude when it comes to romance—something my one and only fiancé told me around seven years ago, when I broke it off with him. His name was Richard Pettiford. He was a Boston lawyer—smart, erudite, driven. And I really did like him. The problem was, I also liked my work.

“You’re always running away,” he said after I told him that I was becoming the Post’s correspondent in Tokyo.

“This is a big professional move,” I said.

“You said that when you went to Washington.”

“That was just a six-month assignment—and I saw you every weekend.”

“But it was still running away.”

“It was a great opportunity. Like going to Tokyo.”

“But I’m a great opportunity.”

“You’re right,” I said. “You are. But so am I. So come to Tokyo with me.”

“But I won’t make partner if I do that,” he said.

“And if I stay, I won’t make a very good partner’s wife.”

“If you really loved me, you’d stay.”

I laughed. And said, “Then I guess I don’t love you.”

Which pretty much ended our two-year liaison there and then—because when you make an admission like that, there’s very little comeback. Though I was truly saddened that we couldn’t “make a go of it” (to borrow an expression that Richard used just a little too often), I also knew that I couldn’t play the suburban role he was offering. Anyway, had I accepted such a part, my passport would now only contain a few holiday stamps from Bermuda and other resort spots, rather than the twenty crammed pages of visas I’d managed to obtain over the years. And I certainly wouldn’t have ended up sitting on a flight from Addis Ababa to Cairo, getting pleasantly tipsy with a wholly charming, wholly cynical Brit, with whom I’d just spent the night . . .

“So you’ve really never been married?” Tony asked me as the seat belt signs were switched off.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” I said. “I don’t swoon easily.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

“Foreign correspondents aren’t the marrying kind.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

I laughed, then asked, “And you?”

“You must be joking.”

“Never came close?”

“Everyone’s come close once. Just like you.”

“How do you know I’ve come close?” I said.

“Because everyone’s come close once.”

“Didn’t you just say that?”

“Touché. And let me guess—you didn’t marry the guy because you’d just been offered your first overseas posting . . .”

“My, my—you are perceptive,” I said.

“Hardly,” he said. “It’s just how it always works.”

Naturally, he was right. And he was clever enough not to ask me too much about the fellow in question, or any other aspects of my so-called romantic history, or even where I grew up. If anything, the very fact that he didn’t press the issue (other than to ascertain that I too had successfully dodged marriage) impressed me. Because it meant that—unlike most other foreign correspondents I had met—he wasn’t treating me like some girlie who had been transferred from the Style section to the front line. Nor did he try to impress me with his big city credentials—and the fact that the Chronicle of London carried more international clout than the Boston Post. If anything, he spoke to me as a professional equal. He wanted to hear about the contacts I’d made in Cairo (as he was new there) and to trade stories about covering Japan. Best of all, he wanted to make me laugh . . . which he did with tremendous ease. As I was quickly discovering, Tony Hobbs wasn’t just a great talker; he was also a terrific storyteller.

We talked nonstop all the way back to Cairo. Truth be told, we hadn’t stopped talking since we woke up together that morning. There was an immediate ease between us—not just because we had so much professional terrain in common, but also because we seemed to possess a similar worldview: slightly jaded, fiercely independent, with a passionate undercurrent about the business we were both in. We also both acknowledged that foreign corresponding was a kid’s game, in which most practitioners were considered way over the hill by the time they reached fifty.

“Which makes me eight years away from the slag heap,” Tony said somewhere over Sudan.

“You’re that young?” I said. “I really thought you were at least ten years older.”

He shot me a cool, amused look. And said, “You’re fast.”

“I try.”

“Oh, you do very well . . . for a provincial reporter.”

“Two points,” I said, nudging him with my elbow.

“Keeping score, are we?”

“Oh, yes.”

I could tell that he was completely comfortable with this sort of banter. He enjoyed repartee—not just for its verbal gamesmanship, but also because it allowed him to retreat from the serious, or anything that might be self-revealing. Every time our in-flight conversation veered toward the personal, he’d quickly switch into banter mode. This didn’t disconcert me. After all, we’d just met and were still sizing each other up. But I still noted this diversionary tactic, and wondered if it would hinder me from getting to know the guy—as, much to my surprise, Tony Hobbs was the first man I’d met in about four years whom I wanted to get to know.

Not that I was going to reveal that fact to him. Because (a) that might put him off, and (b) I never chased anyone. So, when we arrived in Cairo, we shared a cab back to Zamalek (the relatively upscale expatriate quarter where just about every foreign correspondent and international business type lived). As it turned out, Tony’s place was only two blocks from mine. But he insisted on dropping me off first. As the taxi slowed to a halt in front of my door, he reached into his pocket and handed me his card.

“Here’s where to find me,” he said.

I pulled out a business card of my own, and scribbled a number on the back of it.

“And here’s my home number.”

“Thanks,” he said, taking it. “So call me, eh?”

“No, you make the first move,” I said.

“Old-fashioned, are we?” he said, raising his eyebrows.

“Hardly. But I don’t make the first move. All right?”

He leaned over and gave me a very long kiss.

“Fine,” he said, then added, “That was fun.”

“Yes. It was.”

An awkward pause. I gathered up my things.

“See you, I guess,” I said.

“Yes,” he said with a smile. “See you.”

As soon as I was upstairs in my empty, silent apartment, I kicked myself for playing the tough dame. “No, you make the first move.” What a profoundly dumb thing to say. Because I knew that guys like Tony Hobbs didn’t cross my path every day.

Still, I could now do nothing but put the entire business out of my mind. So I spent the better part of an hour soaking in a bath, then crawled into bed and passed out for nearly ten hours—having hardly slept for the past two nights. I was up just after seven in the morning. I made breakfast. I powered up my laptop. I turned out my weekly “Letter from Cairo,” in which I recounted my dizzying flight in a Red Cross helicopter under fire from Somalian militia men. When the phone rang around noon, I jumped for it.

“Hello,” Tony said. “This is the first move.”

He came by ten minutes later to pick me up for lunch. We never made it to the restaurant. I won’t say I dragged him off to my bed—because he came very willingly. Suffice to say, from the moment I opened the door, I was all over him. As he was me.

Much later, in bed, he turned to me and said, “So who’s making the second move?”

It would be the stuff of romantic cliché to say that from that moment on we were inseparable. Nonetheless, I do count that afternoon as the official start of us—when we started becoming an essential part of each other’s life. What most surprised me was this: it was about the easiest transition imaginable. The arrival of Tony Hobbs into my existence wasn’t marked by the usual doubts, questions, worries, let alone the overt romantic extremities associated with a coup de foudre. The fact that we were both self-reliant types—used to falling back on our separate resources—meant that we were attuned to each other’s independent streak. We also seemed to be amused by each other’s national quirks. He would often gently deride a certain American literalness that I do possess—a need to ask questions all the damn time, and analyze situations a little too much. Just as I would express amusement at his incessant need to find the flippant underside to all situations. He also happened to be absolutely fearless when it came to journalistic practice. I saw this firsthand around a month after we first hooked up, when a call came one evening that a busload of German tourists had been machine-gunned by Islamic fundamentalists while visiting the Pyramids at Giza. Immediately, we jumped into my car and headed out in the direction of the Sphinx. When we reached the sight of the Giza massacre, Tony managed to push his way past several Egyptian soldiers to get right up to the blood-splattered bus itself—even though there were fears that the terrorists might have thrown grenades into it before vanishing. The next afternoon, at the news conference following this attack, the Egyptian minister for tourism tried to blame foreign terrorists for the massacre . . . at which point Tony interrupted him, holding up a statement, which had been faxed directly to his office, in which the Cairo Muslim Brotherhood took complete responsibility for the attack. Not only did Tony read out the statement in near-perfect Arabic, he then turned to the minister and asked him, “Now would you mind explaining why you’re lying to us?”

Tony was always defensive about one thing: his height . . . though, as I assured him on more than one occasion, his diminutive stature didn’t matter a damn to me. On the contrary, I found it rather touching that this highly accomplished and amusingly arrogant man would be so vulnerable about his physical stature. And I came to realize that much of Tony’s bravado—his need to ask all the tough questions, his competitiveness for a story, and his reckless self-endangerment—stemmed out of a sense of feeling small. He secretly considered himself inadequate: the perennial outsider with his nose to the window, looking in on a world from which he felt excluded. It took me a while to detect Tony’s curious streak of inferiority since it was masked behind such witty superiority. But then I saw him in action one day with a fellow Brit—a correspondent from the Daily Telegraph named Wilson. Though only in his mid-thirties, Wilson had already lost much of his hair and had started to develop the sort of overripe fleshiness that made him (in Tony’s words) look like a wheel of Camembert that had been left out in the sun. Personally, I didn’t mind him—even though his languid vowels and premature jowliness (not to mention the absurd tailored safari jacket he wore all the time with a checked Viyella shirt) gave him a certain cartoonish quality. Though he was perfectly amiable in Wilson’s company, Tony couldn’t stand him—especially after an encounter we had with him at the Gezira Club. Wilson was sunning himself by the pool. He was stripped to the waist, wearing a pair of plaid Bermuda shorts and suede shoes with socks. It was not a pretty sight. After greeting us, he asked Tony, “Going home for Christmas?”

“Not this year.”

“You’re a London chap, right?”

“Buckinghamshire, actually.”

“Whereabouts?”

“Amersham.”

“Ah yes, Amersham. End of the Metropolitan line, isn’t it? Drink?”

Tony’s face tightened, but Wilson didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he called over one of the waiters, ordered three gin and tonics, then excused himself to use the toilet. As soon as he was out of earshot, Tony hissed, “Stupid little prat.”

“Easy, Tony . . .” I said, surprised by this uncharacteristic flash of anger.

“‘End of the Metropolitan line, isn’t it?’ ” he said, mimicking Wilson’s overripe accent. “He had to say that, didn’t he? Had to get his little dig in. Had to make the fucking point.”

“Hey, all he said was . . .”

“I know what he said. And he meant every bloody word . . .”

“Meant what?”

“You just don’t get it.”

“I think it’s all a little too nuanced for me,” I said lightly. “Or maybe I’m just a dumb American who doesn’t get England.”

“No one gets England.”

“Even if you’re English?”

“Especially if you’re English.”

This struck me as something of a half-truth. Because Tony understood England all too well. Just as he also understood (and explained to me) his standing in the social hierarchy. Amersham was deeply dull. Seriously petit bourgeois. He hated it, though his only sibling—a sister he hadn’t seen for years—had stayed on, living at home with the parents she could never leave. His dad—now dead, thanks to a lifelong love affair with Benson & Hedges—had worked for the local council in their records office (which he finally ended up running five years before he died). His mom—also dead—worked as a receptionist in a doctor’s office, located opposite the modest little suburban semi in which he was raised.

Though Tony was determined to run away from Amersham and never look back, he did go out of his way to please his father by landing a place at York University. But when he graduated (with high honors, as it turned out—though, in typical phlegmatic Tony style, it took him a long time to admit that he received a prized First in English), he decided to dodge the job market for a year or so. Instead, he took off with a couple of friends bound for Kathmandu. But somehow they ended up in Cairo. Within two months, he was working for a dodgy English language newspaper, the Egyptian Gazette. After six months of reporting traffic accidents and petty crimes and the usual trivial stuff, he started offering his services back in Britain as a Cairo-based freelancer. Within a year, he was supplying a steady stream of short pieces to the Chronicle—and when their Egyptian correspondent was called back to London, the paper offered him the job. From that moment on, he was a Chronicle man. With the exception of a brief six-month stint back in London during the mid-eighties (when he threatened to quit if they didn’t post him back in the field), Tony managed to drift from one hot spot to another. Of course, for all his talk of frontline action and total professional independence, he still had to bite the corporate bullet and do a couple of stints as a bureau guy in Frankfurt, Tokyo, and Washington, D.C. (a town he actively hated). But despite these few concessions to the prosaic, Tony Hobbs worked very hard at eluding all the potential traps of domesticity and professional life that ensnared most people. Just like me.

“You know, I always end up cutting and running out of these things,” I told Tony around a month after we started seeing each other.

“Oh, so that’s what this is—a thing.”

“You know what I’m saying.”

“That I shouldn’t get down on one knee and propose—because you’re planning to break my heart?”

I laughed and said, “I really am not planning to do that.”

“Then your point is . . . what?”

“My point is . . .”

I broke off, feeling profoundly silly.

“You were about to say?” Tony asked, all smiles.

“The point is . . .” I continued, hesitant as hell. “I think I sometimes suffer from ‘foot in mouth’ disease. And I should never have made such a dumb comment.”

“No need to apologize,” he said.

“I’m not apologizing,” I said, sounding a little cross, then suddenly said, “Actually I am. Because . . .”

God, I really was sounding tongue-tied and awkward. Once again, Tony just continued smiling an amused smile. Then said, “So you’re not planning to cut and run?”

“Hardly. Because . . . uh . . . oh, will you listen to me . . .”

“I’m all ears.”

“Because . . . I’m so damn happy with you, and the very fact that I feel this way is surprising the hell out of me, because I really haven’t felt this way for a long time, and I’m just hoping to hell you feel this way, because I don’t want to waste my time on someone who doesn’t feel this way, because . . .”

He cut me off by leaning over and kissing me deeply. When he finished, he said, “Does that answer your question?”

“Well . . .”

I suppose actions speak louder than words—but I still wanted to hear him say what I had just said. Then again, if I wasn’t very good at outwardly articulating matters of the heart, I’d come to realize that Tony was even more taciturn on such subjects. Which is why I was genuinely surprised when he said, “I’m very pleased you’re not cutting and running.”

Was that a declaration of love? I certainly hoped so. At that moment, I knew I was in love with him. Just as I also knew that my bumbling admission of happiness was about as far as I’d go in confessing such a major emotional truth. Such admissions have always been difficult for me. Just as they were also difficult for my schoolteacher parents—who couldn’t have been more supportive and encouraging when it came to their two children, but who also were deeply buttoned-down and reserved when it came to public displays of affection.

“You know, I can only once remember seeing our parents kiss each other,” my older sister Sandy told me shortly after they were killed in an automobile accident. “And they certainly didn’t score big points on the tactile front. But that really didn’t matter, did it?”

“No,” I said. “It didn’t at all.”

At which point Sandy broke down completely and wept so loudly that her grief sounded something like keening. My own displays of raw public grief were few in the wake of their death. Perhaps because I was too numb from the shock of it all to cry. The year was 1988. I was twenty-one. I had just finished my senior year at Mount Holyoke College—and was due to start a job at the Boston Post in a few weeks. I’d just found an apartment with two friends in the Back Bay area of the city. I’d just bought my first car (a beat-up VW Beetle for a thousand bucks), and had just found out that I was going to graduate magna cum laude. My parents couldn’t have been more pleased. When they drove up to the college to see me get my degree that weekend, they were in such unusually ebullient form that they actually went to a big post-commencement party on campus. I wanted them to spend the night, but they had to get back to Worcester that evening for some big church event the next day (like many liberal New Englanders, they were serious Unitarians). Just before they got into the car, my father gave me a big uncharacteristic hug and said that he loved me.

Two hours later, while driving south, he nodded off at the wheel on the interstate. The car veered out of control, crashed through the center guard rail, and careened right into the oncoming path of another car—a Ford station wagon. It was carrying a family of five. Two of the occupants—a young mother and her baby son—were killed. So too were my parents.

In the wake of their deaths, Sandy kept expecting me to fall apart (as she was doing constantly). I know that it both upset and worried her that I wasn’t succumbing to loud, outward heartbreak (even though anyone who saw me at the time could tell that I was in the throes of major trauma). Then again, Sandy has always been the emotional roller coaster in the family. Just as she’s also been the one fixed geographic point in my life—someone to watch over me (as I have watched over her). But we couldn’t be more disparate characters. Whereas I was always asserting my independence, Sandy was very much a homebody. She followed my parents into high-school teaching, married a phys ed teacher, moved to the Boston suburbs, and had three children by the time she was thirty. She’d also allowed herself to get a little chunky in the process—to the point where she was crowding one hundred and seventy pounds (not a good look on a woman who only stood five foot three), and seemed to have this predilection for eating all the time. Though I occasionally hinted that she might consider padlocking the refrigerator, I didn’t push the point too hard. It wasn’t my style to remonstrate with Sandy—she was so vulnerable to all criticism, so heart-on-her-sleeve, and so damn nice.

She’s also been the one person with whom I’ve always been open about everything going on with me—with the exception of the period directly after the deaths of my parents, when I shut down and couldn’t be reached by anybody. The new job at the Post helped. Though my boss on the city desk didn’t expect me to begin work immediately, I insisted on starting at the paper just ten days after my parents were buried. I dived right in. Twelve-hour days were my specialty. I also volunteered for additional assignments, covering every damn story I could—and quickly got a name for myself as a completely reliable workaholic.

Then, around four months into the job, I was on my way home one evening, when I passed by a couple around my parents’ age, walking hand-in-hand down Boylston Street. There wasn’t anything unusual about this couple. They didn’t resemble my mom or dad. They were just an ordinary-looking husband and wife in their mid-fifties, holding hands. Maybe that’s what undid me—the fact that, unlike many couples at that stage of a marriage, they seemed pleased to be together . . . just as my parents always seemed pleased to be in each other’s company. Whatever the reason, the next thing I knew, I was leaning against a lamppost, crying wildly. I couldn’t stop myself, couldn’t dodge the desperate wave of grief with which I had finally collided. I didn’t move for a long time, clinging to the lamppost for ballast, the depth of my sorrow suddenly fathomless, immeasurable. A cop showed up. He placed his big hand on my shoulder and asked me if I needed help.

“I just want my mommy and daddy,” I felt like screaming, reverting back to the six-year-old self we all carry with us, eternally desperate for parental sheltering at life’s most fearful moments. Instead, I managed to explain that I was simply coping with a bereavement, and all I needed was a cab home. The cop flagged one down (no easy thing in Boston—but then again, he was a policeman). He helped me into it, telling me (in his own faltering, gruff, kind way) that “cryin’ was the only way outta grief.” I thanked him, and kept myself in check on the drive back. But when I got to my apartment I fell on my bed, and surrendered once again to grief’s wild ride. I couldn’t remember how long I spent crying, except that it was suddenly two in the morning, and I was curled up on the bed in a fetal position, completely spent, and hugely grateful that my two roommates had been out that evening. I wanted no one to see me in this condition.

When I woke up early the next morning, my face was still puffy, my eyes still crimson, and every fiber in my body depleted. But the tears didn’t start again. I knew I couldn’t allow myself another descent into that emotional netherworld. So I put on a mask of stern resolve and went back to work—which is all you can ever do under the circumstances. All accidental deaths are simultaneously absurd and tragic. As I told Tony during the one and only time I recounted this story to him, when you lose the most important people in your life—your parents—through the most random of circumstances, you come to realize pretty damn fast that everything is fragile, that so-called security is nothing more than a thin veneer that can fracture without warning.

“Is that when you decided you wanted to be a war correspondent?” he asked, stroking my face.

“Got me in one.”

Actually, it took me a good six years to work my way up from the city desk to features to a brief stint on the editorial page. Then, finally, I received my first temporary posting to Washington. Had Richard found a way to get transferred to Tokyo, I might have married him on the spot.

“It’s just you cared for Tokyo a little more,” Tony said.

“Hey, if I’d married Richard, I’d be living in some comfortable suburb like Wellesley. I’d probably have two kids, and a Jeep Cherokee, and I’d be writing lifestyle features for the Post . . . and it wouldn’t be a bad life. But I wouldn’t have lived in assorted mad parts of the world, and I wouldn’t have had a quarter of the adventures that I’ve had and got paid for them.”

“And you wouldn’t have met me,” Tony said.

“That’s right,” I said, kissing him. “I wouldn’t have fallen in love with you.”

Pause. I was even more dumbfounded than he was by that last remark.

“Now how did that slip out?” I asked.

He leaned over and kissed me deeply.

“I’m glad it did,” he said. “Because I feel the same way.”

I was astonished to find myself in love . . . and to have that love reciprocated by someone who seemed exactly the sort of man I’d secretly hoped to stumble upon, but really didn’t think existed (journalists, by and large, being the wrong side of seedy).

A certain innate caution still made me want to move forward with prudence. Just as I didn’t want to think about whether we would last beyond the next week, month, whatever. I sensed this as well about Tony. I couldn’t get much out of him about his romantic past—though he did mention that he once came close to marriage (“but it all went wrong . . . and maybe it was best that it did”). I wanted to press him for further details (after all, I had finally told him about Richard), but he quickly sidestepped the matter. I let it drop, figuring that he would eventually get around to telling me the entire story. Or maybe that was me also trying not to push him too hard—because, after two months with Tony Hobbs, I did understand very well that he was somebody who hated being cornered or asked to explain himself.

Neither of us made a point of letting our fellow journos in Cairo know that we had become an item. Not because we feared gossip—but rather because we simply didn’t think it was anybody’s damn business. So, in public, we still came across as nothing more than professional associates.

Or, at least, that’s what I thought. Until Wilson—the fleshy guy from the Daily Telegraph—let it be known otherwise. He’d called me up at my office to suggest lunch, saying it was about time that we sat down and had an extended chat. He said this in that slightly pompous style of his—which made it sound like a royal invitation, or that he was doing me a favor by taking me out to the coffee shop in the Semiramis Hotel. As it turned out, he used the lunch to pump me for information about assorted Egyptian government ministers, and to obtain as many of my local contacts as possible. But when he suddenly brought up Tony, I was slightly taken aback . . . because of the care we had taken to keep things out of the public eye. This was the height of naïveté, given that journalists in a place like Cairo always know what their colleagues ate for breakfast. But I still wasn’t prepared to hear him ask, “And how is Mr. Hobbs these days?”

I tried to seem unflustered by this question.

“I presume he’s fine.”

Wilson, sensing my reticence, smiled.

“You presume . . . ?”

“I can’t answer for his well-being.”

Another of his greasy smiles.

“I see.”

“But if you are that interested in his welfare,” I said, “you could call his office.”

He ignored that comment, and instead said, “Interesting chap, Hobbs.”

“In what way?”

“Oh, the fact that he is noted for his legendary recklessness, and his inability to keep his bosses happy.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“It’s common enough knowledge back in London that Hobbs is something of a political disaster when it comes to the game of office politics. A real loose cannon—but a highly talented reporter, which is why he’s been tolerated for so long.”

He looked at me, waiting for a response. I said nothing. He smiled again—deciding that my silence was further evidence of my discomfort (he was right). Then he added, “And I’m sure you’re aware that, when it comes to emotional entanglements, he’s always been something of a . . . well, how can I put this discreetly? . . . something of a raging bull, I suppose. Runs through women the way . . .”

“Is there some point to this commentary?” I asked lightly.

Now it was his turn to look startled—though he did so in a quasi-theatrical manner.

“I was just making conversation,” he said, in mock shock. “And, of course, I was trading gossip. And perhaps the biggest piece of gossip about Mr. Anthony Hobbs is the way that a woman finally broke the chap’s heart. Mind you, it’s old gossip, but . . .”

He broke off, deliberately letting the story dangle. Like a fool I asked, “Who was the woman?”

That’s when Wilson told me about Elaine Plunkett. I listened with uneasy interest—and with growing distaste. Wilson spoke in a low, conspirational tone, even though his surface tone was light, frivolous. This was something I began to notice about a certain type of Brit, especially when faced with an American (or, worse yet, an American woman). They considered us so earnest, so ploddingly literal in all our endeavors, that they attempted to upend our serious-mindedness with light-as-a-feather irony, in which nothing they said seemed weighted with importance . . . even though everything they were telling you was consequential.

Certainly, this was Wilson’s style—and one that was underscored with a streak of malice. Yet I listened with intent to everything he told me. Because he was talking about Tony—with whom I was in love.

Now, courtesy of Wilson, I was also finding out that another woman—an Irish journalist working in Washington named Elaine Plunkett—had broken Tony’s heart. But I didn’t feel in any way anguished about this—because I didn’t want to play the jealous idiot, musing endlessly about the fact that this Plunkett woman might have been the one who got away . . . or, worse yet, the love of his life. What I did feel was a profound distaste for the game that Wilson was playing—and decided that he deserved to be slapped down. Hard. But I waited for the right moment in his monologue to strike.

“. . . of course, after Hobbs burst into tears in front of our chap in Washington . . . do you know Christopher Perkins? Fantastically indiscreet . . . anyway, Hobbs had a bit of a boo-hoo while out boozing with Perkins. The next thing you know, the story was all over London within twenty-four hours. Nobody could believe it. Hard Man Hobbs coming apart because of some woman journo . . .”

“You mean, like me?”

Wilson laughed a hollow laugh but didn’t say anything in reply.

“Well, come on—answer the question,” I said, my voice loud, amused.

“What question?” Wilson demanded.

“Am I like this Elaine Plunkett woman?”

“How should I know? I mean, I never met her.”

“Yes—but I am a woman journo, just like her. And I’m also sleeping with Tony Hobbs, just like her.”

Long pause. Wilson tried to look nonplussed. He failed.

“I didn’t know . . .” he said.

“Liar,” I said, laughing.

The word hit him like an open hand across the face. “What did you just say?”

I favored him with an enormous smile. And said, “I called you a liar. Which is what you are.”

“I really think . . .”

“What? That you can play a little head game like that with me and get away with it?”

He shifted his large bottom in his chair and kneaded a handkerchief in his hand.

“I really didn’t mean any offense.”

“Yes, you did.”

His eyes started searching the room for the waiter.

“I really must go.”

I leaned over toward him, until my face was about a half-inch away from his. And maintaining my jovial, noncommittal tone, I said, “You know something? You’re just like every bully I’ve ever met. You turn tail and run as soon as you’re called out.”

He stood up and left but didn’t apologize. Englishmen never apologize.

“I’m certain American men aren’t exactly apology-prone,” Tony said when I made this observation.

“They’re better trained than you lot.”

“That’s because they grow up with all that latent Puritan guilt . . . and the idea that everything has a price.”

“Whereas the Brits . . .”

“We think we can get away with it all . . . maybe.”

I was tempted to tell him about the conversation with Wilson. But I’d decided that nothing good would come out of him knowing that I was now well informed about Elaine Plunkett. On the contrary, I feared that he might feel exposed . . . or, worse yet, embarrassed (the one emotional state that all Brits fear). Anyway, I didn’t want to tell him that hearing the Elaine Plunkett story actually made me love him even more. Because I’d learned that he was just as delicate as the rest of us. And I liked that. His fragility was curiously reassuring, a reminder that he had the capacity to be hurt too.

Two weeks later, I was offered the opportunity to gauge Tony in his home terrain—when, out of the blue, he asked, “Feel like running off to London for a few days?”

He explained that he’d been called back for a meeting at the Chronicle. “Nothing sinister—just my annual lunch with the editor,” he said casually. “Fancy a couple of days at the Savoy?”

It didn’t take any further persuasion. I had been in London only once before. It was during the eighties, prior to my foreign postings—and it was one of those dumb two-week dashes through assorted European capitals, which included four days in London. But I liked what I saw. Mind you, all I saw was assorted monuments and museums and a couple of interesting plays, and a glimpse of the sort of upscale residential life that was lived by those who could afford a Chelsea town house. In other words, my vision of London was selective, to say the least.

Then again, a room at the Savoy doesn’t exactly give you a down and dirty vision of London either. On the contrary, I was just a little impressed by the suite we were given overlooking the Thames, and the bottle of champagne waiting for us in an ice bucket.

“Is this how the Chronicle usually treats its foreign correspondents?” I asked.

“You must be joking,” he said. “But the manager’s an old friend. We became chummy when he was running the Intercontinental in Tokyo, so he always fixes me up whenever I’m in town.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I said.

“What?”

“The fact that you didn’t violate one of the cardinal rules of journalism—never pay for anything yourself.”

He laughed and pulled me into bed. He poured me a glass of champagne.

“No can do,” I said. “On antibiotics.”

“Since when?”

“Since yesterday, when I saw the embassy doctor for a strep throat.”

“You’ve got a strep throat?”

I opened my mouth wide. “Go on, peep inside.”

“No thanks,” he said. “Is that why you weren’t drinking on the plane?”

“Booze and antibiotics don’t mix.”

“You should have told me.”

“Why? It’s just a strep throat.”

“God, you are Ms. Toughie.”

“That’s me, all right.”

“Well, I have to say I am disappointed. Because who the hell am I going to drink with over the next few days?”

Actually, that was something of a rhetorical question, as Tony had plenty of people to drink with over the three days we spent in London. He’d arranged for us to go out every night with assorted journalistic colleagues and friends. Without exception, I liked his choice of cronies. There was Kate Medford—a longtime colleague from the Chronicle who now presented the big late afternoon news program on BBC Radio 4, and who hosted a little dinner for us (with her oncologist husband, Roger) at her house in a leafy inner suburb called Chiswick. There was an extremely boozy night out (for Tony anyway) with a fellow journo named Dermot Fahy, who was a columnist on the Independent and a great talker. He was also an all-purpose rake who spent much of the evening leering at me, much to Tony’s amusement (as he told me afterward, “Dermot does that with every woman,” to which I just had to reply, “Well, thanks a lot”). Then there was a former Telegraph journo named Robert Matthews who’d made quite a bit of money on his first Robert Ludlum–style thriller. He insisted on taking us for a ridiculously expensive meal at the Ivy, and ordering £60 bottles of wine, and drinking far too much, and briefly regaling us with darkly funny stories about his recent divorce—stories which he told in a brilliant, deadpan, self-mocking style, but which hinted at a terrible private pain.

All of Tony’s friends were first-rate conversationalists who liked staying up late and having three glasses of wine too many, and (this impressed the hell out of me) never really talking about themselves. Even though Tony hadn’t seen these people in around a year, work was only lightly mentioned (“Haven’t been shot by Islamic Jihad yet, Tony?”—that sort of thing), and never at great length. If personal matters did arise—like Robert’s divorce—a certain sardonic spin was put on things. Even when Tony gently inquired about Kate’s teenage daughter (who, as it turned out, was getting over a near-fatal involvement with anorexia), Kate said, “Well, it’s all a bit like what Rossini said about Wagner’s operas: there are some splendid quarter-of-an-hours.”

Then the matter was dropped.

The intriguing thing about this style of discourse was the way everybody disseminated just enough information to let each other know the state of play in their respective lives—but, inevitably, whenever the talk veered toward the personal, it was swiftly deflected back toward less individual matters. I quickly sensed that to speak at length about anything private in a gathering of more than two people was considered just not done . . . especially in the presence of a stranger like me. Yet I rather liked this conversational style—and the fact that banter was considered a meritorious endeavor. Whenever serious events of the day were broached, they were always undercut by a vein of acerbity and absurdity. No one embraced the kind of earnestness that so often characterized American dinner table debate. Then again, as Tony once told me, the great difference between Yanks and Brits was that Americans believed that life was serious but not hopeless . . . whereas the English believed that life was hopeless but not serious.

Three days of London table chat convinced me of that truth, just as it also convinced me that I could easily hold my own amid such banter. Tony was introducing me to his friends—and seemed delighted that I integrated with them so quickly. Just as I was pleased that he was showing me off. I wanted to show off Tony too—but my only friend in London, Margaret Campbell, was out of town while we were there. While Tony was lunching with the editor, I jumped the tube to Hampstead, and wandered the well-heeled residential backstreets, and spent an hour roaming the Heath, all the while thinking to myself: this is very pleasant. Maybe this had something to do with the fact that, after Cairo’s ongoing urban madness, London initially came across as a paragon of order and tidiness. Granted, within a day of being there, I was also noticing the litter on the streets, the graffiti, the indigent population who slept outdoors, and the snarling traffic. But these scruffy civic attributes simply struck me as an essential component of metropolitan life.

Then there was the little fact that I was in London with Tony . . . which made the city look even better. Tony himself also admitted the same thing, telling me that, for the first time in years, he actually “got” the idea of London again.

He remained pretty close-lipped about his lunch with the editor—except to say that it went well. But then, two days later, he gave me further details of that meeting. We were an hour into our flight back to Cairo when he turned to me and said, “I need to talk to you about something.”

“That sounds serious,” I said, putting down the novel I’d been reading.

“It’s not serious. Just interesting.”

“By which you mean . . . ?”

“Well, I didn’t want to mention this while we were in London—because I didn’t want to spend our last two days there discussing it.”

“Discussing what exactly?”

“Discussing the fact that, during my lunch with the editor, he offered me a new job.”

“What kind of new job?”

“Foreign editor of the paper.”

This took a moment to sink in.

“Congratulations,” I said. “Did you accept it?”

“Of course I didn’t accept. Because . . .”

“Yes?”

“Well . . . because I wanted to speak with you first about it.”

“Because it means a transfer back to London?”

“That’s right.”

“Do you want the job?”

“Put it this way: His Lordship was hinting very strongly that I should take it. He was also hinting that, after nearly twenty years in the field, it was time I did a stint at HQ. Of course, I could fight coming back. But I don’t think I’d win that one. Anyway, the foreign editorship isn’t exactly a demotion . . .”

A pause. I said, “So you are going to take the job?”

“I think I have to. But . . . uhm . . . that doesn’t mean I have to come back to London alone.”

Another pause as I thought about that last comment. Finally I said, “I have some news too. And I have an admission to make.”

He looked at me with care.

“And what’s this admission?”

“I’m not on antibiotics. Because I don’t have a strep throat. But I still can’t drink right now . . . because I happen to be pregnant.”


THREE

TONY TOOK THE news well. He didn’t shudder or turn gray. There was a moment of stunned surprise, followed by an initial moment or two of reflection. But then he took my hand and squeezed it and said, “This is good news.”

“You really think that?”

“Absolutely. And you’re certain . . . ?”

“Two pregnancy tests certain,” I said.

“You want to keep it?”

“I’m thirty-seven years old, Tony. Which means I’ve entered the realm of now or never. But just because I might want to keep it doesn’t mean you have to be there too. I’d like you to be, of course. However . . .”

He shrugged. “I want to be there,” he said.

“You sure?”

“Completely. And I want you to come to London with me.”

Now it was my turn to go a little white.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Surprised.”

“About . . . ?”

“The course this conversation is taking.”

“Are you worried?”

Understatement of the year. Though I had managed to keep my anxiety in the background during our days in London (not to mention the week beforehand, when the first pregnancy test came back positive from my doctor in Cairo), it was still omnipresent. And with good reason. Though part of me was quietly pleased about being pregnant, there was an equally substantial portion of my private self that was terrified by the prospect. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that I never really expected to get pregnant. Though there were the usual hormonal urges, these were inevitably negated by the fact that my happily self-governing life could not incorporate the massive commitment that was motherhood.

So the discovery that I was pregnant threw me completely. But people always have the capacity to surprise you. Tony certainly did that. For the rest of the flight to Cairo, he informed me that he thought this pregnancy was a very good thing; that, coupled with his transfer back to London, it was as if fate had intervened to propel us into making some major decisions. This had happened at the right moment. Because we were so right for each other. Though it might be something of an adjustment for both of us to be setting up house together—and for us to be at desk jobs (he was certain I could talk my way into the Post’s London bureau)—wasn’t it time we finally surrendered to the inevitable and settled down?

“Are you talking marriage here?” I asked him after he finished his little spiel.

He didn’t meet my eye but still said, “Well, yes, I, uh, yes, I suppose I am.”

I was suddenly in need of a very large vodka, and deeply regretted not being able to touch the stuff.

“I’m going to have to think about all this.”

Much to Tony’s credit, he let the matter drop. Nor did he, in any way, pressure me over the next week. Then again, that wasn’t Tony’s style. So, during the first few days after we got back from London, we gave each other some thinking time. Correction: he gave me some thinking time. Yes, we spoke on the phone twice a day, and even had an amusing lunch together, during which we never once mentioned the big “elephant in the room” question hanging over us . . . though, at the end of it, I did ask, “Have you given the Chronicle your decision?”

“No—I’m still awaiting an update from someone.”

He gave me a little smile when he said that. Even though he was under pressure to make a decision, he was still refusing to pressure me. And I could only contrast his low-key approach with that of Richard Pettiford. When he was trying to compel me to marry him, he overstepped the mark on several occasions, eventually treating me (in true lawyerly style) like a reluctant juror who had to be won over to his point of view. With Tony I didn’t even need to respond to his comment about “awaiting an update from someone.” He knew that he was asking me to make a big decision, so all I asked him in reply was, “And you still won’t be going back for three months?”

“Yes, but the editor does need to know my decision by the end of the week.”

And he left it at that.

Besides doing a lot of serious thinking, I also made several key phone calls—the first of which was to Thomas Richardson, the editor-in-chief of the Post, and someone with whom I had always had a cordial, if distant, relationship. As an old-school Yankee, he also appreciated directness. So when he returned my call, I was completely direct with him, explaining that I was marrying a journalist from the Chronicle and was planning to move to England. I also said that the Post was my home, and I certainly wanted to stay with the paper, but the fact that I was also pregnant meant that I would eventually need a twelve-week period of maternity leave, commencing about seven months from now.

“You’re pregnant?” he said, sounding genuinely surprised.

“It looks that way.”

“But that’s wonderful news, Sally. And I can completely understand why you want to have the baby in London . . .”

“The thing is, we won’t be moving there for three months.”

“Well, I’m certain we can work something out at our London bureau. One of our correspondents has been talking about coming back to Boston, so your timing couldn’t be better.”

There was a part of me that was alarmed about the fact that my boss had so eased my professional passage to London. Now I had no reason not to follow Tony. But when I informed him that my transfer to the London bureau of the Post seemed certain, I also said that I was terrified of this huge change in circumstances. Once again, his reply (though predictably flippant) was also reassuring—telling me that it wasn’t as if I were going behind the veil. Nor would we be moving to Ulan Bator. And I would have a job. And if we found that we couldn’t stand being behind desks in offices . . . well, who’s to say that we were indentured to London for the rest of our lives?

“Anyway, we’re not the sort of people to become each other’s jailers, now are we?” he said.

“Not a chance of that,” I said.

“Glad to hear it,” he said, with a laugh. “So, I don’t suppose it will be the end of the world if we get married in the next few weeks, now will it?”

“Since when did you get so damn romantic?” I asked.

“Since I had a conversation with one of our consular chaps a few days ago.”

What this “chap” told Tony was that my passage into Britain—both professionally and personally—would be far more rapidly expedited if we were husband and wife. Whereas I would be facing months of immigration bureaucracy if I chose to remain single. Once again, I was astounded by the rate at which my life was being turned around. Destiny is like that, isn’t it? You travel along, thinking that the trajectory of your life will follow a certain course (especially when you’re starting to crowd middle age). But then, you meet someone, you allow it to progress, you find yourself tiptoeing across that dangerous terrain called love. Before you know it, you’re on a long-distance phone call to your only surviving family member, telling her that not only are you pregnant, but you’re also about to . . .

“Get married?” Sandy said, sounding genuinely shocked.

“It’s the practical thing to do,” I said.

“You mean, like getting pregnant for the first time at thirty-seven?”

“Believe me, that was completely accidental.”

“Oh, I believe you. Because you’re about the last person I’d expect to get intentionally knocked up. How’s Tony taking it?”

“Very well. Better than me, in fact. I mean, he even used the dreaded words ‘settling down’ and in a positive manner as well.”

“Maybe he understands something you still don’t get . . .”

“You mean, the fact that we all have to settle down someday?” I said, sounding just ever so slightly sarcastic. Though Sandy had always supported my peripatetic career, she did frequently make noises about the fact that I was heading for a lonely old age, and that if I did dodge the child thing, I would come to regret it in later life. There was something about my freewheelingness that unsettled her. Don’t get me wrong—she didn’t play the envy card. But part of the reason she was so delighted with my news was that—once I became a mother—we would occupy similar terrain. And I would finally be brought down to earth.

“Now, hang on—I didn’t tell you to get pregnant, did I?” Sandy asked.

“No—but you’ve only spent the last ten years asking me when it would happen.”

“And now it has. And I’m thrilled for you. And I can’t wait to meet Tony.”

“Come to Cairo for the wedding next week.”

“Next week?” she said, sounding shocked. “Why so fast?”

I explained about wanting to sidestep working and residency permits before we moved to London in just under three months’ time.

“God, this is all a little whirlwind.”

“Tell me about it.”

I knew that Sandy wouldn’t be able to make it over for the wedding. Not only did she not have the money or the time, but to her, anything beyond the borders of the United States was Injun country. Which is why, even if she did have the wherewithal to get to Egypt, I’m certain she would have found a way of avoiding the journey. As she openly admitted to me on several occasions: “I’m not like you—I have no interest in out there.” That was one of the many things I so loved about my sister—she was completely honest about herself. “I’m limited,” she once told me, a comment that I found unnecessarily self-lacerating—especially as she was a very smart, very literate woman who managed to keep her life together after her husband walked out on her three years ago.

Within a month of his seismic departure, Sandy had found a job teaching history at a small private school in Medford—and was somehow managing to meet the mortgage and feed the kids at the same time. Which (as I told her) showed far more moxie than ducking in and out of assorted Middle Eastern hellholes. But now I was going to learn all about life on the domestic front—and even on a crackly phone line from Egypt, Sandy quickly sensed my fear.

“You’re going to do just fine,” she told me. “Better than fine. Great. Anyway, it’s not like you’re giving up your job, or being sent to Lawrence [perhaps the ugliest town in Massachusetts]. And hey, it’s London, right? And after all those war zones you’ve covered, motherhood won’t seem much different.”

I did laugh. And I also wondered: is she telling the truth?

But the next few weeks didn’t allow me much opportunity for extended ruminations about my soon-to-be-changed circumstances. Especially as the Middle East was up to its usual manic tricks. There was a cabinet crisis in Israel, an assassination attempt on a senior Egyptian government minister, and a ferry boat that overturned on the Nile in northern Sudan, killing all 150 passengers aboard. The fact that I was suffering from an extended bout of morning sickness while covering these assorted stories only seemed to accentuate the banality of my condition compared with such major human calamity. So too did the large number of baby books that I had expressed to me by Amazon.com, and which I devoured with the obsessive relish of somebody who had just been told she was about to embark on a complicated voyage and was desperately searching for the right guide to tell her how to get through it. So I’d return home after writing about a local cholera scare in the Nile Delta and start reading up on colic and night feeding and cradle cap, and a range of other new words and terminologies from the child care lexicon.

“You know what I’ll miss most about the Middle East?” I told Tony on the night before our wedding. “The fact that it’s so damn extreme, so completely deranged.”

“Whereas London is going to be nothing but day-to-day stuff?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you are worrying about that.”

“A little bit, yes. Aren’t you?”

“It will be a change.”

“Especially as you’ll have additional baggage in tow.”

“You’re not referring to yourself, by any chance?” he asked.

“Hardly.”

“Well, I’m happy about the additional baggage.”

I kissed him. “Well I’m happy that you’re happy . . .”

“It will be an adjustment, but we’ll be fine. And, believe me, London has its own peculiar madness.”

I remembered that comment six weeks later when we flew north to Heathrow. Courtesy of the Chronicle, they were repatriating their new foreign editor and his new wife in business class. Courtesy of the Chronicle, we were also being put up for six weeks in a company apartment near the paper’s offices in Wapping while we house hunted. Courtesy of the Chronicle, all our belongings had been shipped last week from Cairo and would be kept in storage until we found a permanent place to live. And courtesy of the Chronicle, a large black Mercedes collected us from the airport and began the slow crawl through evening rush-hour traffic toward central London.

As the car inched along the highway, I reached over and took Tony’s hand—noticing, as I still did, the shiny platinum wedding bands adorning our respective left hands, remembering the hilarious civil ceremony at which we were spliced in the Cairo Registry Office—a true madhouse without a roof, and where the official who joined us as husband and wife looked like an Egyptian version of Groucho Marx. Now here we were—only a few short months after that crazy twenty-four hours in Somalia—rolling down the M4 toward . . .

Wapping.

That was something of a surprise, Wapping. The cab had negotiated its way off the highway, and headed south, through red-brick residential areas. These eventually gave way to a jumble of architectural styles: Victorian meets Edwardian meets Warsaw Public Housing meets Cinder Block Mercantile Brutalism. It was late afternoon in early winter. Light was thin. But despite the paucity of natural illumination, my first view of London as a married woman showed me that it was an extended exercise in scenic disorientation, a Chinese menu cityscape, in which there was little visual coherence, and where affluence and deprivation were adjacent neighbors. Of course, I had noticed this hodgepodge aspect of the city on my visit here with Tony. But, like any tourist, I tended to focus on that which was pleasing . . . and like any tourist, I also avoided all of South London. More to the point, I had just been passing through here for a few days—and as I wasn’t on assignment, my journalist’s antennae had been turned off. But now—now—this city was about to become my home. So I had my nose pressed against the glass of the Mercedes, staring out at the wet sidewalks, the overflowing litter bins, the clusters of fast-food shops, the occasional elegant crescent of houses, the large patch of green parkland (Clapham Common, Tony informed me), the slummy tangle of mean streets (Stockwell and Vauxhall), yielding to office buildings, then a spectacular view of the Houses of Parliament, then more office buildings, then more faceless redbrick, then the surprise appearance of Tower Bridge, then a tunnel, and then . . . Wapping.

New bland apartment developments, the occasional old warehouse, a couple of office towers, and a vast squat industrial complex, hidden behind high brick walls and razor wire.

“What’s that?” I asked. “The local prison?”

Tony laughed.

“It’s where I work.”

Around a quarter mile beyond this compound, the driver pulled up in front of a modern building, about eight stories tall. We took the elevator up to the fourth floor. The corridor was papered in an anemic cream paper, with neutral tan carpet on the floor. We came to a wood veneered door. The driver fished out two keys and handed one to each of us.

“You do the honors,” Tony said.

I opened the door, and stepped into a small boxy one-bedroom apartment. It was furnished in a generic Holiday Inn style and looked out onto a back alleyway.

“Well,” I said, taking it all in, “this will make us find a house fast.”

It was my old college friend Margaret Campbell who expedited the house-hunting process. When I called her up prior to my departure from Cairo and explained that, not only was I about to become a full-time London resident, but I was also just married and pregnant to boot, she asked, “Anything else?”

“Thankfully, no.”

“Well, it will be wonderful to have you here—and, believe me, you will end up liking this town.”

“By which you mean . . . ?”

“It’s just something of an adjustment, that’s all. But hey, come over for lunch as soon as you arrive, and I’ll show you the ropes. And I hope you have a lot of cash. Because this place makes Zurich seem cheap and cheerful.”

Certainly, Margaret wasn’t exactly living in disadvantaged circumstances—she and her family resided in a three-story town house in South Kensington. I phoned her the morning after we arrived in London—and, true to her word, she invited me over that afternoon. She’d become a little more matronly since I’d last seen her—the sort of woman who now sported a Hermès scarf and wore twin sets. She’d given up a serious executive position with Citibank to play the post-feminist stay-at-home mother, and had ended up in London after her lawyer husband had been transferred here for a two-year stint. But despite this nod to corporate-wife style, she was still the sharp-tongued good friend I had known during my college years.

“I sense this is just a little out of our league,” I said, looking around her place.

“Hey, if the firm wasn’t footing the sixty grand rent . . .”

“Sixty thousand pounds?” I said, genuinely shocked.

“Well, it is South Ken. But hell, in this town, a modest studio in a modest area is going to set you back a thousand pounds a month in rent . . . which is crazy. But that’s the price of admission here. Which is why you guys really should think about buying somewhere.”

With her two kids off at school all day—and with my job at the Post not starting for another month—Margaret decided to take me house hunting. Naturally, Tony was pleased to let me handle this task. He was surprisingly positive about the idea of actually buying a foothold here, especially as all his colleagues at the Chronicle kept telling him that he who hesitates in the London property game is lost. But as I quickly discovered, even the most unassuming terraced house at the end of a tube line was exorbitant. Tony still had his £100,000 share from the sale of his parents’ place in Amersham. I had the equivalent of another £20,000 courtesy of assorted small savings that I had built up over the past ten years. And Margaret—immediately assuming the role of property advisor—started working the phones and decided that an area called Putney was our destiny. As we drove south in her BMW, she pitched it to me.

“Great housing stock, all the family amenities you need, it’s right on the river, and the District Line goes straight to Tower Bridge . . . which makes it perfect for Tony’s office. Now there are parts of Putney where you need over one-point-five to get a foot in the door . . .”

“One-point-five million?” I asked.

“Not an unusual price in this town.”

“Sure, in Kensington or Chelsea. But Putney? It’s nearly the ’burbs, isn’t it?”

“Inner ’burbs. But hey, it’s only six or seven miles from Hyde Park . . . which is considered no distance at all in this damn sprawl. Anyway, one-point-five is the asking price for a big house in West Putney. Where I’m taking you, it’s just south of the Lower Richmond Road. Cute little streets, which go right down to the Thames. And the house may be a little small—just two bedrooms—but there’s the possibility of a loft extension . . .”

“Since when did you become a Realtor?” I asked with a laugh.

“Ever since I moved to this town. I tell you, the Brits might be all taciturn and distant when you first meet them—but get them talking about property, and they suddenly can’t stop chatting. Especially when it comes to London house prices—which is the major ongoing metropolitan obsession.”

“Did it take you a while to fit in here?”

“The worst thing about London is that nobody really fits in. And the best thing about London is that nobody really fits in. Figure that one out, and you’ll have a reasonably okay time here. Just as it also takes a while to work out the fact that—even if, like me, you actually like living here—it’s best to give off just the slightest whiff of Anglophobia.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because the Brits are suspicious of anyone who seems to like them.”

Intriguingly, however, Margaret didn’t play the Anglophobic card with the rather obsequious real estate agent who showed us around the house on Sefton Street in Putney. Every time he tried to gloss over a defect—like the paisley-patterned carpets and the cramped bathroom and the woodchip wallpaper which evidently hid a multitude of plastering sins—she’d break into one of her “You’ve got to be kidding?” routines, deliberately acting the loud American in an attempt to unsettle him. She succeeded.

“You’re really asking four hundred and forty thousand for this?”

The real estate agent—in his spread collared pink shirt and his black suit and Liberty tie—smiled weakly.

“Well, Putney has always been very desirable.”

“Yeah—but, gosh, it’s only two bedrooms. And look at the state of this place.”

“I do admit that the decor is a little tired.”

“Tired? Try archaic. I mean, someone died here, right?”

The agent went all diffident again.

“It is being sold by the grandson of the former occupants.”

“What did I tell you?” Margaret said, turning to me. “This place hasn’t been touched since the sixties. And I bet it’s been on the market . . .”

The agent avoided her gaze.

“Come on, ’fess up,” Margaret said.

“A few weeks. And I do know the seller would take an offer.”

“I bet they would,” Margaret said, then turned to me and whispered, “What do you think?”

“Too much work for the price,” I whispered. Then I asked the agent, “You don’t have anything like this which might just be a little more renovated?”

“Not at the moment. But I will keep your number on file.”

I must have heard that same sentence dozens of times over the next ten days. The house-hunting game was terra incognita for me. But Margaret turned out to be a canny guide. Every morning, after she got her kids off to school, she drove us around assorted neighborhoods. She had a nose for the areas that were up-and-coming and those worth dodging. We must have seen close to twenty properties in that first week—and continued to be the bane of every real estate agent that we encountered. “The Ugly Americans,” we called ourselves . . . always polite, but asking far too many questions, speaking directly about the flaws we saw, constantly challenging the asking price, and (in the case of Margaret) knowing far more about the complex jigsaw of London property than was expected from Yanks. With pressure on me to find something before I started work, there was a certain “beat the clock” aspect to this search. And so I applied the usual journalistic skills to this task—by which I mean I gained the most comprehensive (yet entirely superficial) knowledge of this subject in the shortest amount of time possible. When Margaret was back home with her kids in the afternoon, I’d jump the underground to check out an area. I researched proximity to hospitals, schools, parks, and all those other “mommy concerns” (as Margaret sardonically called them) which now had to be taken into account.

“This is not my idea of a good time,” I told Sandy during a phone call a few days into the house hunt. “Especially as the city’s so damn big. I mean, there’s no such thing as a simple trip across town. Everything’s an expedition here—and I forgot to pack my pith helmet.”

“That would make you stand out in the crowd.”

“Hardly. This is the melting pot to end all melting pots—which means that no one stands out here. Unlike Boston . . .”

“Oh, listen to the big city girl. I bet Boston’s friendlier.”

“Of course. Because it’s small. Whereas London doesn’t need to be friendly . . .”

“Because it’s so damn big?”

“Yeah—and also because it’s London.”

That was the most intriguing thing about London—its aloofness. Perhaps it had something to do with the reticent temperament of the natives. Perhaps it was the fact that the city was so vast, so heterogeneous, so contradictory. Whatever the reason, during my first few weeks in London, I found myself thinking this town was like one of those massive Victorian novels, in which high life and low life endlessly intermingle, and where the narrative always sprawls to such an extent that you never really get to grips with the plot.

“That about gets it right,” Margaret said when I articulated this theory to her a few days later. “Nobody’s really important here. Because London dwarfs even the biggest egos. Cuts everyone right down to size. Especially since all Brits despise self-importance.”

That was another curious contradiction to London life—the way you could mistake English diffidence for arrogance. Every time I opened a newspaper—and read a lurid account of some local minor celebrity enmeshed in some cocaine-and-jailbait scandal—it was very clear to me that this was a society that stamped down very hard on anyone who committed the sin of bumptiousness. At the same time, however, so many of the real estate agents I dealt with comported themselves with a pomposity that belied their generally middle-class origins . . . especially when you questioned the absurd prices they were demanding for inferior properties.

“That’s what the market is asking, madam” was the usual disdainful response—a certain haughty emphasis placed on the word madam, to make you feel his condescending respect.

“Condescending respect,” Margaret said, repeating my phrase out loud as we drove south from her house. “I like it—even though it is a complete oxymoron. Then again, until I lived in London, I’d never been able to discern two contrasting emotions lurking behind one seemingly innocent sentence. The English have a real talent when it comes to saying one thing and meaning the—”

She didn’t get to finish that sentence, as a white delivery van pulled out of nowhere and nearly sideswiped us. The van screeched to a halt. The driver—a guy in his twenties with close-cropped hair and bad teeth—came storming out toward us. He radiated aggression.

“The fuck you think you was doing?” he said.

Margaret didn’t seem the least bit flustered by his belligerency, let alone his bad grammar.

“Don’t you talk that way to me,” she said, her voice cool and completely collected.

“Talk how I want to talk, cunt.”

“Asshole,” she shot back, and pulled the car back out into traffic, leaving the guy standing on the road, gesticulating angrily at her.

“Charming,” I said.

“That was an example of a lowly species known as White Van Man,” she said. “Indigenous to London—and always spoiling for a fight. Especially if you drive a decent car.”

“Your sangfroid was impressive.”

“Here’s another little piece of advice about living in this town. Never try to fit in, never try to appease.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, then added, “but I really don’t think that jerk was saying one thing and meaning another.”

We crossed Putney Bridge and turned down the Lower Richmond Road, heading back to Sefton Street—our first port-of-call on this house-hunting marathon. I’d received a call from the agent who’d shown us that first house, informing me that another similar property had just come on the market.

“It’s not in the most pleasing decorative order,” he admitted on the phone.

“By which you mean tired?” I said. He cleared his throat.

“A bit tired, yes. But structurally speaking, it has been considerably modernized. And though the asking price is four-thirty-five, I’m certain they will take an offer.”

Without question, the agent was telling the truth about the shabby interior decor. And yes, the house was distinctly cottagey—with two small reception rooms downstairs. But a kitchen extension had been built onto the back—and though all the cabinets and appliances were outdated, I was pretty certain that a ready-made kitchen from somewhere like IKEA could be installed without vast cost. The two bedrooms upstairs were papered in a funeral-home print, with an equally gruesome pink carpet covering the floor. But the agent assured me that there were decent floorboards beneath this polyester veneer (something a surveyor confirmed a week later), and that the woodchip paper in the hallways could be stripped away and replastered. The bathroom had a lurid salmon-pink suite. But at least the central heating was new throughout. Ditto the wiring. There was also substantial space for an attic office. I knew that, once all the decorative horrors were stripped away, it could be made to feel light and airy. For the first time in my transient life, I found myself thinking a surprisingly domesticated thought: this could actually be a home.

Margaret and I said nothing as we toured the house. Once we were outside, however, she turned to me and asked, “So?”

“Bad clothes, good bones,” I said. “But the potential is fantastic.”

“My feeling exactly. And if they’re asking four-thirty-five . . .”

“I’m offering three-eighty-five . . . if Tony gives it the thumbs-up.”

Later that night, I spent the better part of my half-hour phone call with Sandy waxing lyrical about the cottage’s possibilities and the genuine pleasantness of the neighborhood—especially the towpath fronting the Thames, which was just down the street.

“Good God,” she said. “You actually sound housebroken.”

“Very funny,” I said. “But after all the dismal stuff I’ve seen, it is a relief to find somewhere that could be actually made livable.”

“Especially with all the Martha Stewart plans you’ve got for it.”

“You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Damn right. I never expected to ever hear you sound like someone who subscribes to Better Homes and Gardens.”

“Believe me, I keep shocking myself. Like I never thought I’d be poring over Dr. Spock as if he were Holy Writ.”

“You reach the chapter where he tells you how to flee the country during colic?”

“Yeah—the stuff about false passports is terrific.”

“And wait until you experience your first broken night . . .”

“I think I’ll hang up now.”

“Congrats on the house.”

“Well, it’s not ours yet. And Tony still has to see it.”

“You’ll sell it to him.”

“Damn right I will. Because I start work again in a few weeks—and I just can’t afford, time-wise, another extended house-hunting blitz.”

But Tony was so wrapped up in life at the Chronicle that he could only make it down to Sefton Street five days later. It was a late Saturday morning and we arrived by tube, crossing Putney Bridge, then turning right into the Lower Richmond Road. Instead of continuing down this thoroughfare, I directed us toward the towpath, following the Thames as it continued snaking eastward. It was Tony’s first view of the area by day, and I could tell that he immediately liked the idea of having a river walk virtually on his doorstep. Then I steered him into the green and pleasant expanses of Putney Common, located right beyond our future street. He even approved of the upscale shops and wine bars decorating the Lower Richmond Road. But when we turned into Sefton Street, I saw him take in the considerable number of Jeeps and Land Rovers parked there, signaling that this was one of those areas that has been discovered, and populated, by the professional classes . . . of the sort who looked upon these charming little cottages as family starter homes, to be eventually traded in (as Margaret had informed me) for more capacious residences when the second child arrived and the bigger job came along.

As we toured the area, and seemed to be passing a nonstop procession of baby carriages and strollers and Volvo station wagons with baby seats, we started shooting each other glances of amused disbelief . . . as if to say, “How the hell did we end up playing this game?”

“It’s bloody Nappy Valley,” Tony finally said with a mordant laugh. “Young families indeed. We’re going to seem like geriatrics when we move in.”

“Speak for yourself,” I said, nudging him.

When we reached the house, and met the agent, and started walking through every room, I watched him taking it all in, trying to gauge his reaction.

“Looks exactly like the house I grew up in,” he finally said, then added, “But I’m sure we could improve on that.”

I launched into a design-magazine monologue, in which I painted extensive verbal pictures about its great potential once all the postwar tackiness was stripped away.

It was the loft conversion that won him over. Especially after I said that I could probably raid a small stock market fund I had in the States to find the £7000 that would pay for the study he so wanted, to write the books he hoped would liberate him from the newspaper that had clipped his wings.

Or, at least, that’s what I sensed Tony was thinking after our first two weeks in London. Maybe it was the shock of doing a desk job after nearly twenty years in the field. Maybe it was the discovery that newspaper life at Wapping was an extended minefield of internal politics. Or maybe it was his reluctant admission that being the foreign editor was, by and large, an “upper-echelon exercise in bureaucracy.” Whatever the reason, I did get the distinct feeling that Tony wasn’t at all readjusting to this new office-bound life into which he’d been dropped. Any time I raised the issue, he would insist that all was well . . . that he simply had a lot on his mind, and was just trying to find his feet amid such changed circumstances. Or he’d make light of our newfound domesticity. Like when we repaired to a wine bar after viewing the house, and he said, “Look, if the whole thing gets too financially overwhelming, or we just feel too damn trapped by the monthly repayment burden, then to hell with it—we’ll cash in our chips and sell the damn thing, and find jobs somewhere cheap and cheerful, like the Kathmandu Chronicle.”

“Damn right,” I said, laughing.

That night, I finally got to show my husband off to my one London friend—as Margaret invited us over for dinner. It started well—with much small talk about our house-to-be, and how we were settling into London. At first, Tony managed great flashes of charm—even though he was tossing back substantial quantities of wine with a deliberate vehemence that I had never seen before. But though I was a little concerned by this display of power drinking, it didn’t initially seem to be impeding his ability to amuse, especially when it came to telling tales about his experiences under fire in assorted third world hellholes. And he also kept everyone entertained with his own wry, damning comments on Englishness. In fact, he’d won Margaret over—until the conversation turned political and, shazam, he went into an anti-American rant which sent her husband Alexander on the defensive and ended up alienating everyone. On the way home, he turned to me and said, “Well, I think that went awfully well, don’t you?”

“Why the hell did you do that?” I asked.

Silence. Followed by one of his languid shrugs. Followed by twenty additional minutes of silence as the taxi headed east to Wapping. Followed by more silence as we prepared for bed. Followed by the arrival of breakfast in bed courtesy of Tony the next morning, and a kiss on the head.

“Drafted a little thank-you card to Margaret,” he said. “Left it on the kitchen table . . . mail it if you like it . . . okay?”

Then he left for the office.

The card was written in Tony’s illegible hieroglyphics but after the second go, I was able to crack the code.

Dear Margaret:

Wonderful meeting you. Splendid food. Splendid chat. And tell your husband I did so enjoy our head-to-head on matters political. I do hope it didn’t get too heated for all concerned. I plead “in vino stupidus.” But what is life without a spirited argument?

Hope to repay the hospitality soon.

Yrs . . .

Naturally, I mailed it. Naturally, Margaret phoned me the next morning when it arrived and said, “May I speak my mind?”

“Go on . . .”

“Well, as far as I’m concerned, his note gives new meaning to the expression ‘charming bastard.’ But I’m sure I’ve spoken out of turn.”

It didn’t bother me. Because Margaret had articulated another emerging truth about Tony—he had a cantankerous underside . . . one that he largely kept hidden from view, but which could make a sudden, unexpected appearance, only to vanish from view again. It might just be a fast, angry comment about a colleague on the paper, or a long exasperated silence if I started going on a little too much about house-hunting matters. Then, a few minutes later, he’d act as if nothing had happened.

“Hey, everyone gets a little moody, right?” Sandy said when I told her about my husband’s periodic dark moments. “And when you think of the changes you guys are having to deal with . . .”

“You’re right, you’re right,” I said.

“I mean, it’s not like you’ve discovered he’s bipolar.”

“Hardly.”

“And you’re not exactly fighting all the time.”

“We rarely fight.”

“And he doesn’t have fangs or sleep in a coffin?”

“No—but I am keeping a clove of garlic and a crucifix handy under the bed.”

“Good marital practice. But hey, from where I sit, it sounds like you’re basically not doing too badly for the first couple of months of marriage . . . which is usually the time when you think you’ve made the worst mistake of your life.”

I certainly didn’t feel that. I just wished Tony could be a little more articulate about what he was really feeling.

Only I suddenly didn’t have enough time on my hands to consider my feelings about our newfangled life together. Because two days after the dinner with Margaret, our offer on the house was accepted. After we paid the deposit, it was I who organized the housing survey, and arranged the mortgage, and found a contractor for the loft and the extensive decorative work, and chose fabrics and colors, and did time at IKEA and Habitat and Heals, and also haggled with plumbers and painters. In between all these nest-building endeavors, I also happened to be dealing with my ever-expanding pregnancy—which, now that the morning sickness was long over, had turned into less of a discomfort than I had expected.

Once again, Margaret had been brilliant when it came to answering my constant spate of questions about the state of being pregnant. She also gave me the lowdown on eventually finding a nanny once my maternity leave was over and I was back at work. And she also explained the workings of the National Health Service, and how to register myself at my local doctor’s office in Putney. It turned out to be a group practice, where the receptionist made me fill out assorted forms and then informed me that I had been assigned to a certain Dr. Sheila McCoy.

“You mean I can’t choose my own doctor?” I asked the receptionist.

“Course you can. Any doctor in the surgery you like. So if you don’t want to see Dr. McCoy . . .”

“I didn’t say that. I just don’t know if she’s the right doctor for me.”

“Well, how will you know until you’ve seen her?” she asked.

I couldn’t argue with that logic but, as it turned out, I did like Dr. McCoy—a pleasant, no-nonsense Irish woman in her forties. She saw me a few days later, asked a lot of thorough, no-nonsense questions, and informed me that I would be “assigned” an obstetrician . . . and if I didn’t mind crossing the river into Fulham, she was going to place me under the care of a man named Hughes.

“Very senior, very respected, with rooms in Harley Street—and he does his NHS work out of the Mattingly . . . which I think you’ll like, as it’s one of the newest hospitals in London.”

When I mentioned this last comment to Margaret, she laughed.

“That’s her way of telling you she doesn’t want to horrify you and your need for newness by sending you to one of the grimmer Victorian hospitals around town.”

“Why did she think I had a need for newness?”

“Because you’re a Yank. And we’re supposed to like everything new and shiny. Or, at least, that’s what everyone over here thinks. But hey, when it comes to hospitals, give me new and shiny any day.”

“I’m not exactly thrilled either about being ‘assigned’ an obstetrician. Do you think this guy Hughes is some second-rater?”

“Well, your GP told you he has rooms on Harley Street . . .”

“Makes him sound like a slumlord, doesn’t it?”

“Tell me about it. I mean, the first time I heard my doctor’s office over here referred to as a surgery . . .”

“You thought that’s where they operate as well?”

“What can I say? I’m a new, shiny American. But listen, Harley Street is the place for all the big-deal specialists in town. And all those guys do NHS work as well—so you’ve probably landed yourself a top ob-gyn. Anyway, you’re better off having the kid on the NHS. The doctors are the same, and the care’s probably better . . . especially if anything goes wrong. Just don’t eat the food.”

Certainly, there was nothing new or shiny about Mr. Desmond Hughes. When I met him a week later at an office in the Mattingly Hospital, I was immediately struck by his reediness, his beaklike nose, his crisp, practical demeanor, and the fact that, like all British consultants, he was never referred to as Dr. (as I later learned, in this country all surgeons were traditionally called Mr.—because, back in less medically advanced times, they weren’t considered proper doctors; rather, high-end butchers). Hughes was also a testament to the excellence of British tailoring, as he was dressed in an exquisitely cut chalk-stripe suit, a light-blue shirt with impressive French cuffs, and a black polka-dot tie. Our first consultation was a brisk one. He ordered a scan, he requested blood, he felt around my stomach, he told me that everything seemed “to be going according to plan.”

I was a little surprised that he didn’t ask me any specific questions about my physical state (beside a general: “Everything seem all right?”). So when we reached the end of this brief consultation, I raised this point. Politely, of course.

“Don’t you want to know about my morning sickness?” I asked.

“Are you suffering from it?”

“Not anymore . . .”

He looked at me quizzically.

“Then morning sickness isn’t an issue now?”

“But should I be worried that I occasionally feel nauseous?”

“By ‘occasionally’ you mean . . . ?”

“Two or three times a week.”

“But you’re never physically sick?”

“No . . . just a hint of nausea.”

“Well then, I’d take that to mean that, periodically, you feel nauseous.”

“Nothing more than that?”

He patted me on the hand. “It’s hardly sinister. Your body’s going through a bit of a change right now. Anything else troubling you?”

I shook my head, feeling gently (but, oh-so-firmly) chastised.

“Very good then,” he said, shutting my file and standing up. “See you again in a few weeks. And . . . uhm . . . you’re working, yes?”

“That’s right. I’m a journalist.”

“That’s nice. But you do look a little peaky—so don’t overdo it, eh?”

Later that evening, when I related this entire conversation to Tony, he laughed.

“Now you’ve just discovered two general truths about Harley Street specialists: they hate all questions, and they always patronize you.”

Still, Hughes rightly observed one thing: I was tired. This wasn’t merely due to the pregnancy, but also to the manifold pressures of trying to find the house, arrange all the building work, and simultaneously feel my way into London. The first four weeks evaporated in a preoccupied blur. Then, my initial month in London was over . . . and I had to start work again.

The Boston Post’s office was nothing more than a room in the Reuters building on Fleet Street. My fellow correspondent was a twenty-six-year-old guy named Andrew DeJarnette Hamilton. He signed his copy A. D. Hamilton, and was the sort of aging preppie who somehow managed to lace every conversation with the fact that he’d been to Harvard, and also let it be known that he considered our newspaper to be a mere staging post for his triumphant ascendancy to the New York Times or the Washington Post. Worse yet, he was one of those determined Anglophiles who’d allowed their vowels to become a little too languid, and who had started to dress in pink Jermyn Street shirts. And he was also the sort of East Coast snot who made the same sort of disdainful noises about my grubby home town of Worcester as that fat little twerp Wilson had done about Tony’s suburban place of birth. But given that A. D. Hamilton and I were stuck with each other in a small office, I simply decided to work very hard at ignoring him. At least, we did agree that I would handle most of the sociopolitical stuff, whereas he would corner the market on culture, lifestyle, and any celebrity profiles he could sell to the editor back in Boston. This enabled me to be out of the office on a regular basis—and to start the long, laborious task of making contacts at Westminster, while also attempting to fathom Britain’s byzantine social structure. There was also the little problem of language—and the way the wrong choice of words could lead to misconstrued meanings. Because, as Tony was fond of noting, every conversation or social interaction in Britain was underscored by the complexities of class.

I even wrote a short, moderately humorous piece for the paper, entitled “When a Napkin Is Definitely Not a Serviette”—in which I explained the loadedness of language on this island. A. D. Hamilton went ballistic when he read the article, accusing me of usurping his territory.

“I’m the cultural chap in our bureau,” he said.

“True—but as my piece was about the nuances of class, it was a political piece. And as I am the political chapette in this bureau . . .”

“You should check with me in the future before writing something like that.”

“You’re not the bureau chief, pal.”

“But I am the senior correspondent here.”

“Oh, please. I have far more seniority on the paper than you do.”

“And I have been at this bureau for two years, which means that I have higher rank in London.”

“Sorry, but I don’t answer to little boys.”

After this exchange, A. D. Hamilton and I went out of our ways to avoid each other. This wasn’t as difficult as I imagined, because Tony and I had to vacate the company apartment in Wapping and move into Sefton Street. I decided to start filing most of my stories from home, using my advanced pregnancy as an excuse for working from Putney. Not that chez nous was the most ideal place to write, as the interior of the house was under construction. The carpets had been pulled up and the floors partially sanded, but they still needed sealing and staining. The living room was being replastered. All the new cabinets and appliances had been installed in the kitchen, but the floor below was chilly concrete. The living room was a catastrophe. Ditto the attic—the conversion of which would now be delayed, as the contractor had been called back to Belfast to deal with his dying mother. At least the decorators had made the nursery their first priority, finishing it during our second week of residency. And thanks to Margaret and Sandy, I had found out which crib and bassinet to buy, not to mention all the other baby paraphernalia. So the stripped pine crib (or “cot” as they called it here) matched well with the pink starry wallpaper—and there was a changing mat and a playpen already in position, ready for use. But no such attention had been lavished on the guest room, which was piled high with boxes. Similarly our own master bathroom lacked a few necessities like wall and floor tiles. And though our bedroom had been painted, we were still waiting for the wardrobes to be fitted, which meant that the room was cluttered with assorted clothes racks.

In other words, the house was a testament to builders’ delays and general domestic chaos—and possibly one of the reasons I wasn’t seeing much of Tony right now. Mind you, he was fantastically busy—he never seemed to get his pages to bed before eight most evenings—and, in this early phase of his new job, he was also having to stay out late schmoozing with his staff, or work the phones, talking with his assorted correspondents around the planet. But though I accepted his preoccupation with his job, it still bothered me that he dodged any responsibility when it came to dealing with the builders and decorators.

“But you Americans are so much better at threatening people,” he said.

I didn’t find this comment wildly amusing. But I decided to ignore it, instead saying, “We should get together with some of your friends.”

“You’re not suggesting having them over, are you?” Tony asked, looking at our half-finished jumble of a kitchen.

“You know, darling—I may be dumb, but I’m not stupid.”

“I’m not suggesting you are,” he said lightly.

“And I certainly wasn’t proposing that we bring them into this disaster area. But it would be nice to see some of the people we met when we came up from Cairo.”

Tony shrugged.

“Sure, if you want to.”

“Your enthusiasm is spectacular.”

“Listen, if you feel like ringing them up, then by all means ring them up.”

“But wouldn’t it be best if the invitation came from you?”

“The invitation to what?”

“To go out and do something. I mean, we live in this amazing cultural capital, right? Best theater in the world. Best classical music. Great art. And we’ve both been so bound up in work and this damn house that we haven’t had a chance to see any of it . . .”

“You really want to go to the theater?” he asked, phrasing the question in such a way that it sounded like I had just suggested joining some wacked-out religious cult.

“Yes, I do.”

“Not my thing, actually.”

“But might it be Kate and Roger’s thing?” I asked, mentioning the couple who had had us over for dinner that first time we were together in London.

“I suppose you could ask them,” he said, a little undercurrent of exasperation entering his voice, an undercurrent that had started to make a regular appearance whenever I said something that . . . well, I suppose, exasperated him.

But I still called Kate Medford the next day. I got her voicemail, and left a pleasant message, saying how Tony and I were settled in London, how I had become a huge fan of her program on Radio 4, and how we’d both love to see them. It took about four days for her to get back to me. But when she did, she was most friendly—in a rushed sort of way.

“How lovely to hear from you,” she said, the crackly line hinting that she was talking to me on her cell phone. “Heard you’d made the move here with Tony.”

“And maybe you also heard that we’ve a baby due in just over three months.”

“Yes, the bush telegraph certainly picked up that piece of news. Congratulations—I’m so pleased for you both.”

“Thank you.”

“And I suppose Tony will eventually adjust to life in Wapping.”

This stopped me short. “You’ve been speaking to Tony?”

“We had lunch last week. Didn’t he mention it?”

“My brain’s so elsewhere these days,” I lied, “what with the job and pregnancy and trying to get the house . . .”

“Ah yes, the house. Putney, I hear.”

“That’s right.”

“Tony Hobbs in Putney. Who would have believed it.”

“Roger well?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Desperately busy, as always. And you? Settling in?”

“Getting there. But listen . . . our house is still in no fit state for livestock, let alone friends . . .”

She laughed. I continued.

“Maybe we could all meet up one night, go to the theater, perhaps . . .”

“The theater?” she said, rolling that one around on her tongue. “I can’t remember the last time we did that . . .”

“It was just a suggestion,” I said, hating the embarrassed tone creeping into my voice.

“And a lovely one too. It’s just we’re both so busy right now. But it would be lovely to see you. Perhaps we could do Sunday lunch sometime soon.”

“That would be great.”

“Well, let me have a chat with Roger and get back to you. Must fly now. So glad you’re settling in. Bye.”

And our conversation was terminated.

When Tony finally got home that night—well after ten o’clock—I said, “I didn’t know you had lunch with Kate Medford last week.”

He poured himself a vodka and said, “Yes. I had lunch with Kate last week.”

“But why didn’t you tell me?”

“Am I supposed to tell you these things?” he asked mildly.

“It’s just . . . you knew I was planning to call her to ask about the four of us going out . . .”

“So?”

“But when I mentioned it a few days ago, you acted like you hadn’t heard from her since we’d moved to London.”

“Did I?” he said, the tone still temperate. After the merest of pauses, he smiled and asked, “So what did Kate say to your idea of an evening at the theater?”

“She suggested Sunday lunch,” I said, my voice even, my smile fixed.

“Did she? How nice,” he said.

A few days later, I did go to the theater . . . with Margaret. We saw a very well acted, very well directed, and very long revival of Ibsen’s Rosmersholm at the National. It was an evening performance—and had come at the end of a day that started with the arrival of plasterers at eight AM, and finished with me filing two stories and just making it across the river right before the curtain went up. The production had received very flattering reviews—which is why I chose it. But about twenty minutes in, I realized I had let myself and Margaret in for an extended three-hour sojourn through some serious Scandinavian gloom. At the intermission, Margaret turned to me and said, “Well, this really is a toe-tapper.”

Then, halfway through the second act, I fell fast asleep—only waking with a jolt when the applause came for the curtain call.

“What happened at the end?” I asked Margaret as we left the theater.

“The husband and wife jumped off a bridge and killed themselves.”

“Really?” I said, genuinely aghast. “Why?”

“Oh, you know—winter in Norway, nothing better to do . . .”

“Thank God I didn’t bring Tony. He would have filed for divorce on the spot.”

“Not a big Ibsen fan, your husband?”

“Doesn’t want anything at all to do with culture. Which is, in my experience, a typical journalist philistine thing. I mean, I suggested going to a play with a couple of friends of his . . .”

Then I recounted my conversation with Tony and my subsequent call from Kate Medford.

“I promise you, she won’t get back to you for at least four months,” Margaret said when I finished telling her the story. “Then, out of the blue, you’ll get this call. She’ll sound all friendly, talk about how ‘frightfully busy’ she’s been, and how she’d just love to see you and Tony and the baby, and might you be free for Sunday lunch six weeks from now? And you’ll think to yourself: is this how it works here? . . . and is she only doing this because she feels obliged to do this? And the answer to both questions will be a big resounding yes. Because even your good friends here are, to a certain degree, standoffish. Not because they don’t want to be around you . . . but because they think they shouldn’t be disturbing you, and also because you probably don’t really want to hear too much from them. And no matter how much you try to convince them otherwise, that edge of reticence will be there. Because that’s how it is here. The English need a year or two to acclimatize to your presence before they decide to be friends. When they are friends, they are friends, but they will still keep their distance. Everyone in this country is taught to do that from a very early age.”

“None of my neighbors have bothered to introduce themselves.”

“They never do.”

“And people are so abrupt with each other in shops.”

Margaret grinned a big grin.

“Oh, you’ve noticed that, have you?”

Indeed, I had—particularly in the form of the guy who ran my local news shop. His name was Mr. Noor—and he was always having a bad day. In the weeks that I’d been buying the morning papers at his shop, I’d never known him to ever favor me (or any other customer) with a smile. I had tried many times to force a grin out of him, or to at least engage him in a basic, yet civil conversation. But he had steadfastly refused to budge from his position of ongoing misanthropy. And the journalist in me always wondered what was the root cause of his unpleasantness. A brutal childhood in Lahore? A father who beat him senseless for the slightest infraction? Or maybe it was the sense of dislocation that came with being yanked out of Pakistan and dropped into the chilly dankness of London in the mid-seventies—whereupon he discovered he was a Paki, a wog, a permanent outsider in a society that despised his presence.

Of course, when I once articulated a version of this scenario to Karim—the guy who ran the corner shop next to Mr. Noor’s shop—I was greeted with serious laughter.

“The man’s never been to Pakistan in his life,” Karim told me. “And don’t think it’s something you’ve done that’s made him treat you the way he does. He does it with everybody. And it’s nothing to do with nothing. He’s a miserable git, that’s all.”

Unlike Mr. Noor, Karim always seemed to be having a good day. Even on the bleakest of mornings—when it had been raining nonstop for a week, and the temperature was just above freezing, and everyone was wondering if the sun would ever emerge again—Karim somehow managed to maintain a pleasant public face. Maybe this was something to do with the fact that he and his older brother, Faisal, were already successful businessmen, with two other shops in this corner of South London and plenty of plans afoot for further expansion. And I wondered whether his innate optimism and affability were rooted in the fact that, though a native Brit, he had aspirations—and a curiously American sense of confidence.

But on the morning after my Ibsen night out with Margaret, I didn’t need anything from Karim’s shop—so my first public contact of the day was with Mr.-Bloody-Noor. As usual, he was in sparkling form. Approaching his cash register with my Chronicle and my Independent in hand, I said, “And how are you today, Mr. Noor?”

He avoided my eyes, and replied, “One pound ten.”

I didn’t hand him the money. Instead I looked directly at him and repeated my question, “And how are you today, Mr. Noor?”

“One pound ten,” he said, sounding annoyed.

I kept smiling, determined to get a response out of him.

“Are you keeping well, Mr. Noor?”

He just stuck his hand out for the money. I repeated my question again.

“Are you keeping well, Mr. Noor?”

He exhaled loudly.

“I am fine.”

I graced him with a very large smile.

“Delighted to hear it.”

I handed over my money, and nodded good-bye. Behind me was a woman in her forties, waiting to pay for the Guardian she held in her hand. As soon as I left the shop, she caught up with me.

“Well done, you,” she said. “He’s had that coming to him for years.”

She proffered her hand.

“Julia Frank. You live at number twenty-seven, don’t you?”

“That’s right,” I said, and introduced myself.

“Well, I’m just across the road at number thirty-two. Nice to meet you.”

I would have lingered, trying to engage her in a chat, if I hadn’t been late for an interview with a former IRA man turned novelist, so I simply said, “Drop over sometime.” She replied with a pleasant smile . . . which may have been her way of indicating yes, or just another example of the maddening reticence of this city. But the very fact that she stopped to introduce herself (and to compliment me on standing up to Mr. Charm School) kept me buoyed for most of the day.

“So a neighbor actually spoke with you?” Sandy said when I called her later that day. “I’m surprised I didn’t see a news flash about it on CNN.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty momentous stuff. And get this—the sun was even out today.”

“Good God, what next? Don’t tell me somebody smiled at you on the street?”

“Actually, somebody did. It was on the towpath by the river. A man walking his dog.”

“What kind of dog?”

“A golden retriever.”

“They usually have nice owners.”

“I’ll take your word for it. But you would not believe how pleasant that path by the river can be. And it’s only three minutes from my door. And I know it’s not a big damn deal, but while I was strolling by the Thames, I found myself thinking maybe I’m going to find my footing here after all.”

That evening, I expressed similar sentiments to Tony after I saw him glancing around the builders’ debris amid which we were living.

“Don’t despair,” I said, “it will all get finished eventually.”

“I’m not despairing,” he said, sounding forlorn.

“This will be a wonderful house.”

“I’m sure it will be.”

“Come on, Tony. Things will get better.”

“Everything’s fine,” he said, his voice drained of enthusiasm.

“I wish I could believe you mean that,” I said.

“I do mean it.”

With that, he drifted off into another room.

But then, at five that morning, I woke up to discover that everything wasn’t fine.

Because my body was suddenly playing strange games with me.

And in those first few bewildering moments when the realization hit that something was very wrong, I bumped into an emotion I hadn’t encountered for years.

Fear.


FOUR

IT WAS AS if I had been attacked during the night by a battalion of bedbugs. Suddenly, every corner of my skin felt as if it was inflamed by what could only be described as a virulent itch—which no amount of scratching could relieve.

“I don’t see any rash,” Tony said after he discovered me naked in our bathroom, scraping my skin with my fingernails.

“I’m not making this up,” I said angrily, thinking that he was accusing me of falling into some psychosomatic state.

“I’m not saying you are. It’s just . . .”

I turned and stared at myself in the mirror. He was right. The only marks on my skin were those made by my frantic clawing.

Tony ran me a hot bath and helped me into it. The scalding water was momentarily agonizing—but once I adjusted to its extreme heat, it had a balming effect. Tony sat down beside the bath, held my hand, and told me another of his amusing war stories—how he contracted head lice while covering some tribal skirmish in Eritrea, and had to get his head shaved by a local village barber.

“The man did it with the dirtiest straight-edge razor imaginable. And, wouldn’t you know it, he didn’t have the steadiest hand—so by the time he was done, not only was I bald, but I looked like I needed stitches. Even then—having had every last hair scraped away—my head still itched like a bastard. Which is when the barber wrapped my head in a boiling hot towel. Cured the itching immediately—and also gave me first-degree burns.”

I ran my fingers through his hair, so pleased to have him sitting here with me, holding my hand, getting me through all this. When I finally emerged from the bath an hour later, the itching was gone. Tony couldn’t have been sweeter. He dried me with a towel. He dusted me with baby powder. He put me back to bed. And I did fall fast asleep again, waking with a start at noon—as the itching started over again.

At first, I thought I was still in the middle of some hyperactive dream—like one of those falling nightmares where you know you’re plunging into a ravine, until you hit the pillow. Even before I snapped into consciousness, I was certain that another pestilent squad of insects had taken up residency beneath my skin. But the itching had doubled in intensity since last night. I felt sheer unadulterated panic. Dashing into the bathroom, I stripped off my pajama bottom and T-shirt, and checked myself all over for blotchy rashes or any other signs of epidermal inflammation—especially around my bulging belly. Nothing. So I ran another very hot bath and fell into it. Like last night, the scalding water had an immediate salutary effect—scorching my skin into a kind of numbness that deadened the all-pervasive itch.

But as soon as I hauled myself out of the bath an hour later, the itch started again. Now I was genuinely spooked. I rubbed myself down with baby powder. It only intensified the discomfort. So I turned on the taps for another hot bath. Once more I scalded myself, and was consumed by itching as soon as I stepped out of it again.

I threw on a bathrobe. I called Margaret.

“I think I’m going out of my skull,” I told her—and then explained the war taking place beneath my skin, and how I was worried it might all be in my mind.

“If you’re really itching like that, it can’t be psychosomatic,” Margaret said.

“But there’s nothing showing.”

“Maybe you have an internal rash.”

“Is there such a thing?”

“I’m no quack—so how the hell do I know. But if I were you, I’d stop being a Christian Scientist about this, and get to a doctor fast.”

I heeded Margaret’s advice and called the local surgery. But my doctor was booked up for the afternoon, so they found me an appointment with a Dr. Rodgers: a dry-as-dust GP in his late forties, with thinning hair and a chilly bedside manner. He asked me to take off my clothes. He gave my skin a cursory inspection. He told me to get dressed again and gave me his diagnosis: I was probably having a subclinical allergic reaction to something I ate. But when I explained that I hadn’t eaten anything out of the ordinary for the past few days, he said, “Well, pregnancy always makes the body react in odd ways.”

“But the itching is driving me nuts.”

“Give it another twenty-four hours.”

“Isn’t there anything you can prescribe to stop it?”

“If nothing is visible on the skin, not really. Try aspirin—or ibuprofen—if the pain gets too much.”

When I related all this to Margaret half an hour later, she became belligerent.

“Typical English quack. Take two aspirin and stiffen your upper lip.”

“My usual GP is much better.”

“Then get back on the phone and demand to see her. Better yet, insist that she make a house call. They will do that, if coerced.”

“Maybe he’s right. Maybe it is some minor allergic reaction . . .”

“What is this? After just a couple of months in London, you’re already adopting a ‘grin and bear it’ attitude?”

In a way, Margaret was right. I didn’t want to whine about my condition—especially as it wasn’t my nature to get sick, let alone break out in manic itches. So I tried to busy myself by unpacking several boxes of books, and attempting to read a few back issues of the New Yorker. I resisted the temptation to call Tony at the paper and tell him just how bad I was feeling. Eventually I stripped off all my clothes again and started scratching my skin so hard that I actually began to bleed around my shoulders. I took refuge in the bathroom. I let out a scream of sheer, unequivocal frustration and pain as I waited for the bath to fill. After scalding myself for the third time, I finally called Tony at the paper, saying, “I think I’m in real trouble here.”

“Then I’m on my way.”

He was back within the hour. He found me shivering in the bath, even though the water was still near boiling. He got me dressed. He helped me into the car and drove straight across Wandsworth Bridge, then up the Fulham Road, and parked right opposite the Mattingly Hospital. We were inside the emergency room within moments—and when Tony saw that the waiting room was packed, he had a word with the triage nurse, insisting that, as I was pregnant, I should be seen straightaway.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait, like everyone else here.”

Tony tried to protest, but the nurse was having none of it.

“Sir, please sit down. You can’t jump the queue unless . . .”

At that very moment, I supplied the unless, as the constant itch suddenly transformed into a major convulsion. Before I knew what was happening, I pitched forward and the world went black.

When I came to, I was stretched out in a steel hospital bed, with several intravenous lines protruding from my arms. I felt insanely groggy—as if I had just emerged from a deep narcotic sleep. For a moment or two, the thought struck me: where am I? Until the world came into focus and I found myself in a long ward—one of a dozen or so women, enveloped by tubes, respiratory machines, fetal monitors, and other medical paraphernalia. I managed to focus on the clock situated at the end of the ward: 3:23 PM . . . with a grayish light visible behind the thin hospital curtains. 3:23 PM? Tony and I had arrived at the hospital around eight last night. Could I have been out cold for . . . what? . . . seventeen hours?

I managed to summon up enough strength to push the call button by the side of the bed. As I did so, I involuntarily blinked for an instant and was suddenly visited by a huge wave of pain around the upper half of my face. I also became aware of the fact that my nose had been heavily taped. The area around my eyes also felt bruised and battered. I pressed the call button even harder. Eventually, a small Afro-Caribbean nurse arrived at my bedside. When I squinted to read her name tag—Howe—my face felt pulverized again.

“Welcome back,” she said with a quiet smile.

“What happened?”

The nurse reached for the chart at the end of the bed and read the notes.

“Seems you had a little fainting spell in reception. You’re lucky that nose of yours wasn’t broken. And you didn’t lose any teeth.”

“How about the baby?”

A long anxious silence as Nurse Howe scanned the notes again.

“No worries. The baby’s fine. But you . . . you are a cause for concern.”

“In what way?”

“Mr. Hughes, the consultant, will see you on his rounds this evening.”

“Will I lose the baby?”

She scanned the chart again, then said, “You’re suffering from a high blood pressure disorder. It could be preeclampsia—but we won’t know that until we’ve done some blood work and a urine test.”

“Can it jeopardize the pregnancy?”

“It can . . . but we’ll try to get it under control. And a lot is going to depend on you. You’d better be prepared to live a very quiet life for the next few weeks.”

Great. Just what I needed to hear. A wave of fatigue suddenly rolled over me. Maybe it was the drugs they’d been giving me. Maybe it was a reaction to my seventeen hours of unconsciousness. Or maybe it was a combination of the two, coupled with my newfound high blood pressure. Whatever it was, I suddenly felt devoid of energy. So drained and devitalized that I couldn’t even summon the strength to sit myself up. Because I had an urgent, desperate need to pee. But before I could articulate this need—before I could ask for a bedpan or assistance to the nearest toilet—the lower part of my body was suddenly enveloped in a warm, expansive pool of liquid.

“Oh fuck . . . ,” I said, my voice loud, desperate.

“It’s okay,” Nurse Howe said. Reaching for her walkie-talkie, she summoned assistance. Within moments, two large male orderlies were by the bed. One of them had a shaved head and sported an earring; the other was a thin wiry Sikh.

“So sorry, so sorry . . .” I managed to mutter as the two orderlies helped me sit up.

“Don’t you worry about it, darling,” the shaved head said. “Most natural thing in the world.”

“Never happened to me before,” I said as they lifted me off the sodden mattress and put me in a wheelchair. My hospital nightgown was stuck against my body.

“First time, really?” Shaved Head asked. “Ain’t you had a charmed life. Take my mate here. He pisses his pants all the time, don’t you?”

“Don’t listen to my colleague,” the Sikh said. “He needs to talk rubbish.”

“Colleague?” Shaved Head said. “Thought I was your mate.”

“Not when you accuse me of pants pissing,” the Sikh said, starting to wheel me down the ward. Shaved Head walked alongside him, their repartee nonstop.

“That’s the problem with you Sikhs—no sense of humor . . .”

“Oh I laugh all the time . . . when something is funny. But not when an oik . . .”

“You callin’ me an oik?”

“No, I am making a generalization about oiks. So, please, try not to take it so personally . . .”

“But if you is making a sweeping general . . .”

“If you are making a sweeping generalization . . .” the Sikh said, correcting him.

“Know who my friend . . . sorry, colleague . . . thinks he is?” Shaved Head asked me. “Bloody Henry Higgins.”

“And why can’t the English teach their children how to speak?” the Sikh said.

“Shut it.”

It was like listening to an old married couple in the midst of the sort of comic bicker that had been going on, nonstop, for twenty years. But I also realized that they were carrying on this banter for my benefit—to divert me from my humiliation, and stop me feeling like the bad little girl who’d wet herself and was now in a helpless state.

When we reached the bathroom, the two orderlies helped me out of the wheelchair, then positioned me standing up against the sink and waited with me until a nurse arrived. Once she showed up, they took their leave. She was a large cheery woman in her late forties with an accent that hinted at Yorkshire. She gently lifted the drenched nightgown over my head.

“Get you cleaned up in no time,” she said, while running a shallow warm bath. There was a mirror over the sink. I looked up and froze. The woman staring at me appeared to be a victim of domestic abuse. Her nose—shrouded in surgical Band-Aids—had swollen to twice its normal size and had turned a slightly purplish color. Both eyes had been blackened, and the areas around the eyelids were also discolored and puffy.

“A nose injury always appears worse than it is,” she said, immediately aware of my distress. “And it always clears up very quickly. Give it three, four days, and you’ll be back to your beautiful self.”

I had to laugh—not simply because I never considered myself beautiful . . . but also because, at the moment, I looked like I belonged in a freak show.

“American, are you?” she asked me.

I nodded.

“Never met an American I didn’t like,” she said. “Mind you, I’ve only met two Yanks in my entire life. What you doing living here?”

“My husband’s English.”

“Aren’t you a smart girl,” she said with a laugh.

She lowered me into the warm water and gently sponged me down, handing me the washcloth when it came to the area around my crotch. Then she helped me back up, dried me off, and dressed me in a clean nightgown. All the while, she kept up a steady stream of trivial chat. A very English way of dealing with an uncomfortable situation . . . and one that I liked. Because, in her own gruff way, she was actually being gentle with me.

By the time she wheeled me back to the ward, the soggy sheets had been stripped away and replaced with clean linen. As she helped me into bed, she said, “Don’t you worry about anything, luv. You’re going to be fine.”

I surrendered to the cool, starched sheets, relieved to be dry again. Nurse Howe came by, and informed me that a urine sample was needed.

“Been there, done that,” I said laughing.

I eased myself out of bed again and into the bathroom, filling a vial with what little pee I still had on reserve. Then, when I was back in bed, another nurse came by and drew a large hypodermic of blood. Nurse Howe returned to tell me that Tony had just called. She’d informed him that Mr. Hughes would be here at eight tonight, and suggested that he try to be at the hospital then.

“Your husband said he’d do his best, and was wondering how you were doing.”

“You didn’t tell him anything about me wetting the . . .”

“Don’t be daft,” Nurse Howe said with a small laugh, and then informed me that I shouldn’t get too cozy right now, as Mr. Hughes (having been alerted to my condition) had ordered an ultrasound prior to his arrival. Alarm bells began to ring between my ears.

“Then he does believe that the baby’s in danger?” I said.

“Thinking that does you no good . . .”

“I have to know if there’s a risk that I might mis—”

“There is a risk, if you keep getting yourself in an anxious state. The high blood pressure isn’t just due to physiological factors. It’s also related to stress. Which is why you fell on your face last night.”

“But if I’m just suffering from high blood pressure, why is he ordering an ultrasound?”

“He just wants to rule out . . .”

“Rule out what?” I demanded.

“It’s normal routine.”

This was hardly comforting. All during the ultrasound, I kept staring at the vague outline on the fetal monitor, asking the technician (an Australian woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty-three) if she could see if anything was untoward.

“No worries,” she said. “You’ll be fine.”

“But the baby . . . ?”

“There’s no need to get yourself so . . .”

But I didn’t hear the last part of that sentence, as the itching suddenly started again. Only this time, the area most affected was my midsection and my pelvis . . . exactly where the ultrasound gel had been smeared. Within the space of a minute, the itch was unbearable, and I found myself telling the technician that I needed to scratch my belly.

“Not a problem,” she said, removing the large ultrasound wand that she had been applying to my stomach. Immediately, I began to tear at my skin. The technician looked on, wide-eyed.

“Take it slow, eh?” she said.

“I can’t. It’s driving me crazy.”

“But you’re going to hurt yourself . . . and the baby.”

I pulled my hands away. The itching intensified. I bit so hard on my lip that it nearly bled. I snapped my eyes shut, but they began to sting. Suddenly, my face was awash with tears—the action of shutting my eyes provoking all the bruised muscles around the upper part of my face.

“Are you all right?” the technician asked.

“No.”

“Wait here for a sec,” she said. “And whatever you do, don’t scratch your belly again.”

It seemed to take an hour for her to get back to me—though, when I glanced at the clock, only five minutes had elapsed. But by the time the technician returned with Nurse Howe, I was gripping the sides of the bed, on the verge of screaming.

“Tell me . . .” Nurse Howe said. When I explained that I wanted to grate my stomach to pieces—or do anything else to make the itching stop—she examined me, then reached for a phone and issued some orders. She leaned over and clasped my arm.

“Help’s on the way.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Give you something to stop the itch.”

“But say it’s all in my head,” I said, my voice verging toward mild hysteria.

“You think it’s in your head?” Nurse Howe asked.

“I don’t know.”

“If you’re scratching like that, it’s not in your head.”

“You sure?”

She smiled and said, “You’re not the first pregnant lady to get an itch like this.”

An assistant nurse arrived, pushing a tray of medication. She cleaned off the ultrasound gel. Then, using what looked like a sterile paintbrush, she covered my stomach with a pink chalky substance—calamine lotion. It instantly alleviated the itch. Nurse Howe handed me two pills and a small cup of water.

“What are these?” I asked.

“A mild sedative.”

“I don’t need a sedative.”

“I think you do.”

“But I don’t want to be groggy when my husband gets here.”

“This won’t make you groggy. It will just calm you down.”

“But I am calm.”

Nurse Howe said nothing. Instead she deposited the two pills in my open palm, and handed me a glass of water. I reluctantly downed the pills and allowed myself to be helped into a wheelchair and transported back to the ward.

Tony arrived just before eight with a few newspapers under his arm and a grim bunch of flowers. The pills had taken full effect—and though Nurse Howe didn’t lie about the lack of grogginess, she didn’t say anything about the way they deadened all emotional agitation and left me feeling flat, benumbed, muffled . . . but also very aware of the way Tony was trying to mask his disquiet at the state of me.

“Do I look that awful?” I asked quietly as he approached the bed.

“Stop talking rubbish,” he said, leaning over to give me a peck on the head.

“You should’ve seen the other guy,” I said, then heard myself laugh a hollow laugh.

“After the way you pitched forward last night, I expected much worse.”

“That’s comforting to know. Why didn’t you call me today?”

“Because, according to the head nurse, you weren’t with us until after three.”

“But after three . . .”

“Conferences, deadlines, my pages to get out. It’s called work.”

“You mean, like me? I’m work to you now, right?”

Tony took a deep annoyed breath, a way of informing me that he wasn’t enjoying the route this conversation was taking. But despite my flattened drug-induced state, I still continued to play vexed. Because, right now, I felt so completely furious at everything and everyone—most especially, at the diffident man sitting on the edge of my bed, who had gotten me into this mess in the first place by knocking me up. The selfish shit. The little fucker. The . . .

And I thought these pills were supposed to smooth everything right out . . .

“You could ask me if the baby’s all right,” I said, my voice a paragon of tranquilized calm.

Another of Tony’s exasperated intakes of breath. No doubt, he was counting the minutes until he could flee this place and rid himself of me for another night. Then, if his luck held out, I might just fall on my face again tomorrow, and I’d be incarcerated for another couple of days.

“I have been worried about you, you know,” he said.

“Of course I know. Because you so radiate worry, Tony.”

“Is this what’s called ‘posttraumatic shock’?”

“Oh, that’s right. Try to write me off as Little Ms. Looney Tunes. Rue the day you met me.”

“What the hell do they have you on?”

A voice behind Tony said, “Valium, since you asked. And from what I’ve just overheard, it is not having the desired effect.”

Mr. Desmond Hughes stood at the edge of the bed, my chart in his hand, his bifocals resting on the extreme edge of his nose. I asked, “Is the baby all right, doctor?”

Mr. Hughes didn’t look up from the chart.

“And a very good evening to you, Mrs. Goodchild. And yes, all seems fine.” He turned toward Tony. “You must be Mr. Goodchild.”

“Tony Hobbs.”

“Oh, right,” Hughes said, the only acknowledgment of Tony’s name being the slightest of nods. Then he turned back to me and asked, “And how are we feeling tonight? Bit of a ropey twenty-four hours, I gather.”

“Tell me about the baby, doctor.”

“From what I could see on the ultrasound scans, no damage was done to the baby. Now I gather you were admitted suffering from cholestasis.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Chronic itching. Not uncommon among pregnant women . . . and it often arrives in tandem with preeclampsia, which, as you may know is . . .”

“High blood pressure?”

“Very good . . . though, clinically speaking, we prefer to call it a hypertension disorder. Now the good news is that preeclampsia is often characterized by a high level of uric acid. But your urine sample was relatively normal—which is why I consider you not to be suffering from preeclampsia. But your blood pressure is dangerously high. If left unchecked, it can be somewhat treacherous for both the mother and the child. Which is why I am putting you on a beta-blocker to stabilize your blood pressure, as well as an antihistamine called Piriton to relieve the cholestasis. And I would also like you to take five milligrams of Valium three times a day.”

“I’m not taking Valium again.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I don’t like it.”

“There are lots of things in life we don’t like, Mrs. Goodchild . . . even though they are beneficial . . .”

“You mean, like spinach . . . ?”

Tony coughed another of his nervous coughs. “Uh, Sally . . .”

“What?”

“If Mr. Hughes thinks that Valium will help you . . .”

“Help me?” I said. “All it does is gag me.”

“Really?” Mr. Hughes said.

“Very funny,” I said.

“I wasn’t trying to be amusing, Mrs. Goodchild . . .”

“It’s Ms. Goodchild,” I said. “He’s Hobbs, I’m Goodchild.”

A quick exchange of looks between Tony and the doctor. Oh God, why am I acting so weird?

“So sorry, Ms. Goodchild. And, of course, I can’t force you to take a substance that you don’t want to take. At the same time, however, it is my clinical opinion that it will alleviate a certain degree of stress . . .”

“Whereas it’s my on the spot opinion that the Valium is doing bad things to my head. So, no . . . I’m not touching the stuff again.”

“That is your prerogative—but do understand, I do think it is inadvisable.”

“Noted,” I said quietly.

“But you will take the Piriton?”

I nodded.

“Well, that’s something at least,” Hughes said. “And we’ll continue to treat the cholestasis with calamine lotion.”

“Fine,” I said again.

“Oh, one final thing,” Hughes said. “You must understand that high blood pressure is a most dangerous condition—and one which could cause you to lose the child. Which is why, until you have brought this pregnancy to term, you must essentially put yourself under no physical or emotional strain whatsoever.”

“By which you mean . . . ?” I asked.

“By which I mean that you cannot work until after—”

I cut him off.

“Can’t work? I’m a journalist—a correspondent. I’ve got responsibilities . . .”

“Yes, you do,” Hughes said, interrupting me. “Responsibilities to yourself and to your child. But though we will be able to partially treat your condition chemically, the fact of the matter is that only complete bed rest will ensure that you stay out of jeopardy. And that is why we’ll be keeping you in hospital for the duration . . .”

I stared at him, stunned.

“The duration of my pregnancy?” I asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“But that’s nearly three weeks from now. And I can’t just give up work . . .”

Tony put a steadying hand on my shoulder, stopping me from saying anything more.

“I’ll see you on my rounds tomorrow, Ms. Goodchild,” Hughes said. With another quick nod to Tony, he moved on to the next patient.

“I don’t believe it,” I said.

Tony just shrugged. “We’ll deal with it,” he said. Then he glanced at his watch and mentioned that he had to get back to the paper now.

“But I thought you’d already put your pages to bed?”

“I never said that. Anyway, while you were unconscious, the Russian deputy prime minister was exposed for his involvement in a kiddie porn ring, and a little war’s broken out among rival factions in Sierra Leone . . .”

“You have a man on the scene in Freetown?”

“A stringer. Jenkins. Not bad, for a lightweight. But if the thing blows up into a full-scale war, I think we’ll have to send one of our own.”

“Yourself, perhaps?”

“In my dreams.”

“If you want to go, go. Don’t let me stop you.”

“I wouldn’t, believe me.”

His tone was mild, but pointed. It was the first time he’d directly articulated his feelings of entrapment. Or, at least, that’s how it came across to me.

“Well, thank you for making that perfectly clear,” I said.

“You know what I’m saying here.”

“No, actually, I don’t.”

“I’m the foreign editor—and foreign editors don’t dispatch themselves off to cover a pissy little firefight in Sierra Leone. But they do have to go back to the office to get their pages to bed.”

“So go then. Don’t let me stop you.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said that tonight.”

He placed his gift of newspapers and wilting flowers on the bedside table. Then he gave me another perfunctory kiss on the forehead.

“I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I certainly hope so.”

“I’ll call you first thing in the morning, and see if I can get over here before work.”

But he didn’t call me. When I rang the house at eight-thirty, there was no answer. When I rang the paper at nine-thirty, Tony wasn’t at his desk. And when I tried his cell phone, I was connected with his voicemail. So I left a terse message: “I’m sitting here, already bored out of my mind, and I’m just wondering: where the hell are you? And why didn’t you answer the phone? Please call me ASAP, as I really would like to know the whereabouts of my husband.”

Around two hours later, the bedside phone rang. Tony sounded as neutral as Switzerland.

“Hello,” he said. “Sorry I wasn’t available earlier.”

“You know, I called you at home at eight-thirty this morning and discovered that nobody was home.”

“What’s today?”

“Wednesday.”

“And what do I do every Wednesday?”

I didn’t need to furnish him an answer, because he knew that I knew the answer: he had breakfast with the editor of the paper. A breakfast at the Savoy, which always started at nine. Which meant that Tony inevitably left home around eight. Idiot, idiot, idiot . . . why are you looking for trouble?

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Not to worry,” he said, his tone still so detached, almost uninvolved. “How are you doing?”

“Still feeling like shit. But the itch is under control, thanks to the calamine lotion.”

“That’s something, I guess. When are visiting hours?”

“Right now would work.”

“Well, I’m supposed to be lunching with the chap who skippers the Africa section at the foreign office but I can cancel.”

Immediately I wondered: now why didn’t he tell me about this lunch yesterday? Maybe he didn’t want to let me know, then and there, that he wouldn’t be able to visit in the morning. Maybe the lunch was a last-minute thing, given the situation in Sierra Leone. Or maybe . . . oh God, I don’t know. That was the growing problem with Tony: I didn’t know. He seemed to live behind a veil. Or was that just my hypertension fatigue kicking in, not to mention my cholestasis, and everything else that was now part and parcel of this wondrous pregnancy? Anyway, I wasn’t about to raise the emotional temperature again by kicking up a stink about his inability to get in here immediately. Because I wasn’t going anywhere.

“No need,” I said. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“You certain about that?” he asked me.

“I’ll phone Margaret, see if she can pay me a visit this afternoon.”

“Anything I can bring you?”

“Just pick up something nice at Marks and Spencer’s.”

“I shouldn’t be too late.”

“That’s good.”

Naturally, Margaret was at the hospital within a half hour of my call. She tried not to register shock when she saw me, but didn’t succeed.

“I just need to know one thing,” she said.

“No—Tony didn’t do this to me.”

“You don’t have to protect him, you know.”

“I’m not—honestly.” Then I told her about my charming little interaction with Hughes, and how I refused to become a citizen of Valium Nation.

“Damn right you should refuse that stuff,” she said, “if it’s giving you the heebie-jeebies.”

“Trust me to get aggressive on Valium.”

“How did Tony handle all this?”

“In a very English, very phlegmatic kind of way. Meanwhile, I’m quietly beginning to panic . . . not just at the thought of three weeks’ enforced bed rest in here, but also the realization that the paper isn’t going to like the fact that I’m out of action.”

“Surely the Post can’t let you go?”

“Want to put money on that? They’re financially strapped like every damn newspaper these days. Rumor has it that management has been thinking about cutting back on their foreign bureaus. And I’m certain that, with me out of the picture for the next few months, they’ll evict me without a moment’s thought.”

“But surely they’ll have to give you some sort of a settlement?”

“Not if I’m in London.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions.”

“No—I’m just being my usual Yankee realist self. Just as I also know that, between the mortgage and all the renovations, spare cash is going to be scarce.”

“Well then, let me do something to make your life in hospital a little easier. Let me pay for a private room in here for the next couple of weeks.”

“You’re allowed to upgrade to a private room?”

“I did when I had my kids on the NHS. It’s not even that expensive. Around forty pounds a night tops.”

“That’s still a lot of money over three weeks.”

“Let me worry about that. The point is: you need to be as stress-free as possible right now . . . and being in a room on your own will certainly aid the process.”

“True—but say my pride doesn’t like the idea of accepting charity from you?”

“It’s not charity. It’s a gift. A gift before I kiss this city good-bye.”

This stopped me short. “What are you talking about?” I asked.

“We’re being transferred back to New York. Alexander only heard the news yesterday.”

“When exactly?” I asked.

“Two weeks. There’s been a big shake-up at the firm and Alexander’s been made the senior partner heading up the litigation department. And since it’s mid-term at school, they’re shipping us all back in one go.”

I now felt anxious. Margaret was my one friend in London.

“Shit,” I said.

“That’s about the right word for it,” she said. “Because as much as I complain about London, I know I’m going to miss it as soon as we’re ensconced back in the ’burbs, and I turn into some soccer mom, and start to hate every other WASP I meet in Chappaqua, and keep wondering why everyone looks the same.”

“Can’t Alexander ask to stay on longer?”

“Not a chance. What the firm wants, the firm gets. Believe me, three weeks from now I am going to so envy you. Even though this town may be completely maddening, it’s always interesting.”

By the time Tony arrived at the hospital that evening, I had been transferred into a perfectly pleasant private room. But when my husband asked me how the upgrade came about—and I told him of Margaret’s largesse—his reaction was both abrupt and negative.

“And why the hell is she doing that?”

“It’s a gift. To me.”

“What did you do, plead poverty with her?” he asked.

I stared at him, wide-eyed.

“Tony, there’s no need for . . .”

“Well, did you?”

“Do you really think I would do something like that?”

“Well, she obviously felt so sorry for you that . . .”

“Like I said: it’s a gift. Her very kind way of helping me out . . .”

“We’re not accepting it.”

“But why?”

“Because I’m not accepting charity from some rich American—”

“This is not charity. She’s my friend and—”

“I’ll pay for it.”

“Tony, the bill is already settled. So what’s the big deal?”

Silence. I knew what the big deal was: Tony’s pride. Not that he was going to admit such a thing. Except to say, “I just wished you’d talked this over with me.”

“Well, I didn’t hear from you all day—and until I was moved in here, where there’s a phone by the bed, it was a little hard to get up to make calls. Especially when I’ve been ordered to hardly move.”

“How are you doing?”

“The itch is a little better. And there is a lot to be said for being out of that godforsaken ward.”

A pause. Tony evaded my gaze.

“How long did Margaret pay for the room?”

“Three weeks.”

“Well, I’ll cover anything after that.”

“Fine,” I said quietly, dodging the temptation to add, “Whatever makes you happy, Tony.” Instead I pointed to the Marks and Spencer bag in his hand and asked, “Dinner, I hope?”

Tony stayed an hour that night—long enough to watch me gobble down the sandwich and salad he brought me. He also informed me that he’d called A. D. Hamilton at the Post to explain that I had been rushed to hospital last night.

“I bet he sounded disconsolate,” I said.

“Well, he didn’t exactly radiate enormous concern . . .”

“You didn’t say anything about how I’d be out of commission for the next few weeks?” I asked.

“I’m not that dim.”

“I’m going to have to call the editor myself.”

“Give yourself a couple of days to feel a little better. You’re shattered.”

“You’re right. I am. And all I want right now is to fall asleep for the next three weeks, then wake up and discover that I’m no longer pregnant.”

“You’ll be fine,” he said.

“Sure—once I stop looking like a battered wife.”

“No one would believe the ‘battered wife’ thing anyway.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because you’re bigger than me.”

I managed a laugh, noting my husband’s ability to divert me with humor whenever we veered into argumentative terrain, or when he sensed that I was becoming overly exercised about something. But though I was concerned about plenty right now, I was also too tired to start a recitation of everything that was worrying me—from my physical state, to the fear I had of losing the child, to how the Post would react to my extended medical absence, not to mention such trivial domestic details as the state of our half-finished house. Instead, a wave of exhaustion seized me—and I told Tony that I’d best surrender to sleep. He gave me a somewhat perfunctory kiss on the head and said he’d drop by tomorrow morning before work.

“Grab every book you can find,” I said. “It’s going to be a long three weeks in here.”

Then I passed out for ten straight hours, waking just after dawn with that mixture of drowsy exultation and sheer amazement that I had slept so long. I got up. I wandered into the en suite bathroom. I glanced at the mangled face in the mirror. I felt something close to despair. I had a pee. The itching started again. I returned to my bed and called the nurse. She arrived and helped me pull up my nightgown, then painted my stomach with calamine lotion. I dropped two tabs of Piriton, and asked the nurse if it was possible to have a cup of tea and a slice or two of toast.

“No problem,” she said, heading off.

As I waited for breakfast to arrive, I stared out the window. No rain—but at 6:03 AM, it was still pitch black. I suddenly found myself thinking how, try as we might, we never really have much control over the trajectory of our lives. We can delude ourselves into believing that we’re the master captain, steering the course of our destiny . . . but the randomness of everything inevitably pushes us into places and situations where we never expect to find ourselves.

Like this one.

Tony arrived at nine that morning, bearing the morning papers, three books, and my laptop computer. We only had twenty minutes together, as he was rushing to get to the paper. Still, he was pleasant in a pressed-for-time way and happily made no further mention of our little disagreement about the private room business yesterday. He sat on the edge of the bed and took my hand. He asked all the right questions about how I was feeling. He seemed pleased to see me. And when I implored him to keep the pressure on the builders and the decorators (as the last thing I wanted was to walk back into a construction site with a baby in my arms), he assured me that he would make certain they were all kept on task.

When he left, I felt a decided twinge of jealousy. He was heading out into the workaday world, whereas I had been barred from doing anything productive. Complete bed rest. No physical activity whatsoever. Nothing stressful to send my blood pressure into higher stratospheric levels. For the first time in my adult life, I had been confined to quarters. And I was already bored with my incarceration.

Still, I did have one crucial piece of business to get out of the way. So later that morning, I wrote an email to Thomas Richardson, the editor of the Post, explaining my medical situation and how I would be out of action until the arrival of the baby. I also assured him that this was all due to circumstances beyond my control, that I would be back on the job as soon as my maternity leave was over, and that as someone who had spent all of her professional life chasing stories, I wasn’t taking very well to being corralled in a hospital room.

I read through the email several times, making certain I had struck the right tone, emphasizing the fact that I wanted to return to work ASAP. I also enclosed the phone number of the hospital, in case he’d like to speak with me. After I dispatched this, I punched out a short message to Sandy, explaining that Murphy’s Law had just been invoked on my pregnancy and detailing the fun-filled events of the past forty-eight hours. I also gave her the number at the Mattingly. “All phone calls gratefully accepted,” I wrote, “especially as I have been sentenced to three weeks in bed.”

I pressed send. Three hours later, the phone rang and I found my sister on the other end of it.

“Good God,” Sandy said, “you really do know how to have a complicated life.”

“Believe me, this wasn’t deliberate.”

“And you’ve also lost your famous sense of humor.”

“Now I wonder how that happened.”

“But don’t mess around with this. Preeclampsia is serious stuff.”

“It’s borderline preeclampsia.”

“It’s still pretty dangerous. So you’d better stop playing Action Girl for the first time in your life, and listen to what the doctor tells you. How’s Tony handling it?”

“Not badly.”

“Do I detect a note of uncertainty in your voice?”

“Perhaps. Then again, he is very busy.”

“By which you mean . . . ?”

“Nothing, nothing. I’m probably just overly sensitive to everything right now.”

“Try to take things easy, eh?”

“There’s not a lot else I can do.”

Later that afternoon, I received a call from Thomas Richardson’s secretary. She explained that he was away on business in New York for the next few days. But she had read him my email and he wanted me to know of his concern about my condition, and that I shouldn’t think about anything right now except getting better. When I asked if I could speak to Mr. Richardson personally after his return, she paused for a moment and said, “I’m certain he’ll be in touch.”

That comment bothered me all day. Later that evening, during Tony’s visit, I asked him if he detected anything sinister behind her response. He said, “You mean, why didn’t she come straight out and say: ‘I know he wants to fire you’?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“Because he probably isn’t planning to fire you.”

“But it was the way she said, ‘I’m certain he’ll be in touch.’ She made it sound so damn ominous.”

“Didn’t she also tell you that Richardson said you shouldn’t think about anything else right now?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“Well, he’s right. You shouldn’t think about all that. Because it won’t do you any good, and also because, even if something sinister is going on, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

That was the truth of the matter. I could do absolutely nothing right now, except lie in bed and wait for the child to arrive. It was the most curious, absurd sensation—being shut away and forced to do nothing. I had spent my entire working life filling just about every hour of every day, never allowing myself extended periods of good old-fashioned downtime, let alone a week or two of sheer unadulterated sloth. I always had to be active, always had to be accomplishing something—my workaholism underscored by a fear of slowing down, of losing momentum. It wasn’t as if this desire to keep on the move was rooted in some psychobabbly need to dodge self-examination or run away from the real me. I just liked being busy. I thrived on a sense of purpose—of having a shape and an objective to the day.

But now, time had suddenly ballooned. Removed from all professional and domestic demands, each day in hospital seemed far too roomy for my liking. There were no deadlines to make, no appointments to keep. Instead, the first week crept into the next. There was a steady stream of books to read. I could catch up on four months of back issues of the New Yorker. And I quickly became addicted to Radios 3 and 4, listening avidly to programs that grappled with obscure gardening questions, or presented a witty and informed discussion of every available version of Shostakovich’s Eleventh Symphony. There was a daily phone call from Sandy. Margaret—bless her—managed to make it down to the hospital four times a week. And Tony did come to see me every evening. His post-work arrival was one of the highlights of my otherwise prosaic hospital day. He’d always try to spend an hour—but often had to dash back to the office or head off for some professional dinner thing. If he didn’t seem otherwise preoccupied, he was amusing and reasonably affectionate. I knew that the guy was under a lot of pressure at the paper. And I knew that getting from Wapping to Fulham chewed up an hour of his time. And though he wouldn’t articulate this fact, I sensed that he was silently wondering what the hell he had landed himself in—how, in less than a year, his once autonomous life as a foreign correspondent had been transformed into one brimming with the same sort of workaday and domestic concerns that characterized most people’s lives. But he wanted this, right? He was the one who made all the convincing arguments about coming to London and setting up house together. And after my initial doubts, I fully embraced those arguments. Because I wanted to.

But now . . .

Now I still wanted all that. But I also wanted a sense of engagement from my husband—of shared mutual concerns. Yet any time I asked him if something was worrying him, he would do what he’d always do: assure me that “Everything’s fine.” And then he’d change the subject.

Still, when Tony was on form, he was the best company around. Until we had to talk about something domestic and serious. Like my situation with the Boston Post.

Around ten days after sending that initial email to Thomas Richardson, I was growing increasingly concerned that he had yet to call me—even though Margaret and Sandy both assured me that he didn’t want to disturb my convalescence.

“Why don’t you just concentrate on feeling better,” Sandy told me.

“But I am feeling better,” I said, telling the truth. Not only had the itching finally vanished, but I was regaining my equilibrium (and without the help of Valium). More tellingly, the beta-blockers were doing their job, as my blood pressure had gradually decreased—to the point where, by the end of the second week, it was only marginally above normal levels. This pleased Hughes enormously. When he saw me on his biweekly rounds—and glimpsed the new blood pressure levels on my chart—he told me that I seemed to be making “splendid progress.”

“You obviously have willed yourself better,” he said.

“I think it’s called all-American bloody-mindedness,” I said, a comment that elicited the smallest of laughs from Hughes.

“Whatever it is, your recovery is remarkable.”

“So you think that the pregnancy is no longer in the danger zone?”

“Now I didn’t exactly say that, did I? The fact remains that we now know that you are prone to hypertension. So we must be vigilant especially as you’re due so soon. And you must try to avoid any undue stress.”

“I’m doing my best.”

But then, two days later, Richardson called me.

“We’re all deeply concerned about your condition . . .” he said, starting off with his usual paternalistic patter.

“Well, all going well, I should be back on the job in six months tops—and that’s including the three months of maternity leave.”

There was a pause on the transatlantic phone line and I knew I was doomed.

“I’m afraid we’ve been forced to make a few changes in our overseas bureaus—our finance people have been insisting on some belt tightening. Which is why we’ve decided to turn London into a single-correspondent bureau. And since your health has put you out of the picture . . .”

“But, as I said, I will be back within six months.”

“A.D. is the senior correspondent in the bureau. More to the point, he is on the job now . . .”

And I was absolutely certain that A.D. had been plotting my downfall ever since I phoned in sick.

“Does this mean you’re firing me, Mr. Richardson?” I asked.

“Sally, please. We’re the Post, not some heartless multinational. We take care of our own. We’ll be paying you full salary for the next three months. Then if you want to rejoin us, a position will be made available to you.”

“In London?”

Another edgy transatlantic pause.

“As I said, the London bureau will now be staffed by only one correspondent.”

“Which means if I want a job, I’ll have to come back to Boston?”

“That’s right.”

“But you know that’s impossible for me right now. I mean, I’m only married a few months, and as I am having a baby . . .”

“Sally, I do understand your situation. But you have to understand mine. It was your decision to move to London—and we accommodated that decision. Now you need to take an extended period of health leave, and not only are we willing to pay you in full for three months, but also guarantee you a job when you can work again. The fact that the job won’t be in London . . . well, all I can say is: circumstances change.”

I ended the call politely, thanking him for the three months’ pay, and saying that I’d have to think about his offer—even though we both knew that there was no way I’d be accepting it. Which, in turn, meant that I had just been let go by my employer of the last sixteen years.

Tony was pleased to hear that, at least, I’d be able to help with the mortgage for the next few months. But I quietly worried about how, after my Post money stopped, we’d be able to manage all our manifold expenses on one income.

“We’ll work it out” was his less-than-reassuring reply.

Margaret also told me to stop worrying about the money problem.

“Given the number of newspapers in this town, I’m sure you can eventually find some freelance work. But only when it becomes necessary. Tony’s right—you do have three months’ grace. Right now, you should only be thinking about getting through the next week. You’re going to have enough to cope with once the baby arrives. On which note, I don’t suppose I could interest you in a cleaner? Her name’s Cha, she’s been with us for the entire time we’ve been in London, she’s completely brilliant at what she does, and is now looking for additional work. So . . .”

“Give me her number and I’ll talk it over with Tony. I’ll also need to review the domestic budget before . . .”

“Let me pay for her.”

“No way. After arranging the private room for me you’re making me feel like a ‘Help the Needy’ case.”

“Hey, I’m a sucker for good causes.”

“I can’t accept it.”

“Well, you’re going to have to. Because it’s my going-away gift to you. Six months of Cha, twice a week. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Six months? You’re crazy.”

“Nah—just rich,” she said with a laugh.

“I’m embarrassed.”

“That’s dumb.”

“I’ll have to talk it over with Tony.”

“He doesn’t have to know that it’s a gift.”

“I prefer being straight with him. Especially about something like this. I mean, he wasn’t exactly pleased to learn that you paid for the private room.”

“Well, in my experience, ‘being straight’ is never the shrewdest marital strategy . . . especially when the male ego is involved.”

“Whether he accepts the gift or not, you’ve been the best friend imaginable. And you shouldn’t be leaving.”

“This is the problem of being a corporate wife. Those who pay you the big bucks also dictate where you live. I think it’s what’s called a Faustian bargain.”

“You’re my one pal here.”

“As I told you, that will change . . . eventually. And hey, I’ll always be at the end of a phone line if you need an ear to scream into . . . though, given that it’s me who’ll be drowning in the vanilla confines of Westchester County, it’s you who’ll be receiving the hysterical transatlantic phone calls.”

She left town two days later. That evening, I finally got up the nerve to inform Tony about Margaret’s good-bye gift.

“You cannot be serious,” he said, sounding annoyed.

“Like I said, it was her idea.”

“I wish I could believe that.”

“Do you actually think I’d do something as tacky as talking her into giving us a cleaner for six months?”

“It’s just a little coincidental, especially after . . .”

“I know, I know—she paid for this damn room. And you can’t stand the idea of somebody actually making my life a little easier by . . .”

“That’s not the point—and you know it.”

“Then what is the point, Tony?”

“We can well afford to pay for a bloody cleaner, that’s all.”

“You don’t think Margaret knows that? This was merely a gift. And yes, it was a far too generous one—which is why I said I wouldn’t accept it until I talked it over with you. Because I had a little suspicion that you’d react exactly like this.”

Pause. He avoided my angry gaze.

“What’s the cleaner’s name?” he asked.

I handed him the piece of paper on which Margaret had written Cha’s name and her contact number.

“I’ll call her and arrange for her to start next week. At our expense.”

I said nothing. Eventually he spoke again. “The editor would like me to go to the Hague tomorrow. Just a fast overnight trip to do a piece about the war crimes tribunal. I know you’re due any moment. But it’s just the Hague. Can be back here in an hour, if need be.”

“Sure,” I said tonelessly. “Go.”

“Thanks.”

Then he changed the subject and told me a rather entertaining story about a colleague at the paper who’d been caught fiddling his expenses. I fought the temptation to show my amusement, as I was still smarting after our little exchange . . . and didn’t like the fact that, once again, Tony was up to his usual “mollify her with humor” tricks. When I didn’t respond to the story, he said, “What’s with the indignant face?”

“Tony, what do you expect?”

“I don’t follow you . . .”

“Oh come on, that fight we just had . . .”

“That wasn’t a fight. That was just an exchange of views. Anyway, it’s ancient history now.”

“I just can’t bounce back the way . . .”

He leaned over and kissed me.

“I’ll call you from the Hague tomorrow. And remember—I’m on the cell phone if . . .”

After he left, I must have spent the better part of an hour replaying our little spat in my head, taking apart the argument, piece by piece. Like some postmodernist literary critic, I was trying to excavate all the subtextual implications of the fight—and wondering what its ultimate meaning might be. Granted, on one level, this dispute had again been rooted in Tony’s vanity. But what I couldn’t get out of my brain was the larger, implicit realization that I had married someone with whom I didn’t share a common language. Oh, we both spoke English. But this wasn’t simply a case of mere Anglo-American tonal differences. This was something more profound, more unsettling—the worry that we would never find a common emotional ground between us; that we would always be strangers, thrown in together under accidental circumstances.

“Who knows anyone?” Sandy said to me during our phone call that evening. But when I admitted that I was beginning to find Tony increasingly hard to fathom, she said, “Well, look at me. I always considered Dean to be a nice, stable, slightly dull guy. But I bought into his decent dullness because I thought: at least I’ll be able to count on him. He’ll always be there for me. And when I met him, that was exactly what I was looking for. What happens? After ten years of staid decency and three kids, he decides he hates everything about our staid secure suburban life. So he meets the Nature Girl of his dreams—a fucking park ranger in Maine—and runs off to live with her in some cabin in Baxter State Park. If he now sees the kids four times a year, it’s an event. So, hey, at least you realize you’re already dealing with a difficult guy. Which, from where I sit, is something of an advantage. But I’m telling you stuff you already know.”

Maybe she was right. Maybe I just needed to let everything settle down, and enter the realm of acceptance and other optimistic clichés. As in look on the bright side, forget your troubles, keep your chin up . . . that sort of dumb, sanguine thing.

Over and over again, I repeated these Pollyanna-ish mantras. Over and over again, I kept trying to put on a happy face. Until fatigue finally forced me to turn off the light. As I drifted off into a thinly veneered sleep, one strange thought kept rattling around my brain: I am nowhere.

Then another thought seized me: Why is everything so soggy?

At that moment, I jolted back into consciousness. In the initial few seconds afterward, I absently thought: so that’s what they call a wet dream. Then I squinted in the direction of the window and noticed that it was light outside. I glanced at the bedside clock and saw that it read 6:48 AM. Then an earlier thought replayed itself in my head.

Why is everything so soggy?

I sat up, suddenly very awake. I frantically pulled off the comforter. The bed was completely drenched.

My waters had broken.
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I DIDN’T PANIC. I didn’t succumb to trepidation or startled surprise. I just reached for the call button. Then I picked up the phone and dialed Tony’s cell phone. It was busy, so I phoned his direct line at the paper and left a fast message on his voicemail.

“Hi, it’s me,” I said, still sounding calm. “It’s happening . . . so please get yourself to the Mattingly as soon as you get back to London. This is definitely it.”

As I put down the receiver, a midwife showed up. She took one look at the sodden bedclothes and reached for the phone. Two orderlies arrived shortly thereafter. They raised the sides of my bed, unlocked its wheels, and pushed me out of the room, negotiating a variety of corridors before landing me in the maternity ward. En route, I began to feel an ever-magnifying spasm. By the time the doors swung behind me, the pain had intensified to such an extent that I felt as if some alien were gripping my innards with his knobbly fist, determined to show me new frontiers in agony. A midwife was on the scene immediately—a diminutive woman of Asian origin. She grabbed a packet of surgical gloves from a nearby cart, ripped them open, pulled them on, and informed me that she was going to do a quick inspection of my cervix. Though I’m certain she was attempting to be as gentle as possible, her gloved fingers still felt like highly sharpened claws. I reacted accordingly.

“You are experiencing severe discomfort, yes?” she asked.

I nodded.

“I will have a doctor see you as soon as . . .”

“Is the baby all right?”

“I’m sure everything is . . .”

There was another maniacal spasm. I reacted loudly, then asked, “Can I have an epidural now?”

“Until the doctor has examined . . .”

“Please . . .”

She patted my shoulder and said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

But ten godawful minutes passed until she returned with a porter . . . by which time I felt so tortured that I would have signed a document admitting to be the cause of everything from the French Revolution to global warming.

“Where have you been?” I asked, my voice raw and loud.

“Calm yourself, please,” she said. “We had three other women waiting before you for ultrasound.”

“I don’t want ultrasound. I want an epidural.”

But I was whisked straightaway into the ultrasound suite, where my belly was coated with gel and two large pads applied to the surface of the skin. A large fleshy man in a white jacket came into the room. Beneath the jacket he was wearing a checked Viyella shirt and a knit tie. His feet were shod with green wellington boots. Take away the white jacket and he could have passed for a member of the rural squirearchy. Except for the fact that the boots were splattered with blood.

“I’m Mr. Kerr,” he said crisply. “I’m covering for Mr. Hughes today. In a spot of bother, are we?”

But suddenly he was interrupted by the ultrasound technician who said that sentence you never want to hear a medical technician say to a doctor, “I think you should see this, sir.”

Mr. Kerr looked at the screen, his eyes grew momentarily wide, then he turned away and calmly sprang into action. He spoke rapidly to a nurse—and, much to my horror, I heard him utter the words: “Baby resuscitator.”

“What is going on?” I asked.

Mr. Kerr approached me and said, “I need to examine you right now. This might be a bit uncomfortable.”

He inserted his fingers into me and began to press and probe. I was about to demand information about what the hell was going on, but another rush of pain made me scream with extremity.

“I’ll have the anesthetist here in a jiffy,” Mr. Kerr said. “Because we need to perform an emergency caesarean.”

Before I could react to that, he explained that the ultrasound had shown that the umbilical cord might be around the baby’s neck.

“Will the baby die?” I said, interrupting him.

“The fetal monitor is showing a steady heartbeat. However, we need to move fast, because . . .”

But he didn’t get to finish that sentence, as the doors swung open and two orderlies with carts came rushing in. The first was pulled up next to me. Then a small Indian woman in a white coat arrived and walked over to the bed. “I’m Dr. Chatterjee, the anesthetist,” she said. “Relief is on the way.”

She swabbed the top of my left hand with a cotton ball. “Little prick now,” she said, as she inserted a needle into the top of my hand. “Now start counting backward from ten.”

I did as instructed, muttering “Ten, nine, eig . . .”

And then the world went black.

It’s strange, being chemically removed from life for a spell. You don’t dream under anesthetic, nor are you even notionally aware of the passage of time. You’ve entered the realm of nothingness, where all thoughts, fears, worries cannot invade your psyche. Unlike that easily permeable state called sleep, you’re being kept in suspended chemical animation. Which—after the agonizing trauma of the past hour—suited me just fine.

Until I woke up.

It took me a moment or two to realize where I was—especially as my first view of the world was a pair of glowing fluorescent tubes, lodged above me. My eyes were half-glued together, making everything seem bleary, obscure. More tellingly, my head was shrouded in a freakish fog—which made all voices seem leaden, oppressive, and also left me wondering (for the first few minutes of consciousness) where the hell I was. Gradually, the jigsaw pieces began to fall into place: hospital, ward, bed, sore head, sore body, baby . . .

“Nurse!” I yelled, scrambling for the button by the side of the bed. As I did so, I realized that I had tubes coming out of both arms, while the lower half of my body was still numb.

“Nurse!”

After a few moments, a dainty Afro-Caribbean woman arrived by my bedside.

“Welcome back,” she said.

“My baby?”

“A boy. Eight pounds, two ounces. Congratulations.”

“Can I see him now?”

“He’s in the intensive care unit. It’s just a routine thing, after a complicated delivery.”

“I want to see him. Now.” And then I added, “Please.”

The nurse looked at me carefully.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

She returned a few minutes later.

“Mr. Kerr is coming to see you.”

“Do I get to see my baby?”

“Talk to Mr. Kerr.”

He arrived just then. Same white jacket, same shirt, same wellington boots—only this time bloodier than before . . . no doubt, thanks to me.

“How are you feeling now?”

“Tell me about my son?”

“Quite a straightforward caesarean . . . and the cord around his neck wasn’t as tight as I feared. So, all in all . . .”

“Then why is he in intensive care?”

“Standard postoperative care—especially for a newborn after a difficult delivery. We did have to immediately ventilate him after birth . . .”

“Ventilate?”

“Give him oxygen. He did arrive a little floppy, though he responded well to the ventilation . . .”

“So the cord around the neck might have caused brain damage?”

“As I said before, I was pleased to discover that the cord hadn’t wound itself firmly around your son’s neck. But we’ve already run an ultrasound to make certain there was no blood on the brain . . .”

“Was there?”

“No, it was completely negative. More to the point, his Apgar scores were completely normal.”

“His what?” I asked.

“Apgar is a sort of checklist we run on every newborn child, gauging things like their pulse, reflexes, respiration, and overall appearance. As I said, your son easily scored within the normal range. And in a day or so, we will run an EEG and an MRI, just to make certain that everything in the neurological department is working properly. But, at this point, I would try not to worry about such things.”

Oh please . . .

“I need to see him.”

“Of course. But you do realize that his initial appearance may upset you. Pediatric ICUs are not the easiest of places, after all.”

“I’ll handle that.”

“All right then. But do understand, you will have to take things very easy for the next week or so. You’ve just had a major operation.”

He turned and started walking away. But then he wheeled back and said, “Oh, by the way—congratulations. Any sign of the father yet?”

“Didn’t he ring the hospital?” I asked the nurse.

“Not that I’ve heard,” she said. “But I’ll check with my colleagues. And if you write down his number, I’ll call him again.”

I looked at the clock on the wall. Six-fifteen.

“Couldn’t I try to call him?” I asked.

But as I said this, two orderlies showed up, wheelchair in tow. This one was custom-built to accommodate a patient who was wired to assorted drips, as it featured a frame from which plasma and saline bottles could be suspended.

“Let me phone him for you,” the nurse said. “These fellows are going to need the chair back soon. Isn’t that right?”

“Always big demand for our best wheelchairs,” one of the orderlies said, adding, “Come on, luv. Let’s bring you up to see your baby.”

The nurse handed me a pad and a pen. I scribbled down Tony’s work number, his cell, and our home phone. She promised me she’d leave messages on all three numbers if she couldn’t reach him directly. Then the orderlies went to work on moving me from the bed to the chair. I had expected to have been unplugged from my varying tubes—and then forced to endure having the lines reinserted into my veins. But the guys—both of whom looked like members of a wrestling tag team—couldn’t have been more dexterous when it came to lifting me off the bed and into the chair, while simultaneously keeping me attached to my assorted tubes. As soon as I was seated, a combination of exhaustion and postoperative shock seized me. My head swam, the world became vertiginous, my stomach convulsed. But after an attack of the dry heaves, all I was left with was a foul taste in my mouth and runny eyes.

The nurse used a large cotton pad to clean up my face.

“You sure you want to do this right now?” she asked me.

I nodded. The nurse shrugged and motioned for the guys to take me on my way.

They pushed me through the maternity ward, passing half a dozen women, all with babies by their bedsides in little adjacent cribs. Then we entered a long corridor until we reached a service elevator. When the door opened, I saw that we had company—an elderly woman on a gurney, wired for sound to sundry monitors and intravenous bags, her breathing a near-death rattle. Our eyes met for a moment—and I could see her panic, her terror. All I could think was: a life ending, a life beginning. If, that is, my son was going to pull through.

The elevator rose two floors. The doors opened, and we were directly in front of a set of double doors, by which was a sign: Pediatric ICU. The chattier of the two orderlies leaned over and whispered in my ear, “If I was you, luv, I’d keep my eyes down until we get up alongside your baby. Take it from me, it can be a bit distressing in there.”

I followed his advice, and gazed downward as we crept through the ward. Though I wasn’t looking upward, what struck me immediately was the pervasive deep blue light of the ICU (as I later learned, it was to aid those babies suffering from jaundice). Then there was the absence of all human voices . . . the only sound provided by the electronic beeps of medical equipment, the steady metronomic rhythm a reassuring reminder of a small functioning heart.

After around a minute, the chair stopped. By this point, my eyes were tightly shut. But then, the chatty orderly touched me gently on my shoulder and said, “We’re here, luv.”

A part of me wanted to keep my eyes closed, and demand to be turned around and brought back to my own room. Because I wondered if I would be able to bear what I saw. But I knew I had to see him—no matter how upsetting his condition might be. So I raised my head. I took a deep breath. I opened my eyes. And . . .

There he was.

I knew he would be in an incubator—which meant that he seemed dwarfed by the Plexiglas sarcophagus in which he had been placed. And I knew that there would be wires and tubes. But what shocked me was the sight of an entire network of wires and tubes running from every corner of his body—including two plastic ducts that had been pressed into his nostrils, and an oxygen meter running from his belly button. He looked alien, almost otherworldly—and so desperately assailable. But another terrible thought hit me: could that really be my son? They say that you should be swamped by unconditional love the moment you first see your child . . . and that the bonding process should begin immediately. But how could I bond with this minuscule stranger, currently looking like a horrific medical experiment?

The moment such awful thoughts crossed my mind, I felt a deep abiding shame—an immediate appalling realization that, perhaps, I was incapable of maternal love. But in that same nanosecond, another voice crept into my brain, telling me to calm down.

“You’re suffering from postoperative trauma,” this rational, mollifying voice informed me. “Your child might be gravely unwell, you’ve been pumped full of chemicals, you’ve lost significant quantities of blood . . . so everything is naturally skewed. It’s called shock—and the worst shock of all is seeing your newborn baby in such a distressing state. So you’re entitled to feel as if the world is upside down. Because, in fact, it is.”

So I tried to calm myself down—and look again at my son, and await that torrent of attachment to wash over me. But staring into the incubator, all I felt was fear. Sheer terror—not just about whether he had suffered brain damage, but whether I would be able to cope with all this. I wanted to cry for him—and for myself. I also wanted to flee the room.

The talkative orderly seemed to sense this, as he gently touched my shoulder and whispered, “Let’s get you back to your bed, luv.”

I managed to nod—and then found myself choking back a sob.

They brought me back down to the room. They gently lifted me back into bed, and reset my assorted bags above me. There was a mirror on the dressing table. I picked it up. My face was the color of ash. I tried to move my facial muscles, but found them immobile—as if they had seized up, or remained under the spell of the anesthetics that were still coursing through my bloodstream. I looked like one of those people you see in news footage who have managed to walk away from a bomb blast—their faces paralyzed into countenances of expressionless shock. I put down the mirror. I sank back down against the hard, starchy hospital pillow. I found myself thinking: this is like free-fall . . . I’m tumbling into a void, but I’m too astray to care.

Then, out of nowhere, I started to cry. The crying had an almost animalistic rage to it—loud, vituperative, and unnervingly hollow. The nurse who came running must have thought I was reacting to the state of my baby—and riding the usual post-caesarean roller coaster. But the fact of the matter was: I didn’t know what I was crying about. Because I couldn’t feel anything. My emotional world had gone numb. But I still needed to scream.

“All right, all right,” the nurse said, taking me by both hands. “I’m sure it was a bit of a shock, seeing your baby . . .”

But I drowned her out by howling even louder . . . even though it hadn’t been my intention to lose it like this. I didn’t really know what I was doing—except crying for crying’s sake. And not being able to stop myself.

“Sally . . . Sally . . .”

I ignored the nurse, pushing away her hands, curling up into a fetal position, clutching a pillow next to my face, and biting it in an attempt to stifle the howls. But though the pillow muffled the sound, it didn’t end the crying. The nurse put a steadying hand on my shoulder, using her free hand to speak into the walkie-talkie she usually kept strapped to her belt. When she finished, she said, “Just hold on—help should be here in a moment.”

The help was another nurse, pushing a cart laden down with medical paraphernalia. She was accompanied by the doctor on duty. The nurse who had been keeping the bedside watch spoke quickly to her colleagues. The doctor picked up my chart, scanned it, spoke to the nurses again, then left. After a moment, I felt a hand raising the left sleeve of my nightgown, as the first nurse said, “The doctor thinks this might help you relax a bit, Sally.”

I didn’t say anything—because I was still biting the pillow. But then came the sharp jab of a needle, followed by a warming sensation cascading through my veins.

Then the plug was pulled, and the lights went out.

When I returned to terra firma, I didn’t suffer the same convulsive shock that accompanied my reawakening after the delivery. No, this was a slower fade-in—accompanied by a Sahara-dry mouth and the sort of mental murk that made me wonder if I had woken up in a land of cotton wool. The first thing I noticed was a small decanter of water by the side of the bed. I lifted it and drained it in around ten seconds. Then I felt a huge urgent need to pee. But my scars and my tubes were restricting my movements, so I reached for the button and summoned the nurse.

Only this time it was a different nurse—a thin, beaky woman in her mid-forties with an Ulster accent and a manner that could be kindly described as severe. Her nameplate read: Dowling.

“Yes?” she asked.

“I need to go to the bathroom.”

“How badly?”

“Very badly.”

She heaved a small, but telling sigh of distaste, reached under the bed, pulled out a white tin enamel bedpan, and said, “Lift up your bottom.”

I tried to do as instructed, but couldn’t even summon the strength for this simple task.

“I think you’re going to have to help me.”

Another small, disgruntled sigh. She pulled back the bedclothes. She inserted her hand under my bottom and forced it upward, then pulled back my nightgown and shoved the bedpan underneath me.

“All right,” she said, “get on with it.”

But it was impossible to “get on with it” in my current position—as I felt like someone who had been put into a kinky sexual posture. Anyway, who the hell can pee lying down?

“You have to help me up,” I said.

“You’re a lot of work, aren’t you?” she said.

I wanted to shout something back at her, but the fog was too pervasive to permit me to engage in an argument. Also, I couldn’t hold my bladder for much longer.

“All right then,” she said wearily, gripping my shoulder and pushing me upward. She braced me in that position as I finally let go. The urine felt warm beneath me, and possessed a chemical stench that was so strong the nurse immediately wrinkled her nose in disgust.

“What’ve you been drinking?” she said, without the slightest hint of irony.

But then a voice behind her asked, “Do you always talk to patients like that?”

Tony.

I could see him looking me over—taking in not just my awkward astride-a-bedpan position, but also my anemic complexion, shell-shocked eyes, and general distraught condition. He gave me a small half-smile and a quick nod of the head, but then turned his attention back to the nurse. Like any petty tyrant, she was suddenly defensive and cowed when caught in the act.

“Really, I meant no offense.”

“Yes you did,” he said, making a point of staring long and hard at her nameplate. “I saw how rough you were with her.”

The woman’s face fell. She turned to me and said, “I’m really sorry. I’m having a bad day, and I didn’t mean to take it out on . . .”

Tony cut her off.

“Just remove the bedpan and leave us.”

She did as ordered, then gently lowered me back against the pillows, and tucked the blankets in.

“Can I get you anything now?” she asked nervously.

“No—but I would like the name of your supervisor,” Tony said.

She hurried off, looking genuinely scared.

“So how did you enjoy the play, Mrs. Lincoln?” he asked me. He kissed me on the head. “And how’s our boy doing?”

“Poorly,” I said.

“That’s not what they told me last night.”

“You were here last night?”

“Yes—while you were sleeping. The nurse said you’d been . . .”

“A little unstable, perhaps? Or maybe she said something really English and understated. Like, ‘your wife’s gone totally ga-ga.’”

“Is that what you think, Sally?”

“Oh, don’t give me that fucking rational tone-of-voice, Anthony.”

I could see him tense—not just because of my illogical temper, but also because I was now suddenly crying.

“Would you like me to come back later?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head. I took a deep breath. I managed to curb the tears. I said, “So you were here last night?”

“That’s right. I arrived just before eleven—direct from the airport. And I went straight up to see you. But they told me—”

“—that I’d been sedated for excessive crying?”

“—that you’d been having a hard time of it, so they’d given you something to help you sleep.”

“So you were here at eleven?”

“That’s what I said before. Twice in fact.”

“But why weren’t you here before then?”

“Because I was in the bloody Hague, as you bloody well know. Now can we talk about more important things . . . like Jack.”

“Who’s Jack?”

He looked at me, wide-eyed.

“Our son.”

“I didn’t realize he’d been given a name yet.”

“We talked about this four months ago.”

“No, we didn’t.”

“That weekend in Brighton, when we were walking along the promenade . . .”

I suddenly remembered the conversation. We’d gone down to Brighton for a “get-away-from-it-all weekend” (Tony’s words), during which it rained nonstop and Tony got hit with mild food poisoning after eating some suspect oysters in some overpriced seafood joint, and I kept thinking that this seaside town was an intriguing mixture of the chic and the tatty—which was probably why the English liked it so much. But before Tony started regurgitating his guts out in our freebie suite at the Grand, we did take a brief, soggy walk along the seafront, during which he mentioned that Jack would be a fine name if the baby turned out to be a boy. To which I said (and I remember this precisely): “Yeah, Jack’s not bad at all.”

But that wasn’t meant to be interpreted as tacit approval for the name Jack.

“All I said was—”

“—that you liked the name Jack. Which I took as your approval. Sorry.”

“Doesn’t matter. I mean, it’s not like it’s legal and binding as yet.”

Tony shifted uneasily on the edge of the bed.

“Well, as a matter of fact . . .”

“What?”

“I went down to Chelsea town hall this morning and got the forms to register him. Jack Edward Hobbs . . . Edward for my father, of course.”

I looked at him, appalled.

“You had no right. No fucking right . . .”

“Keep your voice down.”

“Don’t tell me to keep my voice down when you . . .”

“Can’t we get back to the subject of Jack?”

“He’s not Jack. Understand? I refuse to let him be called Jack . . .”

“Sally, his name’s not legal until you cosign the registration form. So will you please . . . ?”

“What? Be reasonable? Act like a stiff-upper-lip anal Brit when my son is upstairs, dying . . .”

“He is not dying.”

“He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care.”

At which point I fell back against the pillows, pulled the covers over my head, and fell into another of my extended crying jags. Like yesterday’s crying jag, it was punctuated by a dreadful hollowness. A nurse was on the scene within moments. I could hear a lot of rapid-fire whispering . . . and phrases like, “we’ve seen this sort of thing before,” “often happens after a difficult delivery,” “poor thing must be under such terrible strain,” and (worst of all) “she’ll be right as rain in a few days.”

Though the covers were over my head, I retreated back to my fetal position, once again biting deeply into the pillow in an attempt to stifle my screams. Like last night, I also didn’t struggle when I felt a firm hand hold my shoulder while someone else turned back the bedclothes, rolled up my sleeve, and pricked my arm with a hypodermic.

Only this time, I didn’t get dispatched to never-never land. No, this time I seemed to be placed in a state of otherworldly immobility. I felt as if I were suspended directly above this room, looking down on the comings and goings of patients and medical staff. I had the benign disinterest of an accidental tourist who had somehow managed to end up in this curious quartier, and would certainly prefer to be elsewhere, but had imbibed so much cheap French fizz that she was paralytically incapable of knowing the time of day, and so she was perfectly happy to keep floating overhead. Neither sleeping nor fully conscious . . . just there.

I remained in this narcotic, blissed-out state until the following morning—when hard shafts of sunlight streaked through the windows, and my brain was as shadowy as a film noir, and I felt curiously rested, even though I didn’t know if I had slept.

In fact, for the first ten seconds of consciousness, I luxuriated in that state of nowheresville, where there is no such thing as a past or a present . . . let alone a future.

Then the world crashed in on me. I scrambled for the call bell. The same tight-faced Northern Irish nurse was on duty—only now, after Tony’s dressing-down, she was sweetness itself.

“Good morning there, Ms. Goodchild. You seemed to be sleeping awfully well. And have you seen what’s arrived while you were sleeping?”

It took a moment or so for my eyes to focus on the three large floral arrangements that adorned various corners of the room. The nurse gathered up the gift cards and handed them to me. One bouquet from the editor of the Chronicle. One from Tony’s team on the foreign pages. One from Margaret and Alexander.

“They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” Nurse Dowling said.

I stared at the arrangements, having absolutely no opinion about them whatsoever. They were flowers, that’s all.

“Could I get you a cup of tea now?” Nurse Dowling asked. “Perhaps a little breakfast?”

“Any idea how my son is doing?”

“I don’t honestly know, but I could find out straightaway for you.”

“That would be very kind. And if I could . . . uh . . .”

Nurse Dowling knew exactly what I was talking about. Approaching the bed, she removed the bedpan from the cabinet in the side table, helped me straddle it, and removed it after I filled it with yet another half gallon of malodorous urine.

“God, what a stink,” I said as Nurse Dowling settled me back on the pillows.

“The drugs do that,” she said. “But once you’re off them, you’ll lose that bad smell. How do the stitches feel today?”

“The pain’s still there.”

“That’ll take at least a week to go away. Meantime, why don’t I bring you a basin of water, so you can freshen up and brush your teeth?”

Talk about five-star service. I thanked the nurse, and asked her again if she could find out how Jack was doing.

“Oh, you’ve already chosen a name for him,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “Jack Edward.”

“Good strong name,” she said. “And I’ll be right back with the tea and any news of Jack.”

Jack. Jack. Jack.

Suddenly I felt the worst wave of shame imaginable.

“He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care.”

How could I have said that? Had I so completely lost it that I actually expressed indifference about whether or not my son lived? Instead of making excuses for myself—telling myself it was all postoperative stress, and an out-of-body reaction to all the drugs they’d been pumping into me—I immediately began to engage in a serious course of self-flagellation. I was unfit to be a mother, a wife, a member of the human race. I had jettisoned all that was important to me—my newborn child and my husband—through one deranged outbreak of rage. I deserved everything bad that would now happen to me.

But, most of all, yesterday’s bizarre, out-of-kilter rage had vanished. All I could now think was: I need to be with Jack.

Nurse Dowling returned with a breakfast tray and some news.

“I gather your little one’s doing just fine. They’re really pleased with the progress he’s making, and he can probably be moved out of ICU in a couple of days.”

“Can I see him this morning?”

“No problem.”

I picked at my breakfast—largely because whatever appetite I had was tempered by an equally urgent need to speak with Tony. I wanted to utter a vast mea culpa for my insane behavior yesterday, to beg his forgiveness, and also tell him that he and Jack were the best things that had ever happened to me. And, of course, I’d sign the registration document naming him Jack Edward. Because . . . because . . . be . . .

Oh fuck, not this . . .

The crying had started again. Another extended bout of loud, insufferable keening. Come on, knock it off, I told myself. But as I quickly discovered, this was an absurd idea because I fell apart once more. Only this time I was cognizant enough of this sudden breakdown to be genuinely spooked by it. Especially as I worried that the medical staff might start writing me off as mentally askew and worthy of more intensive chemical treatment. So I stuffed the pillow back into my mouth, clutched it against me like a life preserver, and started counting backward from one hundred inside my head, telling myself that I had to have myself under control by the time I reached zero. But during this countdown, I could feel my voice growing louder and louder—even though I wasn’t speaking at all. The strain against my eyes became intolerable. There was such compression behind them that I was certain they’d explode out of my head at any moment. But just when I thought I was about to let go entirely, Nurse Dowling showed up accompanied by the orderly. I felt her hand against my shoulder, calling my name, asking me what was wrong. When I couldn’t answer, I heard her turn to the orderly and mention something about getting the head nurse. At which point I had just reached the number thirty-nine, and suddenly heard myself shout, “Thirty-nine!”

This threw everybody—most especially Nurse Dowling, who looked at me wide-eyed, as if I had completely abandoned all reason. Which was very close to the truth.

“What’s happened?” she asked.

I didn’t know the answer to that question—so all I said was, “Bad dream.”

“But you were awake.”

“No,” I lied. “I fell asleep again.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” I said, touching my very wet face and attempting to wipe away the remnants of all that crying. “Just a little nightmare.”

The head nurse arrived at my bedside just in time to hear that last comment. She was a formidable Afro-Caribbean woman in her early forties—and I could tell that she wasn’t buying a word of it.

“Perhaps you need another sedative, Sally.”

“I am completely fine,” I said, my voice nervous. Because the last thing I wanted right now was a further trip into an opiated never-never. Which is why it was critical that I bring myself under control.

“I’d like to believe that,” the head nurse said, “but your chart shows that you’ve already had two such incidents. Which, I must tell you, is not at all unusual after a physically traumatic delivery. But it is a cause for concern. And if it persists . . .”

“It won’t persist,” I said, sounding very definitive.

“Sally, I am not at all trying to threaten you. Rather, I just want to point out that you have a legitimate medical problem which we will treat if . . .”

“Like I said—it was just a little nightmare. I promise it won’t happen again. I really, really do promise.”

A quick glance between the head nurse and Nurse Dowling.

The head nurse shrugged. “All right,” she said, “we’ll forgo medication right now. But if you have another incident . . .”

“I won’t be having another incident.”

My voice had jumped an edgy octave or two. Another telling glance between the head nurse and Nurse Dowling. Defuse the situation, defuse it now.

“But I would desperately like to see my son, Jack,” I said, my voice back in reasonable territory.

“That should be possible after Mr. Hughes comes by on his rounds this morning.”

“I have to wait until then?”

“It’s just another hour or so . . .”

“Oh come on . . .” I said, my voice going loud again. When I saw another telling glance between the head nurse and Nurse Dowling, I knew that I should cut my losses and wait the hour.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I said, a little too rapidly. “You’re right, of course. I’ll wait until Mr. Hughes shows up.”

“Good,” the head nurse said, looking me straight in the eye. “And you mustn’t worry too much about what’s going on right now. You’ve been through a great deal.”

She smiled and touched my arm, then left. Nurse Dowling said, “Anything else I can get you?”

“If you could just hand me the phone, please.”

She brought it over to the bed, then left. I dialed home. I received no answer . . . which bothered me just a little, as it was only eight-thirty in the morning, and Tony was a notoriously late sleeper. Then I called his cell phone and got him immediately. I was relieved to hear him in traffic.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so damn sorry about . . .”

“It’s all right, Sally,” Tony said.

“No—it’s not. What I said yesterday . . .”

“Meant nothing.”

“I was horrible.”

“You were in shock. It happens.”

“It still doesn’t excuse what I said about Jack . . .”

A telling pause. “So you like the name now?”

“Yes, I do. And I like you too. More than I can say.”

“Now there’s no need to go all soppy on me. What’s the latest word on our boy?”

“I won’t know anything until Hughes does his rounds. When will you be in?”

“Around tea time.”

“Tony . . .”

“I have pages to get out . . .”

“And you also have a deputy. Surely the editor was most sympathetic . . .”

“Did you get his flowers?”

“Yes—and a bouquet from Margaret too. You called her?”

“Well, she is your best friend.”

“Thank you.”

“And I also spoke with Sandy. Explained that it had been a complicated delivery, that you were a bit under the weather, and told her it was best if she didn’t ring you for a few days. Naturally, she’s phoned me three times since then to see how you’re doing.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That you were making steady progress.”

Sandy being Sandy, I was certain that she didn’t believe a word of his reassurances—and was now frantically worried about my condition. She knew damn well that if she couldn’t talk to me, something rather serious was going on. But I was grateful to Tony for keeping her at bay. Much as I adored my sister, I didn’t want her to hear how fragile I was right now.

“That was the right thing to tell her,” I said.

“Listen, I have to run now,” Tony said. “I’ll try to be in by early evening, all right?”

“Fine,” I said, even though I didn’t mean it—as I really wanted him at my bedside right now for some necessary emotional support.

But who in their right mind would want to be with me at the moment? I had turned into a crazy woman, who’d lost all sense of proportion, and spat bile every time she opened her mouth. No wonder Tony wanted to dodge me.

For the next hour, I sat and stared upward at the ceiling. One thought kept obsessing my head: Jack, brain damaged? I couldn’t even conceive of what motherhood was going to be like if that was the case. How would we cope? What fathomless, inexhaustible hell would await us?

Mr. Hughes arrived promptly at ten. He was accompanied by the head nurse. As always, he wore a beautifully cut pinstripe suit, a spread-collar pink shirt, and a black polka-dot tie. He deported himself like a cardinal visiting a poor parish. He nodded hello but said nothing until he had perused the notes hanging on the bedstead clipboard.

“So, Mrs. . . .”

He glanced back at the clipboard.

“. . . Goodchild. Not the most pleasant few days I’d imagine?”

“How is my son?”

Hughes cleared his throat. He hated being interrupted. And he showed his displeasure by staring down at the chart while speaking with me.

“I’ve just been looking in on him at ICU. All vital signs are good. And I spoke to the attending pediatrician, Dr. Reynolds. He told me that an EEG performed this morning indicated no neurological disturbance. But, of course, to make certain that everything is functioning properly, an MRI will be conducted around lunchtime today. He should have results by evening time—and I know he’ll want to see you then.”

“Do you think that brain damage did occur?”

“Mrs. Goodchild . . . though I can fully understand your worry—what mother wouldn’t be worried under the circumstances?—I am simply not in a position to speculate about such matters. Because that is Dr. Reynolds’s territory.”

“But do you think that the EEG results . . . ?”

“Yes, they do give one cause for optimism. Now, would you mind if I looked at Mr. Kerr’s handiwork?”

The head nurse drew the curtains around my bed, and helped me raise my nightgown and lower my underwear. Then she pulled away the bandages. I hadn’t seen my wounds since the delivery, and they shocked me: a criss-crossing sequence of railroad tracks, bold in their delineation and barbaric in execution.

Though I was trying my best to stifle all emotion, I couldn’t help but emit a small sharp cry. Mr. Hughes favored me with an avuncular smile, and said, “I know it looks pretty grim right now—a real war wound—but once the stitches are removed, I promise you that your husband won’t have anything to complain about.”

I wanted to say, “To hell with my husband. It’s me who’s going to have to live with the disfigurement.” But I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t afford to deepen my problems.

“Now I gather you’ve been having a bit of, uh, shall we say, emotional disquiet.”

“Yes—but it’s over with.”

“Even though you had to be sedated yesterday?”

“But that was yesterday. I’m just fine now.”

The head nurse leaned over and whispered something in Hughes’s ear. He pursed his lips, then turned back to me and said, “According to the staff here, you had a bit of a turn this morning.”

“It was nothing.”

“You know, there’s absolutely no shame in going a little wonky after giving birth. Quite commonplace, actually, given that one’s hormones are just a little all over the place. And I do think that a course of antidepressants . . .”

“I need nothing, doctor—except to see my son.”

“Yes, yes—I do understand. And I’m sure nurse here can arrange to have you brought upstairs once we’re done. Oh—and you do know that you will be with us for at least another six to seven days. We want to make certain you’re right as rain before sending you out into the world again.”

He scribbled some notes onto my chart, spoke quickly to the head nurse, then turned back to me with a farewell nod.

“Good day, Mrs. Goodchild—and try not to worry.”

That’s easy for you to say, pal.

A half hour later—after having my surgical dressings changed—I was up in pediatric ICU. Once again, I followed the advice of that benevolent porter and I kept my eyes firmly focused on the linoleum as I was wheeled in. When I finally looked up, the sight of Jack made my eyes sting. Not that there was any change in his condition. He was still enveloped in medical tubes, still dwarfed by the Plexiglas incubator. Only now I had a desperate need to hold him, to cradle him. Just as I had a despondent fear that I might just lose him. Or that he would have to go through life with a terrible mental disability. Suddenly, I knew that whatever happened to him—whatever horrors were revealed by the MRI—I’d handle it. Or, at least, I’d deal with it—the way you deal with life’s most unexpected, fiendish cards. But, oh God, how I didn’t want that to come to pass; how I’d do anything now to make certain he was going to be all right . . . and how I knew just how powerless I was to change anything now. What had happened happened. We were now nothing more than fortune’s fools—and hostages to whatever came our way.

I started to weep again. This time, however, I didn’t feel the undertow of emotional hollowness that had so characterized the past few days. This time, I simply wept for Jack—and for what might become of him.

The orderly kept his distance while I cried. But after a minute or so, he approached me with a box of Kleenex and said, “It might be best if we head back now.”

And he returned me to my room.

“Good news,” Nurse Dowling said after I was helped back into bed. “Mr. Hughes says you can come off those nasty drips—so it looks like you’re tube free. First steps toward freedom, eh? How’s the little one doing?”

“I don’t know,” I said quietly.

“I’m sure he’s going to be just fine,” she said, her sing-song platitudinous voice now sounding like fingernails on a blackboard. “Now what can I get you for lunch?”

But I refused all food, refused a rental television, refused the offer of a sponge bath. All I wanted was to be left alone—to lie in bed with the blankets pulled up to my chin, shutting out the cacophony of the world.

That’s how I passed my day—counting down the hours until Tony finally arrived and the pediatrician presented us with the empirical proof of our son’s condition. I was conscious but purposely detached from everything around me. Or, at least, I thought it was a deliberate detachment on my part. But, at times, I really did feel as if an occupying power had taken up residence in my brain, encouraging me to push away the world and all its complexities.

Then it was six o’clock. Much to my surprise, Tony showed up exactly when he said he would, bearing a bouquet of flowers and a nervousness which I found immediately endearing.

“Were you sleeping?” he asked, sitting down on the edge of the bed and kissing my forehead.

“A facsimile of sleep,” I said, forcing myself to sit up.

“How are you faring?”

“Oh, you know—Day of the Living Dead.”

“Any news from upstairs?”

I shook my head. And said, “You look tense.”

Tony just smiled a stiff smile and lapsed into silence. Because there was nothing to say until the pediatrician made his appearance. Or perhaps anything we did say would have sounded irrelevant and empty. Our shared anxiety was so palpable that saying nothing was the smartest option.

Fortunately, this silence only lasted a minute or so, as a new nurse came by and said that Dr. Reynolds would like to see us in a consulting room by the MRI suite on the fifth floor. Tony and I exchanged a nervous glance. Requesting us to meet him in a private consulting room could only mean bad news.

Once again I was helped into a wheelchair. Only this time Tony pushed me. We reached the elevator. We traveled up three stories. We headed down a long corridor. We passed the suite of rooms marked MRI and were escorted into a small consulting room, with nothing more than a desk, three chairs, and a light box for x-rays. The porter left us. Tony pulled over a chair next to my wheelchair and did something he’d not done before: he took my hand. Oh, we had held hands on occasion—by which I mean two or three times maximum. This was different. Tony was trying to be supportive—and, in doing so, he was letting me know just how scared he was.

After a moment, Dr. Reynolds came in, carrying a folder and a large oversize manila envelope. He was a tall, soft-spoken man in his late thirties. I tried to read his face—the way a person on trial tries to read the face of the foreman before the verdict is delivered. But he was giving nothing away.

“Sorry to have kept you both . . .” he said, opening the envelope, clipping the MRI film to the light box, and illuminating it. “How are you feeling, Ms. Goodchild?”

“Not bad,” I said quietly.

“Glad to hear it,” he said, favoring me with a sympathetic smile that let it be known he was aware of my recent follies.

“How’s our son, doctor?” Tony asked.

“Yes, I was just about to come to that. Now . . . this is a picture of your son’s brain,” he said, pointing to the MRI film . . . which, to my untutored eye, looked like the cross-section of a mushroom. “And after consultation both with the pediatric neurologist and the radiologist, we’ve all reached the same conclusion: this is a perfectly normal infant brain. Which, in turn, means that, based on this MRI—and the recent EEG—we sense that there has been no brain damage.”

Tony squeezed my hand tightly, and didn’t seem to mind that it was a cold and clammy hand. It was only then that I realized I had my head bowed and my eyes tightly closed, like someone expecting a body blow. I opened them and asked, “You just said that you sense there’s been no brain damage. Doesn’t the MRI offer conclusive evidence?”

Another sympathetic smile from Reynolds.

“The brain is a mysterious organism. And after a traumatic birth—in which there was initially a question about whether the brain was denied oxygen—you cannot be completely one hundred percent definitive that there was no damage. Having said that, however, all clinical evidence points to a positive outcome . . .”

“So there is something to worry about,” I said, getting agitated.

“If I were you, I’d move forward optimistically.”

“But you’re not me, doctor. And because you’re more than hinting that our son has been brain damaged—”

Tony cut me off.

“Sally, that is not what the doctor said.”

“I heard what he said. And what he said is that there is a chance our son was denied oxygen to the brain and is therefore . . .”

“Ms. Goodchild, please,” Reynolds said, his voice calm and still commiserative. “Though I can fully appreciate your concerns, they are—with respect—somewhat overblown. As I said before, I really do think you have nothing to worry about.”

“How can you say that . . . how . . . when you yourself admit that you can’t be one hundred percent certain that—”

Again, Tony intervened.

“That’s enough, Sally.”

“Don’t tell me—”

“Enough.”

His vehement tone silenced me. And I suddenly felt appalled—both at the illogicality of my rant and at the irrational anger I had shown this very decent and patient doctor.

“Dr. Reynolds, I am so sorry . . .”

He raised his hand.

“There’s nothing to apologize about, Ms. Goodchild. I do understand just how difficult things have been. And I’ll be back here tomorrow if you have any further questions.”

Then he wished us a good evening and left. As soon as he was out of the room, Tony looked at me for a very long time. Then he asked, “Would you mind telling me what the hell that was all about?”

I looked away. And said, “I don’t know.”


SIX

AS PROMISED, THEY kept me in the hospital for another five days. During this time, I was allowed constant visits with Jack in pediatric ICU. They had decided to keep him “under continued observation” in the unit for a few more days.

“Do understand,” Dr. Reynolds said, “there’s nothing at all sinister about this. We’re just erring on the side of caution.”

Did he really expect me to believe that? Still, I said nothing. Because I knew it was best if I tried to say nothing.

At times, I found myself observing Jack as if he were a strange, hyper-real piece of modern sculpture—an infant medical still life, enshrouded by tubes, on permanent display in a big plastic case. Or I was reminded of that famous eight-hour Andy Warhol film—Empire—which was one long static shot of the Empire State Building. Watching Jack was the same. He’d lie there, motionless, rarely moving a muscle (though, from time to time, there’d be the tiniest flex of his hand). And I’d find myself projecting all sorts of stuff onto him. Such as: how I hoped he’d like the bouncy chair I’d bought for him. Whether his diapers would be as disgusting as I imagined. Would he go for Warner Brothers cartoons or Disney (please may he be a smartass Bugs Bunny kid). And would his acne be as horrible as mine had been when I was thirteen . . . ?

All right, I was getting way ahead of myself. But an infant is like a tabula rasa, upon which an entire story will be written. And now, staring at Jack in that Plexiglas bowl, all I could think was: he might not have a life . . . or one that is substantially diminished, and all because of the way his body moved a few wrong inches in the womb. Something over which neither of us had any control—but which could completely change everything that happened to both of us from now on. Even if Reynolds was right—and Jack had managed to walk away unscathed from this accident—would this early brush with catastrophe so haunt me that I’d become one of those fiendishly overprotective mothers who would worry every time her ten-year-old negotiated a flight of stairs? Or would I become so convinced that doom was lurking right around the corner that I’d never really rest easy again, and would live life now with an omnipresent sense of dread?

The ICU duty nurse was now at my side—a young woman in her early twenties. Irish. Exceptionally calm.

“He’s a beauty,” she said, looking in on him. “Do you want to hold him?”

“Sure,” I said tentatively.

She unhooked a few of his tubes, then lifted him up and placed him in my arms. I attempted to cradle him—but still found myself worried about unsettling all the medical paraphernalia attached to him . . . even though the nurse assured me that I wouldn’t be disturbing anything vital. But though I pasted a caring smile on my face, I knew I was wearing a mask. Because, like the last time, I couldn’t muster a single maternal feeling toward this baby. All I wanted to do was hand him back again.

“You’re grand,” the nurse said when I lifted him up toward her. “No hurry.”

I reluctantly cradled him again. And asked, “Is he really doing all right?”

“Just grand.”

“But you’re sure that he didn’t suffer any damage during birth?”

“Hasn’t Dr. Reynolds spoken to you about this?”

Oh, yes he had—and oh, what an idiot I had made of myself. Just as I was making an idiot of myself right now—asking the same damn questions again. Voicing the same obsessive worries . . . while simultaneously being unable to hold him.

“Dr. Reynolds said he sensed there was no brain damage.”

“Well, there you go then,” she said, relieving me of Jack. “Unlike a lot of the babies in here, there’s no doubt that your fella’s going to be fine.”

I held on to that prognosis—using it as a sort of mantra whenever I felt myself getting shaky (which, truth be told, was very often), or fatalistic, or edging into borderline despair. I knew I needed to show a positive, improved face to the world—because I was now being watched for any signs of disarray . . . especially by my husband and by Mr. Hughes.

Both men dropped by to see me regularly. Hughes would show up on his morning rounds. He would spend a good ten minutes looking me over, inspecting my war wounds, studying my chart, and briskly interrogating me about my mental well-being, while casting the occasional sidelong glance at the head nurse to make certain that I wasn’t fabricating my improved personal state.

“Sleeping well, then?” he asked me on the third day after Jack’s birth.

“Six hours last night.”

He wrote this down, then looked at the nurse for verification. She supplied it with a rapid nod of the head. He asked, “And the, uh, episodes of emotional discomfort—these have lessened?”

“I haven’t cried in days.”

“Glad to hear it. Nor should you, because your boy is on the way to a complete recovery. As you are. Two more nights here and we can send you home.”

“With my son?”

“You’ll have to speak with Dr. Reynolds about that. That’s his domain. Now, anything else we need to speak about?”

“My breasts . . .” I said in a semi-whisper.

“What about them?” he asked.

“Well, they’ve become a bit . . . hard.”

“Haven’t you been expressing milk since the birth?” he asked.

“Of course. But in the last forty-eight hours, they’ve started feeling rock solid.”

In truth, they felt as if they had been filled with fast-drying reinforced concrete.

“That’s a perfectly common postpartum syndrome,” Hughes said, still not looking up from my chart. “The milk ducts tend to constrict, and the breasts begin to feel somewhat leaden . . .”

He cleared his throat, then added, “Or, at least, that’s what I’ve been told.”

The head nurse masked a smile.

“However,” Hughes continued, “there is a way of ameliorating the condition. You’ll show Mrs. Goodchild what to do, won’t you, nurse?”

The head nurse nodded.

“And it’s very good to hear that you are in such improved form, Mrs. Goodchild.”

It’s Ms., buster. But, of course, I didn’t articulate this sentiment, for fear of sending up warning flags yet again. Especially as I was determined to walk out of here the day after tomorrow in a chemical-free state. So I simply smiled at Mr. Hughes and said, “I really feel like I’m on the mend.”

But when Tony arrived that night, I was on the verge of screaming. This had nothing to do with my fragile emotional state—rather, with the instrument of torture that was currently attached to my left breast. It looked like a clear aerosol can with a hornlike aperture at one end and a reservoir at the bottom. It was attached to an electric power pack. Once turned on, it acted like a vacuum cleaner, sucking all the milk out of the breast.

I had been using this charming device ever since Jack’s birth—as they needed my milk to give to Jack up in pediatric ICU. Initially, extracting milk via this vacuum was only moderately uncomfortable. But then my breasts grew hard, and suddenly the breast pump became my nemesis. When I first used it to unblock a milk duct I let out a howl, which made the head nurse cross with me.

“What seems to be the problem?” she asked me, sounding decidedly peevish.

“It hurts like fuck,” I shouted, then immediately cursed myself for roaring without thinking. So I collected myself and said in a suitably contrite voice, “I’m so sorry.”

The nurse ignored my apology, and instead took the pump and repositioned it on my right breast. Then, placing her spare hand on my left shoulder, she turned on the juice. Within ten seconds, the pain was outrageous—and I bit down hard against my lip, shutting my eyes tightly.

“Steady on,” the nurse said. “The thing is to build up enough pressure so that the milk duct has no choice but to clear.”

This took another dreadful minute—during which time the solidified breast felt as if it was being squeezed with vindictive force. Don’t scream, don’t scream, I kept telling myself. But each pressurizing squeeze of the horn made such self-restraint increasingly improbable—until, suddenly, there was this rupture-like spurt, and I could feel a warm liquid enveloping the nipple.

“There we are,” the head nurse said, sounding pleased with herself. “One unblocked breast. Now you’ll need to let it keep pumping for a good ten minutes to completely clear the ducts of milk . . . and then you can start on the other one.”

Tony walked in when I was working on the left breast—and in the final throes of pain meltdown. This tit appeared to be twice as blocked as its counterpart—and having started the extraction process, I knew I couldn’t stop, as the leaden feeling intensified fourfold, to the point where it was just as unbearable as this torture-by-suction. Tony’s eyes grew immediately wide when he found me gripping the mattress with one hand, while using the other to clutch the dreaded breast pump. My face was screwed up into (judging from my husband’s shocked expression) a mask of near-dementia.

“What on earth are you doing?” he asked.

“Shut up,” I said, sensing that, any moment . . .

I let out a little cry, as the duct cleared and watery liquid came jetting forth. Tony said nothing. He just watched me as I continued to drain out the breast. When I was finished, I dropped the pump into a bowl on the bedside table, closed up my dressing gown, put my head in my hands, and thanked God, Allah, the Angel Moroni, whomever, that my stint on the rack was over (or, at least, for today anyway—as the head nurse warned me that I’d have to repeat this charming bit of plumbing several times a day if I wanted to keep my milk ducts cleared).

“You okay now?” Tony asked, sitting down on the bed.

“I have been better,” I said, then explained exactly why I had been engaged in such a masochistic endeavor.

“Lucky you,” Tony said. “How’s our chap?”

I gave him an update on my visit this morning, and then told him that I was still waiting to hear from Reynolds this evening about when he’d be moved out of pediatric ICU.

“The nurse hinted to me it could be as early as tomorrow—as they really think he’s doing just fine. Anyway, they want to discharge me in two days’ time—so you might have us both at home before you know it.”

“Oh . . . great,” Tony said.

“Hey—thanks for the enthusiastic response,” I said.

“I am pleased, really. It’s just—I only heard today that the editor wanted me to pop over to Geneva later on in the week. Some UN conference on . . .”

“Forget it,” I said.

“Of course, now that I know you’re coming home . . .”

“That’s right—you’ll just have to get someone else to cover for you.”

“No problem,” Tony said quickly. Which was a relief—because I had never told Tony before that he couldn’t do something (having both agreed from the start that we’d keep the word no out of our domestic vocabulary . . . within reason, of course). But I certainly wasn’t spending my first night home from hospital by myself with Jack. Though my husband seemed a little thrown by my vehemence, he slipped into reassurance mode.

“I’ll call His Lordship tonight, tell him it’s out of the question. And I promise you a great homecoming meal, courtesy of Marks and Spencer. But the champagne will come from elsewhere.”

“Like Tesco?”

He laughed. “Very witty,” he said. “But, then again, you can’t drink, can you?”

“I think I’ll manage a glass.”

We looked in on Jack that night. He was sleeping soundly and seemed content. And the nurse on duty told us that Dr. Reynolds had okayed his move to my room tomorrow morning—a prospect that terrified me. Because he would be my responsibility now.

But the next morning, I was paid a visit by Dr. Reynolds in my room.

“Now I don’t want to upset you,” he began, “but it seems that Jack has developed jaundice.”

“He what?”

“It’s a common postpartum condition that affects almost fifty percent of all newborn babies—and it usually clears up in ten days.”

“But how did he get it?”

“Well, to give you the proper textbook definition: jaundice occurs when there is a breakdown of red blood cells and you get a buildup of a yellow pigment called bilirubin.”

“But what causes this buildup of . . . what was it again?”

“Bilirubin. Generally, it comes from breast milk.”

“You mean, I have made him jaundiced?”

“Ms. Goodchild . . .”

“What you’re telling me is that I’ve poisoned him.”

That dangerous edge had crept into my voice—and though I was aware of its ominous presence, there was nothing I could do to curb it. Because I really didn’t understand what it was doing here in the first place.

Dr. Reynolds spoke slowly and with great care.

“Ms. Goodchild, you simply must not blame yourself. Because there’s nothing you could have done to prevent this, and also because—as I said before—it is such a typical ailment in new babies.”

“Can jaundice be dangerous?”

“Only if the levels of bilirubin get too high.”

“Then what happens?”

I could see Dr. Reynolds shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other.

“Then,” he finally said, “it can prove toxic to the brain. But—and I must emphasize this—such levels are extremely rare. And so far, your son is not showing any signs of . . .”

But I wasn’t listening to him anymore. Instead, another voice had taken up residency inside my head. A voice that kept repeating, “You’ve poisoned him . . . and now he’s going to be even more brain damaged. And there’s no one to blame but you . . .”

“Ms. Goodchild?”

I looked up and could see Dr. Reynolds eyeing me with concern.

“Are you all right?”

“What?”

“I seemed to have lost you for a moment.”

“I’m . . . all right,” I said.

“Did you hear what I said—about not holding yourself accountable for your son’s jaundice?”

“Yes, I heard.”

“And it will clear up in around ten days. During that time, we will have to keep him in the ICU. But, once again, there’s nothing particularly ominous about that—it’s just standard procedure for any newborn with jaundice. Is that understood?”

I nodded.

“Would you like to go up and see him?”

“All right,” I said—but my voice sounded flat, devoid of emotion. Once again, I could see Reynolds studying me with concern.

The blue light of the ICU masked the yellowish tint that now characterized Jack’s skin. Nor could I discern the discoloration around my son’s pupils which Reynolds told me was another feature of jaundice. But it didn’t matter that I couldn’t see the actual physical evidence of his illness. I knew how sick he was. And I knew that, despite Reynolds’s protestations, it was my fault.

Afterward, I called Tony at work and broke the news to him. When I mentioned that Jack had become jaundiced because of my breast milk, my husband said, “Are you sure that you weren’t a Catholic in another life? Because you certainly love to wallow in guilt.”

“I am not wallowing in guilt. I am simply admitting the truth of the matter: his illness is my doing.”

“Sally, you’re talking rubbish.”

“Don’t accuse me of . . .”

“It’s jaundice, not AIDS. And if the doctor says that it will clear up in a few days . . .”

“You’re not listening to me,” I shouted.

“That’s because you’re being preposterous.”

By the time Tony arrived at the hospital that night, I had managed to pull myself out of my self-flagellation jag—and immediately apologized to him for shouting on the phone.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said tersely.

We went up to the ICU together. Again, the blue fluorescent tubes cast the ward in a spectral light and also bleached out the yellowed pigment of our son’s skin. When Tony asked the attending nurse just how bad the jaundice was, she reassured us that his was a very standard case and that (as Reynolds had told me) it would be cleared up in a matter of days.

“So there’s nothing to worry about?” Tony asked, giving his question a certain for-my-benefit pointedness.

“He should make a full recovery, with no lasting side effects,” the nurse said.

“See?” Tony said, patting my arm. “All is well.”

I nodded in agreement—even though I didn’t believe it. I knew the truth. Just as that nurse knew the truth. After all, she didn’t say he will make a full recovery; she used the conditional verb should. Because she wasn’t at all certain that Jack would get better and she knew that my milk had poisoned him.

But I wouldn’t dare articulate any of this right now. No way was I going to open my big mouth and blurt out the reality of the situation. Especially given that everyone was now watching me for signs of stress and strain.

For the next thirty-six hours, I maintained this calm-and-collected front, showing a sane, rational face to the doctors and nurses of the Mattingly, visiting Jack several times a day at the ICU, and always nodding in agreement when they kept feeding me optimistic falsehoods about his progress.

Then, as expected, I was given the all-clear to go home. It was something of a wrench to leave Jack behind in the ICU—but I was glad for his sake that he was still sequestered from me, in a place where I could do him no harm. And every time a strange rational voice inside my brain admonished me for beating myself up over Jack’s illness, another more forceful, prosecutorial voice reminded me just how culpable I was.

Getting out of the hospital was, therefore, something of a relief. Especially as Tony not only had dinner waiting for me when I came home, but (as promised) he’d also hired Margaret’s cleaner, Cha, to give the place a thorough going-over . . . which meant that it now looked like a moderately tidy building site. And yes, he did have a bottle of Laurent-Perrier in the fridge. But when he handed me a glass, all I could think was: this is not exactly a triumphant homecoming, now, is it?

Still, I clinked my glass against his and downed the French fizz in one long gulp. Tony immediately refilled it.

“You’re thirsty,” he said.

“I think it’s called needing a drink.”

“And so say all of us.”

I drained my glass again.

“I’m glad I bought two bottles,” Tony said, topping me up once more. “You okay?”

I didn’t feel that question needed answering. Just as I decided to sidestep my usual overexplanation of how I was feeling—because it was so damn obvious what was wrong here: I had come home from the hospital after having a baby, but without the baby . . . even though I knew that Jack was better off without me.

“Nice bit of domestic news today,” Tony said. “The builders were in—”

“You could have fooled me.”

“Anyway, the foreman—what’s his name? . . . Northern Irish guy . . . Collins, right? . . . he was asking for you. And when I mentioned you’d had the baby, but he was in intensive care . . . well, Jesus, you should have seen the Catholic guilt kick in. Said he’d get a full crew in the next few days, and try to have all the work done within a fortnight.”

“It’s good to know that a potentially brain-damaged baby can finally get a builder to . . .”

“Stop it,” Tony said quietly, pouring me yet another glass.

“Have I already drunk the last one?”

“Looks that way. Shall I get dinner on?”

“Let me guess. Curry vindaloo?”

“Close. Chicken tikka masala.”

“Even though you know I can’t stand Indian.”

“If you can’t stand Indian, you’ve come to the wrong country.”

“Yes,” I said. “I have done just that.”

Tony got one of those uncomfortable looks on his face again.

“I’ll get things under way in the kitchen.”

“And I’ll go unblock a milk duct.”

Oh, God, we were off to a great start. To make things even merrier, both my breasts were now feeling like reinforced concrete again. So I retreated to the bathroom, and stared at the half-finished cabinets and untiled floors as I powered up the torture pump and screamed only three times until the right nipple finally spouted milk. However, the left breast seemed more pliable now. After five minutes of electrically induced suction, it burst forth. Then I staggered up off the toilet seat, dumped the pump in the sink, walked into the nursery, sat down in the wicker chair, and found myself staring blankly at the empty crib. That’s when I felt myself reverting back into sinking mode, the same feeling that hit me right after the birth, and had now decided to pay me a second call. It was as if this brightly colored room had become a cube, in which I was trapped as it headed on a downward trajectory. And the cube was simultaneously diminishing in size—to the point where all I could do was brace both legs and both feet against all four walls, in an attempt to stop it from crushing me.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Tony’s voice stopped my free-fall—and also yanked me back to the here and now. The cube had become a room again. I was no longer plummeting, but I was certainly in an awkward and damnably embarrassing position, crouched against a wall, with my hands gripping the floorboards.

“Sally, are you all right?”

I didn’t know how to answer that question—because I still wasn’t certain where I was. So I said nothing, and let Tony help me back to my feet, and into the chair. He looked at me with that unspoken mixture of anxiety and contempt which seemed to characterize his reaction to my now-frequent moments of distress.

Only this time, the distress was short-lived. As soon as he had me seated back in the chair, it vanished—and I felt functioning again.

“Dinner ready?” I asked.

“Sally, what were you doing on the floor?”

“I don’t know, really. Little fainting spell, I think.”

“But you looked like you were trying to claw your way out of the room.”

“That’s what I get for drinking three glasses of champagne on an empty womb.”

I found this witticism hugely funny—and suddenly couldn’t stop laughing. Once again, Tony just stared at me and said nothing.

“Oh, come on, Tony,” I said. “You’ve got to give me an A plus for bad taste.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t drink anything more tonight.”

“With bloody Indian food? You must be joking.”

Only we weren’t eating chicken tikka masala (that was Tony’s idea of a joke); rather, a wonderfully high carbohydrate spaghetti alla carbonara, with lots of freshly grated Parmesan cheese, and a big green salad, and a loaf of buttery garlic bread, and a decent bottle of Chianti Classico, all courtesy of Marks and Spencer.

It was pure comfort food. Days of hospital muck had left me suddenly ravenous. I ate like a hostage on his first full night of freedom. Only I didn’t feel free of anything. Rather, the food was simply acting as a momentary diversion against . . .

What? I thought I’d rid myself of all the furies that had seized hold of me. But now . . . what the hell was that bad piece of surrealism in Jack’s room? Maybe Tony was right: throwing back copious amounts of champagne after a long stretch of sobriety probably wreaked havoc with my equilibrium. And the sight of Jack’s empty crib simply sent me over the edge.

“You seem to be nursing that glass of wine,” Tony said.

“After that performance on the floor, I thought I’d better turn Mormon for the night. I’m sorry.”

He shrugged.

“Not to worry,” he said in a flat tone of voice that wasn’t reassuring.

“Thank you for this beautiful dinner,” I said.

“Ready-made food isn’t exactly beautiful.”

“Still, it was very thoughtful of you.”

Another of his shrugs. We fell silent. Then, “I’m scared, Tony.”

“That’s not surprising. You’ve been through a lot.”

“It’s not just that. It’s whether Jack will turn out . . .”

He cut me off.

“You heard what the nurse said yesterday. All vital signs are good. The MRI showed nothing. His brain waves are registering as normal. So, in fact, there’s little to worry about.”

“But Dr. Reynolds wasn’t definitive about that . . .”

“Sally . . .”

“And I’m absolutely certain that Reynolds is trying to cushion us from the possibility that Jack has brain damage. I mean, he’s a very straightforward, decent man, Reynolds—especially after that uppity prick, Hughes—but he’s also like every damn doctor. As far as he’s concerned, we’re his problem . . . but only up until that point when Jack is discharged from the Mattingly. So, naturally, he’ll keep as much from us as he can.”

“Please stop sounding like one of those batty conspiracy theorists . . .”

“This is not some fucking conspiracy theory, Tony. This is our son, who is now entering his second week in intensive care . . .”

“And who everyone says will be just fine. Do I have to keep repeating that over and over? Have you lost all reason?”

“You’re saying I’m crazy?”

“I’m saying, you’re being irrational . . .”

“I have a right to be irrational. Because . . .”

But then, out of nowhere, I applied the emotional brakes. I was shouting. Suddenly, like somebody changing rooms, I found myself back in far more sensible surroundings, truly appalled (yet again) by such a temperamental overload, let alone the way it had just abruptly ended. This wasn’t like anger’s normal aftermath—where, once the exchange of words was over, I’d fume for a bit and then, when it was clear that Tony wasn’t going to apologize (something he seemed genetically incapable of doing), I’d take it upon myself to sue for peace. No, this was . . . well, strange was the only word to describe it. Especially as the anger just fell off me. One moment, I was in full throttle fury. The next . . .

“I think I need to lie down.”

Tony gave me another of his long, nonplussed looks.

“Right,” he finally said. “Want me to help you back to bed?”

I haven’t been in bloody bed since I’ve come back home, Tony . . . or hadn’t you noticed?

“No, I’ll manage,” I said.

I got up, and left the kitchen, and went to the bedroom, and changed into my pajamas, and fell into bed, and pulled the blankets up over my head, and waited for sleep to come.

But it didn’t arrive. On the contrary, I was shockingly wide awake, despite a deep, painful fatigue. But my mind was in high-octane overdrive—ricocheting from thought to thought, worry to worry. Entire horrendous scenarios played themselves out in my head—the last of which involved Jack, aged three, curled up, ball-like in an armchair, unable to focus on me, or his general surroundings, or the world at large, while some hyper-rational, hyper-calm social worker said in a hyper-rational tone of voice, “I really do think that you and your husband must consider some sort of ‘managed care’ environment for your son. A place where his needs can be attended to twenty-four hours a day.”

But then, this catatonic child sprang up from the chair, and abruptly commenced the most extreme temper tantrum imaginable—screaming nonsyllabic sounds, upturning a side table, and knocking out of his way everything that strayed into his path as he charged across the living room, before falling into the bathroom and smashing the mirror with his fist. As I struggled to calm him down—and get a towel wrapped around his now hemorrhaging hand—I caught brief sight of myself in the shattered glass: aged beyond recognition in the three short years since Jack’s birth; the perma-crescent-moons beneath my eyes and the cleaved lines giving a clear indication of my so-called quality of life since my poor brain-damaged boy had been born.

However, my moment of exhausted self-pity was quickly over—as he began to slam his head against the sink. And—

“Tony!”

No answer. But, then again, why would there be—as I was in bed and the door was shut. I glanced at the clock: 2:05. How did that happen? I hadn’t been asleep, had I? I turned over. Tony wasn’t next to me in bed. All the lights in the room were still on. Immediately I was out of bed and in the corridor. But before I headed downstairs to see if he was up, watching a late-night movie, I saw the light on the still uncarpeted stairs leading up to his office.

The attic conversion had been finished while I had been in the hospital, and Tony had evidently expended considerable effort on putting it together. His fitted bookshelves were now stacked with his extensive library. Another wall was filled with CDs. He had a small stereo system and a shortwave radio in easy reach of the large stylish desk that he chose with me at the Conran Shop. There was a new Dell computer center stage on the desk, and a new orthopedic Herman Miller chair, upon which Tony was now sitting, staring intently at a word-filled screen.

“This is impressive,” I said, looking around.

“Glad you like it.”

I wanted to mention something about how it might have been nice if he’d concentrated his energies on unpacking the more shared corners of the house . . . but thought it wise to hold my tongue. It had been getting me into enough trouble recently.

“What time is it?” he asked absently.

“Just a little after two.”

“Couldn’t sleep?”

“Something like that. You too?”

“Been working since you went off to bed.”

“On what? Something for the paper?”

“The novel, actually.”

“Really?” I said, sounding pleased. Because Tony had been threatening to start his first foray into fiction when I met him in Cairo. At the time he intimated that if he ever got transferred back to dreaded, prosaic London, he was finally going to try to write the Graham Greene–esque novel that had been rattling around his head for the past few years.

There was a part of me that always wondered if Tony had the long-term discipline that was required for this prolonged task. Like so many journos who’d done time in the field, he loved the manic hunt for a story, and the hurried, frenetic rush to file copy by the necessary deadline. But could he actually retreat to a little room, day in, day out, to incrementally push a narrative along—as he once bragged to me that two hours was about the longest time he’d ever spent writing a story?

Yet here he was, in the middle of the night, working. I was both impressed and pleasantly surprised.

“That’s great news,” I said.

Tony shrugged. “It might turn out to be crap.”

“It might turn out to be good.”

Another shrug.

“How far are you into it?” I asked.

“Just a few thousand words.”

“And . . . ?”

“Like I said, I haven’t a clue if it’s up to anything.”

“But you will keep writing it?”

“Yeah—until my nerve fails me. Or when I decide it’s beyond useless.”

I came over to him and put my hand on his shoulder.

“I won’t let you stop.”

“That a promise?” he asked, finally looking up at me.

“Yes. It is. And listen . . .”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry about before.”

He turned back to the screen.

“I’m sure you’ll feel better in the morning . . . if you can stop worrying.”

But when I woke at seven that morning, Tony wasn’t next to me in bed. Rather, I found him asleep on the new pull-out sofa in his study, a small pile of printed pages stacked up by the computer. When I brought him a cup of tea a few hours later, my first question was, “How late did you work?”

“Only till three,” he said, sounding half awake.

“You could have come down and shared the bed.”

“Didn’t want to wake you.”

But the next night, he did the same thing. I’d just come back from the hospital—my second visit of the day to Jack. It was nine o’clock—and I was slightly aggrieved to find Tony already at work in his office, as he had told me he couldn’t make it to the hospital this evening, because of yet another international crisis (something in Mozambique, I think) that was keeping him.

“Anyway, it’s not as if Jack will be missing me,” he said when he phoned me that afternoon at home.

“But I’d like it if you were with me.”

“And I’d like it too. But . . .”

“I know, I know—work is work. And who cares if your son . . .”

“Let’s not start that,” he said sharply.

“Fine, fine,” I said, sounding truly touchy now. “Have it your way. I’ll see you at home.”

So finding him in his office that evening really did peeve me.

“I thought you said you’d be working late at the paper.”

“We got the pages to bed earlier than expected.”

“Well, thanks a lot for rushing over to the Mattingly to see your son.”

“I only got in fifteen minutes ago.”

“And went straight to work on your novel?”

“That’s right.”

“You really expect me to believe that?”

“I was inspired,” he said, without the faintest trace of irony.

“I suppose you’ll now want dinner?”

“No—I grabbed something at the office. Anyway, what I really want to do is work on, if that’s okay.”

“Don’t you want to know how Jack is?”

“I do know that. I called the hospital around six, and got a full update from the ICU nurse. But, I suppose, you know that already.”

I wanted to scream. Instead, I just turned on my heel and left. After throwing something together in the kitchen, and washing it back with a single glass of wine (I wasn’t risking another descent into weirdness), I poured Tony a glass and brought it back up to his office.

“Oh, ta,” he said, looking up from the screen.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Good, good,” he said in a tone that indicated that I was interrupting his flow.

“Want to watch the Ten O’Clock News?”

“Better keep on with this.”

Two hours later, I stuck my head back in his office.

“I’m going to bed now,” I said.

“Fine.”

“You coming?”

“Be down in a moment.”

But when I turned the bedside light off fifteen minutes later, he hadn’t joined me. And when I came to at eight the next morning, the space next to me was empty.

So, once again, I climbed the stairs to his office—only to find him under the duvet on his sofa bed.

This time, however, I didn’t bring him a cup of tea. Nor did I wake him. But when he staggered downstairs around ten, looking harassed, the first thing he said to me was, “Why the hell did you let me sleep in?”

“Well, since we now seem to be living separate lives, I don’t have to be your alarm clock.”

“I spend two nights on the sofa, and you’re already talking about separate lives.”

“I’m just wondering if you’re trying to tell me something. Or if this is some passive-aggressive—”

“Passive-aggressive. For fuck’s sake, I was just working late. On the novel—which you so want me to write. So what’s the problem?”

“I’m just . . .”

“Insanely insecure.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Except, “Perhaps.”

“Well, you shouldn’t be. And I will be at the hospital tonight. And I will share our bed. All right?”

True to his word, Tony did show up at the Mattingly around eight that evening. He was half an hour late, but I decided not to make a big deal of it. I had already spent the better part of an hour making eye contact with my son. He seemed to be watching me watching him—and for the first time in weeks, I actually found myself smiling.

“Look at this,” I said as Tony walked down the ward toward us. He crouched down beside us and looked at his son.

“I told you he would be all right,” he said.

Yes, you did. But why do you have to remind me of that now?

“He really sees us,” I said, deciding it was not the moment to respond to Tony’s comment.

“I suppose he does.” He waved briefly in his direction. “Hello there. We are your parents, you poor bugger.”

“He’ll be just fine. Because we’ll make sure of that.”

“Your mother’s an all-American optimist,” Tony said to Jack. Our son just peered out at us, no doubt wondering where he was, and what was this thing called life.

That night, Tony did get into bed with me, and read Graham Greene’s The Honorary Consul, and kissed me good night. Though sex was still definitely out of the physical question, a cuddle would have been nice. But, then again, a casual cuddle (or, at least, one without the follow-through of sex) was never Tony’s style. When I woke the next morning . . . true to form, I found him upstairs, sprawled out on his sofa bed, more pages piled up by the computer.

“You seem to be having very productive nights,” I said.

“It’s a good time to work,” he said.

“And it also gives you the excuse not to sleep with me.”

“I did last night.”

“For how long?”

“Does that really matter? You were asleep, after all.”

“As soon as I was conked out, you went upstairs.”

“Yes, that’s right. But I did come to bed with you as requested, didn’t I?”

“I suppose so,” I said, realizing I had nowhere to go in this argument.

“And the novel is getting written.”

“That’s nice.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“There is no problem, Tony.”

But I also knew that my husband was shrewdly ensuring that, when Jack came home, he’d be able to sidestep all the broken, sleepless nights by using his novel as an excuse . . . and the sofa bed in his office as his refuge.

Once again, however, I feared raising this point, as I could see that every time I said something contrary, he’d sigh heavily and make me feel like the nag I never wanted to be. And he had let my little free-fall episode come and go without major comment. Just as he’d also been admirably Teflon-like when I was riding the hormonal roller coaster in the hospital. So, to keep the domestic peace (especially given Jack’s imminent arrival home), I thought it best not to push this point. Grin and bear it: the great marital bromide.

But I decided to sidestep all such negative thoughts by using the next few days to get the house into some sort of reasonable shape before our son filled every imaginable space. Fortunately, the foreman and his team were outside our front door at eight the next morning, ready to start work (Tony must have really played on their guilt—or simply stopped paying them). And Collins—the Northern Irish boss of the crew—was solicitousness itself, asking me with great concern about my “wee one,” telling me he was “sorry for my troubles,” but that, “God willing, the wee fella will be just grand.” He also assured me that he and his boys would be able to finish all the large-scale work within a week.

“Now don’t you worry about a thing, except your wee fella. We’ll get the job done for you.”

I was genuinely touched by such kindness—especially in the light of the fact that he had been such a completely irresponsible pain prior to this, never true to his word, always messing us about, always acting as if he was doing us a favor. Suddenly, his inherent decency had emerged. Though I could have cynically written it off as him caving into emotional blackmail, I couldn’t help but think that he was probably like every builder—playing the middle from both ends, taking on far more jobs than he could handle, and never letting the right hand know what the left hand was doing. But there’s something about a child in danger that brings out the grace in almost all of us . . . unless, like Tony, you build up a wall against all panic, all doubt, all sense of life’s random inequities.

Once again, I sensed that this emotional cordon sanitaire was Tony’s way of coping with his own undercurrent of worry. As elliptical as he could be, I still knew him well enough by now to see through his veneer of diffidence. And though I was truly pleased that he was getting on with the novel, I also realized that it was a defense mechanism—a distancing device, in which he could push me and the potential problem that was Jack to one side.

“No doubt, it will only be a matter of time before he starts working out ways to get transferred back to Cairo—alone,” Sandy said when she called me that morning.

“He’s just quietly freaking,” I said.

“Yeah—responsibility is such a bitch.”

“Look, everyone has their own way of dealing with a crisis.”

“Which, in Tony’s case, means play ostrich.”

Of course, this hadn’t been my first phone conversation with my sister since I’d been rushed to hospital. Ever since I had come home, we’d spoken two to three times a day. Naturally, Sandy was horrified by my news.

“If that deadbeat ex-husband of mine hadn’t just taken off for a monthlong hike with his outdoorsy paramour, I’d be over in London like a speeding bullet. But there’s no one else to look after the kids, and the bastard’s hiking without a cell phone, so he’s completely out of contact.”

True to form, however, she did not react with horror to the big question mark hovering over Jack. Instead, she worked the phones, calling every obstetrician and pediatrician she knew in the Boston area, demanding information and second opinions, and all those other “something must be done!” attempts to ameliorate a crisis that we love to practice in the States.

“I really think it’s going to turn out all right,” I told Sandy in an attempt to get her off the subject of my contrary husband. “More importantly, they’re moving Jack today out of pediatric ICU.”

“Well, that’s something. Because according to my friend Maureen’s husband—”

And it would turn out that Maureen’s husband was a certain Dr. Flett, who happened to be the head of pediatric neurology at Mass General—and he had said that . . .

“—if the baby is responding to normal stimuli after seven days the signs are pretty good.”

“That’s exactly what the doctors here told me,” I said.

“Yes,” Sandy said, “but they’re not the head of pediatric neurology at one of the leading hospitals in America.”

“The doctors here really have been terrific,” I said.

“Well, if I had a couple of million in the bank, I’d fly you and Jack over here by MedEvac today.”

“Nice thought—but this isn’t exactly Uganda.”

“I’m yet to be convinced of that. Are you better today?”

“I’m fine,” I said carefully. Though I had mentioned my initial postpartum dive to Sandy, I didn’t go into great detail . . . especially as I didn’t want to unsettle her further, and also because I was pretty certain that my brief emotional downturn had been nothing more than that. But Sandy, per usual, wasn’t buying my calmness.

“I’ve got this other friend—Alison Kepler—she’s the chief nurse in the postpartum division of Brigham and Women’s Hospital . . .”

“Jesus, Sandy,” I said, interrupting her. “Half of Boston must know about Jack’s birth . . .”

“Big deal. The thing is, I’m getting you the best proxy medical advice imaginable. And Alison told me that postpartum depression can come in a couple of waves.”

“But I’m not having a postpartum depression,” I said, sounding exasperated.

“How can you be certain? Don’t you know that most depressed people don’t know they’re depressed?”

“Because I find myself getting so damn pissed off with Tony, that’s how. And don’t you know that most depressed people are unable to get really pissed off at their husband . . . or their sister?”

“How can you be pissed off at me?”

How can you so lack a sense of humor? I felt like screaming at her. But that was how my wonderful, humorless sister saw the world: in an intensely logical, what you say is what you mean sort of way. Which is why she would never—repeat, never—survive in London.

But in the first few days out of the hospital, I was certain that I was beyond the mere surviving stage of postpartum shock. Perhaps this had something to do with Jack’s liberation from pediatric ICU. On Wednesday, I arrived for my morning visit at ten-thirty—only to be met by the usual morning nurse, who said, “Good news. Jack’s jaundice has totally cleared up—and we’ve moved him to the normal baby ward.”

“You sure he’s free of everything?” I asked.

“Believe me,” she said, “we wouldn’t release him from here unless we were certain all is well.”

“Sorry, sorry,” I said. “I’ve just turned into a perpetual worrier.”

“Welcome to parenthood.”

The baby ward was two floors down. The nurse phoned ahead to inform them that I was the actual mother of Jack Hobbs (“We can’t be too careful these days”). When I arrived there, the head nurse on duty was waiting.

“You’re Jack’s mum?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Your timing’s perfect,” she said. “He needs to be fed.”

It was extraordinary to see him free from all the medical apparatus that had mummified him for the past ten days. Before he looked so desperately vulnerable. Now his face had shaken off that drugged look of shock that had possessed him during the first few days of his life. And though Sandy (through her platoon of experts) had reassured me that he’d have no received memories of these early medical traumas, I couldn’t help but feel more guilt. Guilt that I had done something wrong during my pregnancy—even though I couldn’t exactly pinpoint what that was.

And suddenly, that reproving voice inside my head started repeating, over and over again, “You brought this on yourself. You did it to him. Because you really didn’t want him . . .”

Shut up!

I found myself shuddering and gripping the sides of Jack’s crib. The nurse on duty studied me with concern. She was in her mid-twenties, large, dumpy—but someone who immediately exuded decency.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Just a little tired, that’s all,” I said, noticing her name tag: McGuire.

“Wait until you get him home,” she said with an easy laugh. But instead of getting annoyed at this innocently flippant comment, I managed a smile—because I didn’t want anyone to know the manic distress that was encircling me at the moment.

“Ready to take him?” the nurse asked.

No, I am not ready. I’m not ready for any of this. Because I can’t cope. Because . . .

“Sure,” I said, my smile tight.

She reached in, and gingerly gathered him up. He was very docile until he was put into my arms. At which point, he instantly began to cry. It wasn’t a loud cry, but it was certainly persistent—like someone who felt instantly uncomfortable with the hands now holding him. And that admonishing voice inside my head told me, “Well, of course he’s crying. Because he knows it was you who did him harm.”

“Is he your first?” the nurse asked.

“Yes,” I said, wondering if my nervousness was showing.

“Don’t worry about the crying then. Believe me, he’ll get to like it within a day.”

Why are you trying to humor me? It’s so clear that Jack knows I meant him harm, knows I really was trying to hurt him, knows I’m incapable of being a mother. Which is why he can’t stand this first physical contact with me. He knows.

“Can I get you a chair?” the nurse asked me.

“That would be good,” I said, as my legs were suddenly feeling rubbery.

She found a straight-back plastic chair. I sat down, cradling Jack. He kept roaring—a true cry from someone who was terrified by the company they were now keeping.

“Maybe if you tried feeding him . . .” the nurse suggested. “He’s due a feed.”

“I’ve been having problems extracting milk,” I said.

“Well, he’ll clear that problem up straightaway,” she said with another of her amiable laughs that was supposed to put me at my ease, but just made me feel even more self-conscious. So, cradling the still-screaming Jack with one arm, I tried to lift my T-shirt and bra with my spare hand. But Jack’s cries made me hyper-nervous, with the result that every time I attempted to yank up my shirt, I seemed to be losing my grip on him. Which made him even more disconcerted.

“Let me take him there for a moment while you sort yourself out,” the nurse said.

I’m not going to sort myself out. Because I can’t sort myself out.

“Thank you,” I said. As soon as she relieved me of Jack, he stopped crying. I pulled up my T-shirt and freed my right breast from the nursing bra I was wearing. My hands were sweaty. I felt desperately tense—in part, because my milk ducts had been blocked again over the past few days. But also because I was holding my child and all I felt was terror.

You’re not fit for this . . . you can’t do this . . .

Once the breast was exposed, the nurse returned Jack to me. His reaction to my touch was almost Pavlovian: cry when you feel Mommy’s hands. And cry he did. Profusely. Until his lips touched my nipple, at which point he started making the greedy suckling noises of someone who was desperately hungry.

“There he goes,” the nurse said, nodding approvingly as he clamped his gums around my nipple and began to suck hard. Immediately, it felt as if a clothespin had been applied to my breast. Though his mouth may have been toothless, his gums were steel-reinforced. And he clamped down so hard my initial reaction was a muffled, surprised scream.

“You all right there?” the nurse asked, still trying to be all smiles—even though, with each passing moment, I was certain that she was writing me off as inadequate and completely unsuited for maternal duties.

“His gums are just a little . . .”

But I didn’t get to finish the sentence as he bit down so hard that I actually shrieked. Worse yet, the pain had been so sudden, so intense, that I inadvertently yanked him off my breast—which sent him back into screaming mode.

“Oh, God, sorry, sorry, sorry,” I said.

The nurse remained calm. She immediately collected Jack from me, settling him down moments after she had him in her arms. I sat there, my breast exposed and aching, feeling useless, stupid, and desperately guilty.

“Is he all right?” I asked, my voice thick with shock.

“Just got a little fright, that’s all,” she said. “As did you.”

“I really didn’t mean to . . .”

“You’re grand, really. Happens all the time. Especially if you’re having a little problem with the milk flow. Now hang on there a sec—I think I know how we can sort this problem out.”

Using her free hand, she reached for a phone. Around a minute later, another nurse arrived with the dreaded breast pump.

“Ever use one of these things before?” Nurse McGuire asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Off you go then,” she said, handing it to me.

Once again, the pain was appalling—but, at least this time, short-lived. After a minute of vigorous pumping, the dam burst—and though I now had tears streaming down my face the relief was enormous too.

“You right now?” the nurse asked, all cheerful and no-nonsense.

I nodded. She handed Jack back to me. God, how he hated my touch. I moved him quickly to the now-leaking nipple. He was reluctant to go near it again, but when his lips tasted the milk, he was clamped onto it like a vise, sucking madly. I flinched at the renewed pain—but forced myself to stay silent. I didn’t want to put on another show for this exceedingly tolerant nurse. But she sensed my distress.

“Hurts a bit, does it?” she asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“You’re not the first mother who’s said that. But you’ll get used to it.”

God, why was she so damn nice? Especially when I didn’t deserve it. I mean, I’d read all the damn books and magazine articles, extolling the life-enhancing pleasures of breast-feeding: the way it cements the relationship between mother and child, and fosters the deepest of maternal instincts. Breast is best ran the theme of all these pro-suckling diatribes—and they were quick to denounce nonbelievers as wantonly selfish, uncaring, and inadequate. All of which I felt right now. Because the one thing nobody ever told me about breast-feeding was: it hurts so fucking much.

“Well, of course it hurts,” Sandy said when I phoned her around noon that day. “Hell, I used to dread every moment of it.”

“Really?” I said, grabbing onto this revelation.

“Believe me, it didn’t give me a big motherly buzz.”

I knew she was lying—for my benefit. Because I was often in and out of Sandy’s house in the months right after the birth of her first son. And she didn’t display the slightest sign of discomfort while breast-feeding. On the contrary, she was so damn adept at this business that I once saw her ironing a shirt while simultaneously suckling her son.

“It’s just a bit of a shock at first, that’s all,” she said. “When are you going back to the hospital?”

“Tonight,” I said, hearing the dread in my voice.

“I bet he’s beautiful,” she said. “Do you have a digital camera?”

“Uh, no.”

“Well, get one and you can start emailing me photos.”

“Right,” I said, my voice so flat that Sandy immediately said, “Sally . . . tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Tell me what’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on.”

“You don’t sound good.”

“Just a bad day, that’s all.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yes,” I lied. Because the truth was . . .

What?

I had no damn idea what the truth here was. Except that I didn’t want to go back to the hospital that night. As soon as I hung up the phone, I escaped from the workmen who were everywhere in the house, and took refuge in Tony’s study. I sank into his desk chair and stared at the pile of manuscript pages stacked facedown to the left of his computer keyboard. There was the large black Moleskine notebook, underneath a circular pen holder. I always knew that Tony was an inveterate keeper of diaries. I found this out the first night we slept together at his shambolic Cairo flat—when I woke up around three to take a pee and discovered him in the living room, scribbling in a black-bound book.

“So what do I rate—a five, an eight?” I asked him, standing nude in the doorway.

“That’s private,” he said, shutting the book and recapping his pen. “Just like everything in this book.”

The tone was pleasant—but coolly firm. I took the hint and never asked him about his notebook again . . . even though, over the coming months, I’d often see him writing away in it. Someone once said anyone who kept a journal was a bit like a dog going back to sniff his own vomit. But to me, anyone who chronicled their day-to-day life—and, simultaneously, their deeply personal reactions to those closest to them—ultimately wanted it to be read. Which is why—I surmised—Tony had casually left his Moleskin notebook on top of his desk. Because though he knew I respected his privacy, to the point of never coming into his study, I couldn’t help but wonder if he wasn’t also playing a subtle passive-aggressive game with me, silently saying: There it is . . . go on, open it if you dare.

Then again, he might have just left it there by accident . . . which meant that all my psychobabbly thoughts about his alleged tactical behavior were further examples of my heightened fragility.

I was feeling pretty damn fragile right now. So fragile that—as tempted as I was to open the notebook and learn whatever horrible truth was contained inside (“We are a terrible match,” “Why is she so bloody literal about everything?” “I have constructed a prison of my own making.” I really was having inventive flights of paranoid fancy)—I knew that I would be venturing into territories best sidestepped. Anyway, who in their right mind really wants to know the private thoughts of their spouse?

So I pulled my hand away from the notebook, and also resisted the temptation to read a few manuscript pages and see whether Tony was playing Graham Greene or Jeffrey Archer. Instead, I simply unfolded the sofa bed, opened the wicker box where Tony kept the duvet and pillows, made the bed, pulled down the shade on the dormer window, turned the phone to voicemail, took off my jeans, and got under the covers. Even though there was an excessive amount of hammering and sanding on the lower floors, I was asleep within minutes—a fast, blacked-out tumble into oblivion.

Then I heard a familiar voice.

“What are you doing here?”

It took a moment or two to work out where I was. Or to adjust to the fact that it was now night, and the room had just been illuminated by the big floor lamp that stood to the right of the desk, and that my husband was standing in the doorway, looking at me with concern.

“Tony?” I asked, my voice thick with sleep.

“The hospital has been trying to reach you . . .”

Now I was completely awake.

“They what?”

“Jack had a minor setback this afternoon. The jaundice returned.”

Now I was on my feet, grabbing for my clothes.

“Let’s go,” I said, pulling on my jeans. Tony put a steadying hand on my arm.

“I’ve been there already. It’s okay now. They were worried at first that it might be a serious relapse. But the blood tests showed only a very minor overload of bilirubin, so there’s nothing to worry about. However, they did move him back to pediatric ICU . . .”

I shrugged off Tony’s hand.

“Tell me in the car.”

“We’re not going . . .”

“Don’t tell me we’re not going. He’s my . . .”

“We’re not going,” Tony said, holding my arm with more vehemence.

“If you’re not going, I’m . . .”

“Will you listen?” he said, his voice suddenly raised. “It’s nearly midnight.”

“What?” I said, sounding genuinely shocked.

“It’s seven minutes to twelve.”

“Bullshit.”

“You’ve been asleep all day.”

“That can’t have happened.”

“Well, the hospital has been trying to ring you at home since three this afternoon.”

Oh, no . . .

“And I must have left you ten messages on your cell . . .”

“Why didn’t you try the builders?”

“Because I didn’t have their bloody cell number, that’s why.”

“I was taking a nap after seeing Jack this morning.”

“A twelve-hour nap?”

“I’m sorry . . .”

I gently shook off his grip and finished getting dressed.

“I’m still going over there,” I said.

He blocked my path toward the door. “That’s not a good idea right now. Especially after . . .”

“After what?” I demanded. But I already sensed the answer to that question.

“Especially after the difficulties you had this morning.”

That bitch, Nurse McGuire. She told on me.

“It was just a feeding problem, that’s all.”

“So I gather—but one of the nurses on duty said you nearly yanked Jack off your breast.”

“It was a momentary thing. He hurt me.”

“Well, I’m sure he didn’t mean to.”

“I’m not saying that. Anyway, it wasn’t as if I threw him across the room. I just had a bit of a shock.”

“Must have been quite a shock if the nurse reported it to her superior.”

I sat down on the bed. I put my head in my hands. I really did feel like grabbing my passport, running to the airport, and catching the first plane Stateside.

You can’t do this . . . you’re a maternal disaster area . . .

Then another calm and lucid voice entered my head, repeating, over and over again, a soothing mantra: You don’t care . . . You don’t care . . . You really don’t care.

Why should a catastrophe of a mother like me care about her child? Anyway, even if I did care, they (the doctors, the nurses, my husband) all knew the truth about me. They had the evidence. And they saw just how . . .

How what?

How . . . I wasn’t understanding any of this.

How . . . one moment, I was wracked with grief and guilt for what had befallen Jack . . . the next, I couldn’t give a damn.

Because I’m unfit. That’s right, U-N-F-I-T. Like that old country-and-western song about D-I-V-O-R . . .

“Sally?”

I looked up and saw Tony staring at me in that quizzical, peeved way of his.

“You really should go to bed,” he said.

“I’ve just slept twelve hours.”

“Well, that was your decision.”

“No—that was my body’s decision. Because my body’s noticed something which you definitely haven’t noticed . . . the fact that I am completely run down after a little physical exertion called ‘having a baby.’ Which, I know, in your book, is just about up there with stubbing your toe . . .”

Tony gave me a thin smile and started stripping the sofa bed.

“Think I’ll go to work now,” he said. “No need to wait up for me.”

“I’m not going back to sleep.”

“That’s your call. Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

“You don’t care what’s going on, do you?”

“Excuse me, but who ran to the hospital this evening when our son’s mother turned off all the phones and put herself out of touch with the world?”

His comment caught me like a slap across the face—especially as he said it in an ultra-detached voice.

“That is so unfair,” I said, my voice a near-whisper. Tony just smiled.

“Of course you’d think that,” he said. “Because the truth is usually most unfair.”

Then he sat down in his desk chair, swiveled it away from me, and said, “Now if you’ll excuse me . . .”

“Fuck you.”

But he ignored that comment, and instead said, “If you do feel like making me a cup of tea, that would be most welcome.”

I responded to this comment by storming out of his office, slamming the door behind me.

Marching downstairs, my initial reaction was to fly out the door, jump into a taxi, tell the driver to floor it to the Mattingly, march straight into pediatric ICU, demand to see Jack immediately, and also demand that they find that Irish stool pigeon, so I could confront that Ms. Holier-Than-Thou with the lies she’d peddled about me. And then . . .

I would be bound and gagged and dispatched to the nearest rubber room.

I started to pace the floor. And when I say pace, I mean pace. As in a manic back-forth motion: here-there, here-there, here-there. Only when the thought struck me—look at you, treading up and down the room like a laboratory animal on amphetamines—did I force myself to sit down. At which point I had a bad attack of the chills. An arctic wind had blown down Sefton Street and had somehow penetrated the very fabric of my house, leaving me convinced that the floorboards were rotting, rising damp was prevalent, and this entire shit heap investment, this mean little example of domestic Victoriana, was going to be blown off its dirt foundations, leaving us destitute and in the street.

But then, the climate changed. The mercury soared eighty degrees. I’d left mid-January in the Canadian Rockies and was now somewhere in the tropics. Aruba, baby. Forget the frostbite. We’re having a heat wave, a tropical heat wave. Like one hundred and ten in the shade, with ninety-six percent humidity. Suddenly, I was sweating. So drenched in perspiration that I had to strip off all my clothes.

Which is exactly what I did—not noticing that our front curtains were open and someone was getting out of a black cab parked right outside, and the driver was gawking at me, wide-eyed, and I felt like turning full-frontal toward him, and showing off my caesarean scar. Instead, some intrinsic modesty took over and I made a dash upstairs for the bathroom, and turned on the cold tap full-blast, and jumped under the downpour (thank God, I’d insisted on an American power shower), and then . . .

What are you doing?

I turned off the water. I leaned my head against the tiled wall. I felt another stab of panic—because I was so completely adrift and out of control. What was scaring me most was the realization that there seemed to be no logical progression to these strange, manic interludes. I had become an emotional pinball, bouncing wildly off every object in my path. In the midst of these mood swings, there would be moments of extreme, painful clarity—like the one I was negotiating right now, where I felt like beating my skull against the wall and repeating over and over again, What are you doing?

To which I could only answer: I really don’t know. Because I don’t even know how things operate within me anymore.

Oh, listen to yourself. Little Miss Self-Pity. A mild postpartum dip in your equilibrium—something any sensible, balanced person could handle—and you cleave in two. Tony’s right to treat you as some sort of silly recalcitrant. Because you’re making an idiot of yourself. Worse yet, you keep going down this manic road, and questions will start being raised about your sanity. So get a grip, eh? And while you’re at it, go make your husband a cup of tea.

I followed the advice of this hyper-censorious internal counselor—and stepped out of the shower, determined to put everything right. As I dressed and dried my hair, I told myself that, from this moment on, calm lucidity would prevail. I would go to the hospital tomorrow morning and apologize for not showing up today. I would seek out Nurse McGuire, and let her know that I perfectly understood her concerns about my mental well-being yesterday, but would then demonstrate that I was in control by breast-feeding Jack with uncomplaining aplomb. And on the domestic front, I’d soothe all of Tony’s concerns by going Stepford-ish for a while, and playacting the perfect wife.

So, not only did I make my husband a cup of tea, but I also arranged a large plateful of his favorite cookies and found a bottle of Laphroaig (his malt whisky of preference). Then I negotiated the stairs, nearly losing my balance (courtesy of far too many items on the tray) on at least two occasions. When I reached his office door, it was closed. I used my foot to knock.

“Tony,” I said.

He didn’t answer—even though I could hear low-volume music coming from within.

“Tony, please—I’ve got your cup of tea . . .”

The door opened. He looked at the laden tray.

“What’s this?”

“Sustenance for your literary endeavors. And an apology.”

“Right,” he said with a nod. Then, relieving me of the tray, he said, “Think I’d better get back to the desk.”

“Going well?”

“I suppose so. Don’t wait up.” And he closed the door.

Don’t wait up.

Typical. So bloody typical. Pissing on my parade, per usual. And while I was trying to be so good.

Stop it. Stop it. He’s working, after all. And you did have that little “set-to” (to be bloody English about it) just before, which you can’t expect him to get over in ten minutes . . . even if he did make that shitty comment about . . .

Enough. Tony’s right. You really should just go to bed. The only problem is: having just been asleep for the past twelve hours . . .

All right, all right. Stay busy. Do something to make the hours pass.

That’s how I ended up unpacking just about every box and crate still strewn around the house. The entire process took around six hours and I had to work around what remained of the builders’ mess. By the time I was finished, dawn light was just making a tentative appearance—and I had the weary but satisfied buzz that comes from finishing a major domestic chore that had been naggingly unfinished for months. Walking around the house—now nearing a state of actual livability—I felt a curious sanguinity. There was finally a sense of space and proportion and (most of all) order.

Order was something I truly craved right now.

I ran a bath. I sat soaking in the tub for nearly an hour. I told myself: You see . . . a little displacement activity, and the gods of balance and equilibrium land comfortably on your shoulders. Everything’s going to be fine now.

So fine that, after I got dressed, I felt fully energized—even though I hadn’t been to bed all night. I peeped in on Tony in his office. He was crashed out on his sofa . . . but I did notice a stack of new pages on the ever-growing manuscript pile. So I tiptoed over to his desk, made certain his radio alarm was set for nine AM, then scribbled a fast note:

Off to the hospital to see our boy. Hope you like the clean-up job on the house. Dinner tonight on me at the restaurant of your choice? I await your reply.

Love you . . .

I signed my name, hoping that he’d respond favorably to the idea of the sort of pleasant nights out we used to have in Cairo. With Jack due home within days, this would be our last chance to roll out of the house unencumbered.

I went downstairs. I checked my watch. Just after seven AM I opened the front door and noticed that someone on the far side of the road was in the middle of building work, with an empty Dumpster out front for assorted debris. I glanced back at the stack of empty cardboard boxes and now-broken-down packing crates, and thought: this would save a trip to the dump. I also remembered how everyone on the street emptied their attics into our Dumpster during the first stage of our renovations. So I decided that there would be few objections if a few items from my house ended up intermingling with my neighbor’s debris.

However, as I was in the process of dumping the second lot of boxes into this large bin, a house door opened and a man in his mid-forties came out. He was dressed in a dark gray suit.

“You know, that is our skip,” he said, his voice full of tempered indignation. Immediately I became apologetic.

“Sorry, I just thought that, as it was kind of empty . . .”

“You really should ask permission before tossing things into other people’s skips.”

“But I just thought . . .”

“Now I’d appreciate it if you’d remove all your rubbish—”

However, he was interrupted by a voice that said, “Oh for God’s sake, will you listen to yourself.”

The gent looked a little startled. Then he became immediately sheepish, as he found himself staring at a woman in her late forties—blond, big boned, with a heavily lined face (blondes always start to fracture after the rubicon of forty is crossed), but still striking. Equally eye-catching was the very large Labrador she had by her side. She had been walking by us when she heard our exchange. I recognized her immediately: she was the woman who had spoken to me approvingly in the shop after I forced Mr. Noor to be polite to me. And I could tell from the reaction of the Suit that he was distinctly uneasy in her presence. He avoided her accusatory gaze and said, “I was simply making a point.”

“And what point was that?”

“I really do think this is between myself and—”

“When I was having my new kitchen put in last year, and there was a skip out front, who filled it up one night with half the contents of his loft?”

The Suit now looked appalled—because he had been publicly embarrassed. From my few short months in England I knew that embarrassment was considered the most fearsome of personal calamities—and to be avoided at all costs. But whereas in America, the guy would have countered by saying something politic like, “Mind your own effing business,” here he suddenly went all pale and diminished, and could only mutter, “Like I said: I was just trying to make a point.”

To which my Good Samaritan with the Labrador gave him a cold, knowing smile, and said, “Of course you were.” Then she turned back to me and asked, “Need a hand with the rest of the boxes?”

“I’ll be fine. But I . . .”

“Nice to see you again, Sally,” she said, proffering her hand. “It is Sally, right?”

I nodded. “Julia?”

“Well done.”

The gent cleared his throat, as if to announce his departure. Then he turned tail and hurried back into his house.

“Twit,” Julia said under her breath after he was gone. “No wonder his wife walked out last month.”

“I didn’t know . . .”

She shrugged. “Just another domestic drama—like we’ve all had. And, by the way, I heard you’re a new mother. Wonderful news. I would have dropped over with a little something, but I’ve been away most of the last two months in Italy with my son Charlie.”

“How old is he?”

“Fourteen. And what did you have—a boy or a child?”

“A boy,” I said, laughing. “Jack.”

“Congratulations. How’s life without sleep?”

“Well . . . he’s not home yet.”

Then I explained, in the briefest way possible, what had befallen him.

“Good God,” she said quietly. “You’ve really had a ghastly time of it.”

“Him more than me.”

“But are you all right?”

“Yes and no. Sometimes I can’t really tell.”

“Got time for a cup of tea?”

“I’d love to—but I really need to be at the hospital early this morning.”

“Completely understood,” she said. “Anyway, drop by whenever. And do throw as much rubbish in that fool’s skip as you like.”

With a pleasant smile, she ended our little encounter.

I followed her instructions, and threw all the remaining empty boxes into the skip, along with four brimming bags of builders’ debris. Then I walked to the tube, thinking: “I actually have a friendly neighbor.”

At the hospital, I was on my ultra-best behavior. And I was hugely relieved to discover that Jack’s return to pediatric ICU had been a brief one, as he was back on the normal baby ward. The usual head nurse was there as well—eyeing me up carefully, the way one does with anyone who’s been labeled “a loose cannon.”

But I gave her a big smile and said, “Is Nurse McGuire around? I think I owe her an apology for being so extreme yesterday.”

Immediately the head nurse relaxed. Acts of contrition usually do that.

“I’m afraid she’s off on a week’s holiday—but when she’s back, I’ll tell her what you said.”

“And I am sorry I didn’t make it last night. It’s just . . . well, to be honest about it, I was so tired I simply passed out.”

“Don’t worry about it. Every mother is exhausted after giving birth. And the good news is: that little relapse last night was nothing more than that. In fact, you might be able to bring him home as early as tomorrow.”

I was all smiles. “That is great news.”

“Are you up for feeding him now? He’s definitely hungry.”

Doing my best to disguise my unease, I nodded, keeping the fixed smile on my face. The head nurse motioned for me to follow her. We walked down the ward to Jack’s crib. He was lying on his side, crying loudly. I tensed—wondering if he’d really start bawling when I picked him up. But I tried to mask this by saying, “He sounds really hungry.”

The head nurse smiled back. Then there was an awkward moment, where I stood by the crib, not knowing if I should pick him up, or if the nurse was going to hand him to me. Looking rather warily at me again, the nurse motioned for me to take him. My hands were sweaty as I reached in. And yes, his squeals did amplify as I lifted him.

Keep your nerve, keep your nerve, I told myself. And, for God’s sake, don’t look fearful.

I pulled Jack close to me, rocking him gently. His crying redoubled. I quickly settled down into the hard straightback chair by the crib, opened my shirt, released my left breast from the nursing bra, squeezed the area around the nipple in an effort to expend a little milk, but felt nothing but solidified concrete.

Don’t think about it, just get him on the breast and hope that you don’t start screaming. Nurse is studying your every move.

I gently directed Jack’s head toward the nipple. When he found it he began to suck ravenously. I shut my eyes as the pain hit. But then his voraciousness suddenly paid off—as his vacuumlike suction cleared the ducts and milk poured forth. It didn’t matter that his steel-trapped gums were squeezing the hell out of the nipple, or that my level of discomfort was rising by the minute. He was eating.

“Are you in a bit of pain there?” the head nurse asked.

“Nothing that can’t be managed,” I said.

This was the correct response, as the nurse nodded approvingly and said, “I’ll leave you to it.”

As soon as she was out of sight, I leaned over and whispered into Jack’s ear, “Thanks.”

After ten minutes, I transferred Jack to the other nipple—and, once again, his vacuum of a mouth cleared all obstructions within moments and milk flowed freely.

Of course, I’ve read the usual pop psychology stuff about how physical blockages can lead to psychological blockages. But though I used to be skeptical of this kind of body-mind linkage, I have to admit that when I left the hospital that morning, I felt as if I had finally rid myself of the gloomy impasse in which I had lived since Jack’s birth.

“Well, God bless my nephew’s suction,” Sandy said when I called her around nine AM her time to tell her that, finally, I had been able to feed my son without the use of a dreaded breast pump. But when I said that I was now feeling almost blissed-out, she said, “Great to hear it—but don’t get yourself into a state if you suddenly slip back into the dumps again. Once Jack comes home you’re going to be dealing with broken nights—when three hours of uninterrupted sleep will seem like a total triumph.”

“But I haven’t been to bed all night, and I feel totally terrific.”

“Why didn’t you get to bed last night?”

“Because I was asleep all day yesterday.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Really, it was the best thing that could have happened to me. I needed to shut down for a while. And now, I feel as if my equilibrium is back to normal, and I’ve really got things back into proportion, and I’m feeling genuinely at one with things.”

Long pause. I said, “You still there, Sandy?”

“Oh, I’m here. But I’m also wondering if you’ve suddenly turned into a Moonie.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Well, what the hell do you expect when you start saying garbage like ‘I’m at one with things.’”

“But I am.”

“You now have me very worried.”

That was typical Sandy—even more literal than I was when it came to judging other people’s moods. But I knew I was all right—though when I returned home that morning from the hospital, there was a note waiting for me from Tony, saying:

Invitation Declined With Regret. US Deputy Secretary of State in town tonight. Just received last-minute invitation for dinner at the Embassy. Will make it up to you.

Great, just great. But after last night’s stupidity, I wasn’t going to call him up and hector him for turning down my invitation. Instead, I’d put a positive spin on this situation. Rather than fall into bed now for a nap, I’d force my way through the day on no sleep, then go by the hospital around seven and would be back home in bed by ten—tired out enough to sleep straight through the night without interruption. Come morning, I’d be back on a normal schedule—and ready to bring my son home.

Of course, by the time I reached the Mattingly that night, I had been up for twenty straight hours, and was starting to veer into numb-with-fatigue territory. The evening feeding session at the hospital went on longer than expected—as Mr. Hughes made a surprise visit to the baby ward. He was showing a group of his students around this corner of the hospital—and when he saw me feeding Jack, his led his entourage over toward me. I had my son at my breast—and turned my wince into a look of maternal contentment as he approached us.

“Bonding well, are we?” he asked.

“No problems,” I said, all smiley.

“And judging from the way your boy is absorbed in the task at hand, all is flowing well?”

“Everything is working just fine.”

“Splendid, splendid. Mind if I give the little chap a quick look over?”

Jack was not pleased to be disengaged from his source of food. As he kicked up, I quickly tucked my breast back into my shirt—especially as one of the male medical students with Hughes seemed particularly interested in my now bloated nipple. But judging from the critical way he was eyeing it, his interest was definitely more clinical than sexual. Meanwhile, all the other students were crowding around the crib. He started explaining in highly technical language about Jack’s complicated delivery, and how he had to be ventilated after birth. He then explained about how I was suffering from high blood pressure throughout my pregnancy . . . to the point where he wondered whether it was best to deliver the child prematurely—as high blood pressure can prove hazardous to the mother’s health.

“You never told me that,” I said.

Suddenly, all eyes were upon me. Hughes gave me a frown. He didn’t like to be interrupted in mid-discourse—especially by some pesky American.

“Something the matter, Mrs. Goodchild?” he asked.

“You never told me you were considering a premature delivery.”

“That’s because your high blood pressure condition wasn’t preeclampsic . . . and because it did eventually stabilize. But, truth be told, when you were first admitted with high blood pressure, you were a borderline case for an emergency caesarean . . .”

“Well, thanks for the information, even if it is a little after the fact. I mean, if there was a danger to me and my baby, shouldn’t I have been given that emergency caesarean option at the time?”

“Curiously enough, it is always better for the child if it is carried to full term. And curiously enough, Mrs. Goodchild, we are rather up-to-date on modern obstetric practice on this side of the pond . . . which means that we did do what was medically best for you and your son. More to the point, just a fortnight or so after a most complex and perilous delivery, your son appears to be flourishing. Good evening, Mrs. Goodchild.”

And he moved on to the next crib.

Brilliant. Well done. Bra-fucking-vo. I’m surprised the State Department hasn’t headhunted you for your diplomatic skills.

I put my hands against both sides of the crib, and lowered my head, wondering if all eyes were upon me, and if I should try to rectify things with an apology. But when I looked back up with the intention of saying something, Hughes and company were engrossed in another patient. Anyway, I had been put in my place, cut down to size, embarrassed.

I gripped the edge of the crib even tighter—and felt myself get very shaky again: a downward swoop which, out of nowhere, transported me to a vertiginous place positioned right over a deep, gaping chasm.

“Baby needs feeding again, I’m afraid,” said a voice to my right. It was the nurse on duty—a severe, stocky woman who had been hovering in the vicinity while Hughes gave me a dressing-down, and (judging from the look she was giving me right now) thoroughly approved of his criticisms. Especially as Jack was still crying wildly, and I was just standing there, looking spacey.

“Sorry, sorry,” I said as I picked up Jack, settled down again in the straight-back chair, and reattached him to my left nipple. Thankfully, he had the milk duct opened within seconds.

“Now I spoke with Dr. Reynolds earlier today—and he feels that your son is ready to be discharged. So you can collect him tomorrow morning if that doesn’t present any problems.”

I avoided her gaze.

“None at all.”

“Very good then.”

Ten minutes later, having settled Jack back in his crib, I was in a cab rolling down the Fulham Road, crying like an idiot. The driver—a young fellow, lean and tough looking—kept glancing at me in his rearview mirror, not exactly pleased that he had this blubbering woman in the back of his cab, but still torn between asking me what was wrong and not wanting to interfere. Anyway, I’ve never been one of those tell-all types who confide in strangers. But yet again, I was the architect of my own mess-up . . . and was also wildly overreacting to Hughes’s disparagement of me.

By the time we reached Putney, I did finally manage to get myself under a degree of control. But when I paid off the driver, he deliberately avoided looking at me.

I walked into the empty house and bolted upstairs to the bedroom. I threw off my clothes, put on a T-shirt, and climbed into bed. I pulled the covers over my head. I blocked out everything.

When I jolted awake again at eight the next morning, I was so pleasantly groggy from such an unbroken period of unconsciousness that it took a moment or so to realize: I’ve actually slept.

Tony had assured me that he would take the morning off to drive me to the hospital to collect Jack. But when I shuffled down to the kitchen, I found a Post-it on top of a couple of crumpled bank notes.

Emergency at the paper. Here’s $50 for a cab there and back. Will try to get home ASAP this evening.

T xxx

I grabbed the phone. I punched in the number of Tony’s direct line. I got his voicemail. So I phoned his cell.

“Can’t talk right now,” he said.

“I don’t care what emergency you have on your hands. You’re meeting me at the hospital, understand?”

“I can’t talk.”

Then he hung up.

Immediately I rang back. He had obviously turned off his phone after our last conversation, as I was put through directly to his voicemail.

“How dare you—how fucking dare you—pull this. You get your sorry English ass over to the hospital, or I am not going to be responsible for what happens next. Do you get that?”

I hung up, my heart pounding, my head full of righteous indignation and genuine upset. More tellingly, I hated the way I sounded on the phone. I also hated the extremity of my reaction, and the way I shifted from serenity to rage in a matter of a few moments. But . . . I’m sorry . . . he just couldn’t stand me up on this one. Not on the first trip home with our newborn son.

But he did. Because I didn’t hear from him for the rest of the morning. Anyway, I didn’t have time to think about this latest example of Tony’s complete indifference, as I needed to be at the hospital on time or further darken my reputation as a harpy. So I ducked into the shower, and slapped some makeup on my face, and was at the Mattingly by eleven AM.

“Is your husband with you this morning?” the head nurse asked, eyeing me over, evidently wondering just what my emotional temperature might be this morning.

“I’m afraid he had a crisis at work.”

“I see. And how do you plan to get your son home?”

I hoisted up the carrier, which in my crazy rush to get out of the house I had managed to remember to bring.

“And you did bring some clothes for him?”

Oh please, I’m not a total deadbeat.

“Of course,” I said politely.

“Very well then.”

Jack still reacted with upset when I touched him. And he didn’t enjoy my diaper-changing technique—which was supervised by the head nurse, just to make certain that I was doing it properly.

It was also a struggle to get him into his onesie. He also hated being strapped into the carrier.

“I presume your local health visitor will be calling on you tomorrow,” she said.

“I don’t know—I haven’t heard from anyone yet.”

“Well, no doubt, she will be visiting you very soon—so if you have any postpartum questions, she’s the person to ask . . .”

In other words: if you’re making a total mess of things, help will be on its way . . .

“Thank you for that. In fact, thank you for everything.”

“I hope he makes you very happy,” she said.

One of the nurses helped me downstairs with the carrier. She also got one of the porters to call me a cab. On the way back to Putney, the driver spent most of his time on his cell phone, and seemed genuinely oblivious to the fact that I had a newborn in the back of his cab. But when he swerved to dodge an oncoming white minivan, he rolled down his window and shouted, “Stupid cunt! Don’t you know I’ve got a little baby in the back?”

When we reached Sefton Street, the driver got out of the car and helped me with Jack to the front door.

“Where’s your husband then?” he asked after I settled the fare.

“At the office.”

“Guess someone has to earn the dosh,” he said.

It was so strange entering my empty house with this tiny creature.

Like all of life’s bigger passages, you expect a sense of profundity to accompany the occasion. And like all of life’s bigger passages, the event itself is a complete letdown. I opened the door. I picked up the carrier. I brought Jack inside. I closed the door behind me. End of story. And, once again, all I could think was: this might have been an occasion if my husband was here.

Jack had fallen asleep during the cab ride, so I hoisted him upstairs to the nursery and unfastened the straps. Exercising the utmost care, I lifted him gently into his crib. He pulled his arms tight against himself as I covered him with the little quilt that Sandy had sent me. He didn’t stir. I sat down in the wicker chair opposite the crib, my head splitting from the ongoing aftereffects of the night before. I looked at my son. I waited to feel rapture, delight, maternal concern, and vulnerability—all those damn emotions that every writer of every motherhood guide promises you will inhabit in the days after your child’s birth. But all I felt was a profound, terrible hollowness—and a sense that, bar the fact that this child had been literally cut out of me, I had no further connection with him.

A ringing phone snapped me out of this desperate, vacant reverie. I was hoping it was Tony—sounding contrite and suitably humble. Or Sandy—with whom I could have bitched at length about my detached, taciturn husband. Instead, I received a call from a woman with a decidedly London accent who introduced herself as Jane Sanjay, and said that she was my health visitor. Her tone was surprising—breezy, pleasant, I’m here to help. And she wondered if she might drop by and see me this afternoon.

“Is there any reason why you need to see me right away?” I asked.

She laughed. “Don’t panic—I’m not the baby police.”

“But what did they tell you at the hospital?”

More laughter. “Honestly nothing. We don’t talk to the hospitals anyway—unless there’s something seriously wrong. And you don’t sound like the sort of person with whom there’s anything wrong.”

Don’t let the American accent fool you. I really don’t know what the hell I’m doing.

“So,” she asked, “might I come by in an hour or so?”

Jane Sanjay was around thirty with an easy smile and an unfussy manner. Having expected a real social worker type, I was rather taken aback to see this quietly attractive Anglo-Indian woman, decked out in black leggings and electric silver Nikes. Her face-to-face manner echoed her phone style—and she put me immediately at ease, making all the right jolly noises about Jack, asking me a bit about how an American ended up in London (and sounding highly impressed when she learned about my Egyptian stint with the Boston Post), and questioning me gently about my general postpartum state. Part of me wanted to put on a happy face and tell her that everything was just hunky-dory—out of fear of looking like the height of incompetence. But who doesn’t want to take another person into their confidence—especially someone who, though in an official capacity, seems to have a sympathetic ear? So after running through what she described as a standard checklist of baby care concerns—his feeding and sleep patterns, how often I was having to change his diapers (or nappies, to use the local parlance), and how to deal with standard infant complaints like colic and diaper rash—she then asked me (in her breezy way) how I was bearing up. And when I answered with a hesitant shrug, she said, “Like I said on the phone, I’m not the baby police. And everyone who has a baby always gets regular visits from a health visitor. So really, Sally, you mustn’t think that I’m snooping here.”

“But they have told you something, haven’t they?” I asked.

“Who is they?”

“The people at the Mattingly.”

“Honestly, no. But did something happen there that I should know about?”

“Nothing specific. I just think . . . uh . . .” I hesitated for a moment, then said, “Well, put it this way: I don’t think they liked my style there. Perhaps because I was a little overwrought.”

“So what?” she said with a smile. “You had a terribly difficult delivery, and then your child was in an intensive care unit for an extended period of time. So you had a perfect right to feel distraught.”

“But I did manage to get up the nose of the consultant.”

“Between you and me . . . that’s his problem. Anyway, like I said on the phone, I heard nothing from the hospital—and, believe me, had they been worried about you, I would have heard.”

“Well, that’s good news, I guess.”

“So, if you do want to tell me anything . . .”

A pause. Instinctually, I started rocking the little baby seat in which Jack was currently sleeping. Then I said, “I guess I’ve been feeling a little up-and-down since his arrival.”

“Nothing uncommon about that.”

“And, of course, I’m sure things will be different now that he’s finally home with us. But . . . uh . . . well, up to this point . . .”

I broke off, wondering how the hell to phrase what I was about to say. To her credit, Jane Sanjay didn’t jump in, prodding me to finish the sentence. Instead, she said nothing, and waited for me to pick up the thread of conversation.

“Let me ask you something directly,” I finally said.

“Of course,” she said.

“Is it unusual to feel as if you’re not exactly . . . bonding . . . with your child straightaway?”

“Unusual? You must be joking. In fact, just about every other new mum I see ends up asking me the same question. Because everyone expects that they’re going to instantly bond with their baby. Or, at least, that’s what they read in all the baby books. Whereas the truth is usually a little more complex than that—and it can take a considerable amount of time to adjust to this new creature in your life. So, really, it’s nothing to sweat, eh?”

But that night, there was plenty to sweat. To begin with, Jack woke up around ten PM and then refused to stop crying for the next five hours. To heighten the awfulness of this nonstop bawling, both of my breasts became blocked again—and despite Jack’s vacuum-like jaws (and repeated uses of the dreaded breast pump), milk refused to flow. So I rushed into the kitchen and frantically spooned several scoops of formula powder into a bottle, then poured in the specified amount of water, shook it up, popped it into the microwave, nearly burned my hand on the heated bottle, pulled a rubber nipple out of the sterilizer, attached it to the bottle, raced back to the nursery, where Jack was now wailing, picked him up, sat him on my knee, and plugged him into the bottle. But after three or four slurps of the formula, he suddenly became ill and vomited up milk all over me. Then the screaming really started.

“Oh, Jesus, Jack,” I said, watching regurgitated formula dribble down my T-shirt. At which point, I heard Tony’s voice behind me, saying, “Don’t blame him.”

“I’m not blaming him,” I said. “I just don’t like being covered in puke.”

“What do you expect, giving him a bottle? He needs your milk, not . . .”

“Who the hell are you, Dr. Spock?”

“Any fool knows that.”

“My tits are blocked again.”

“Then unblock them.”

“And why don’t you fuck off back to your aerie?”

“With pleasure,” he said, slamming the door behind him.

Tony had never slammed a door behind him before. And he did it with such force that it not only startled me, but also scared Jack. His crying redoubled in response to the loud bang. I suddenly had this absolute, immediate urge to punch out a window with my fist. Instead, I stripped off my vomit-drenched shirt, pulled up my bra, and—picking up Jack from the crib—attached him to the right nipple. As he sucked and sucked, I felt as if my head was about to implode—the pain from the obstructed breast suddenly feeling minor compared to the amplifying pressure cooker between my ears. And when—out of nowhere—the breast unclogged and Jack began to greedily feed, my reaction wasn’t one of relief. Rather, I entered a strange new terrain . . . a place I’d never ventured before. A realm called hysteria.

Or, at least, that’s what it felt like to me. Incessant sobbing, accentuated by a mounting internal scream. It was a most peculiar sensation, this silent wail. It was as if I had retreated into a corner of my skull, from which I could hear myself—at a distant remove—crying. But gradually, these external tears were overwhelmed by a huge lunatic screech. When this howl reached such a magnitude that it threatened to deafen me, I had no choice but to pull Jack off my breast, lay him down in his crib, and negotiate the corridor toward our bedroom. Whereupon I fell onto the bed, grabbed a pillow, and used it to baffle my ears.

Curiously, this seemed to have a salutary effect. Within seconds, the internal howling stopped. So too did my sobbing. But in its place came silence. Or what, at first, seemed like silence . . . but then, out of nowhere, turned out to be the absence of sound. It was as if both eardrums had been perforated and now I was hearing nothing, which was something of a relief, as I could no longer take the wail between my ears. So I lay there for what seemed to be only a few moments, luxuriating in this newfound deafness. Until the door flew open and Tony came in, looking surprisingly agitated. Initially, I couldn’t hear what he was saying (even though I had removed the pillow from around my ears). But then, out of nowhere, my hearing snapped back into life. One moment, Tony was silent pantomime, the next, his voice came crashing into my ears. And underscoring his angry tone was the nearby sound of Jack crying.

“—don’t understand how the hell you can just lie there when your son’s—” Tony said, this sentence crashing into my ears.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I said, jumping to my feet and brushing past him. When I reached the nursery, I retrieved Jack from the crib and had him back on my left nipple within seconds. Fortunately, the milk flowed immediately—and Jack’s cries were temporarily silenced. We all stop crying when we get what we want . . . for a moment or two anyway.

I leaned back in the wicker chair as he fed away. I shut my eyes, I willed myself back into the realm of deafness. Instead, I heard Tony’s voice. It was back in his usual modulated range.

“What happened there?”

I opened my eyes. I sounded peculiarly calm.

“What happened where?” I asked.

“You on the bed—with the pillow ’round your head. Remember?”

“My ears . . .”

“Your ears?”

“Yeah—earache or something. Couldn’t take it . . . the earache, that is. Just a momentary thing. Just . . .”

I shut my eyes again, unable to stand the sound of my own jerky train of thought.

“Should I call the doctor?”

My eyes jumped open again.

“No need,” I said, suddenly sounding lucid. Anything but some doctor—looking warily at my fragile state, and adding to (what I imagined was) an ever-growing file about my maternal incompetence.

“I really do think . . .”

“Everything’s fine now,” I said, cutting him off. “It was just a little temporary distress.”

Temporary distress. How bloody English of me.

Tony studied me carefully, saying nothing

“You ever get a flash earache?” I asked. “Hurts like a bastard. And then . . . bam, it’s gone.”

“If you say so,” he said, sounding unconvinced.

“Sorry I shouted at you.”

“Comme d’habitude,” he said. “Mind if I go back to work?”

“No problem.”

“I’m upstairs if you need me.”

And he left.

Comme d’habitude. You bastard. Spending a derisory half hour with me and your new son (on the first day he’s home) before retreating to your sanctum sanctorum. And then getting all affronted when I get just a little peeved by your little lecture about Mother’s Milk versus Formula. (How the hell did he know that? Some article on the Chronicle’s women’s pages, no doubt—which Tony probably glanced at for around fifteen seconds.) No doubt, once Jack started crying again, my husband would plead the need for sleep (because somebody has to earn the money around here) and head for the silent comfort of his office sofa bed, leaving me to walk the floors for the night.

Which is exactly what happened. To make things even more maddening, I encouraged Tony to sleep elsewhere. Because by the time he came downstairs again—it was sometime after one AM—Jack was back in bawling mode, the thirty minute feed being his sole respite from a long evening’s cry. So when Tony found me in the living room with Jack, occasionally stealing a glance at the television, while simultaneously trying to rock him to sleep, I tried to play nice.

“Poor you,” Tony said. “How long has he been going on like that?”

“Too long.”

“Anything I can do?”

“Get some sleep. You need it.”

“You sure about that?”

“This can’t go on all night. He’s going to have to pass out eventually.”

Eventually was the operative word here—as Jack did not settle down again until 3:17 AM exactly (I was watching BBC News 24 at the time—which always has the precise time in one corner of the screen). By this time, not only were both breasts unblocked, but had been wrung dry by his persistent feeding. After five hours of tears, he burped a milk-saturated burp, and passed right out.

I couldn’t believe my luck—and swiftly got him upstairs into his crib, then stripped off my grungy clothes, took a very hot shower, and crawled into bed, expecting sleep to hit me like a sucker punch.

But nothing happened. I stared up at the ceiling, willing myself to pass out. No sale. I reached for a book from the pile of reading matter by the bed. I tried to read a couple of pages of Portrait of a Lady (well, I was an American in Europe, after all). But even Henry James’s dense, lugubrious style didn’t put me to sleep. So I got up and made myself a cup of chamomile tea, and looked in on Jack (still conked out), and washed down two aspirins, and got back into bed, and tried to negotiate the further adventures of Isabel Archer, and waited for sleep to arrive, and . . .

Suddenly, it was crowding five AM, and I was reaching the point in the novel where Isabel was about to ruin her life by marrying that malignant nobody, Gilbert Osmond, and I kept thinking that Edith Wharton did this sort of thing far more smartly in The House of Mirth and, God, didn’t James write long sentences, and if he couldn’t put me to sleep, nobody could, and . . .

Jack began to cry again. I put down the book. I went into the nursery. I removed his dirty diaper. I cleaned his dirty bottom. I dressed him in a clean diaper. I picked him up. I sat down in the wicker chair. I lifted up my T-shirt. He attached himself to my left nipple. I winced in anticipation of the forthcoming pain. And . . .

Miracle of miracles—a no-problem flow of milk.

“Well, that’s good news,” Jane Sanjay said when she dropped by late that afternoon to check on my progress. “How many feeds now without a blockage?”

“I’ve just done the third of the day.”

“Houston, it looks like we’ve got full flow,” she said.

I laughed, but then added, “Now, if I can just get some sleep.”

“Was he up all night?”

“No—just me.”

“Well, hopefully it’s a one-off bad night. But you seem to be holding up pretty well under the circumstances. Better than I would, believe me.”

“You’ve no kids.”

“Hey, do I look crazy?”

However, by two the next morning, I was seriously beginning to wonder if I was veering into craziness. Tony had been out all evening at some foreign correspondents’ dinner, and rolled in drunk around two AM—to find me slumped in front of the television, with Jack on my lap, crying his eyes out, unable to settle down, and completely satiated from an extended one-hour feed.

“Still up?” Tony asked, attempting to focus his eyes on us.

“Not by choice. Still standing?”

“Just about. You know what a journo’s night out is like.”

“Yeah—I vaguely remember.”

“Want me to do anything?”

“How ’bout hitting me over the head with a club?”

“Sorry—a little too caveman for my taste. Cup of tea?”

“Chamomile, please. Not that it’ll do any good.”

I was right—it didn’t do any good. Because Tony never got around to making the cup of tea. He went into our bedroom to use the bathroom, then somehow managed to end up crashed out across the bed, fully clothed, out for the count. Had I wanted to sleep, this would have presented a problem—as there was no way I was going to get him to budge from his cross-bed sprawl. But I had no need of a bed—because, once again, I couldn’t turn off my brain . . . even though Jack finally turned off his at three that morning.

“Two nights without sleep?” Jane Sanjay said the next afternoon. “This is worrying—especially as your son seems to be conking out for around four hours a night . . . which, I know, isn’t exactly a lot of sleep time for you, but is certainly better than no sleep. What do you think’s going on?”

“I haven’t a damn clue—except that my brain is more than a little hyperactive right now.”

“Well, this motherhood thing is never easy to absorb. Has your husband been helping with some of the all-night duties?”

“He’s been a little busy on the work front,” I said, not wanting to start complaining to a stranger about Tony’s disinterest in most baby matters.

“Could you maybe consider a night nurse for a couple of days, just to allow you to crash for a bit? Lack of sleep is seriously bad news.”

“Tell me about it. But I’m sure I’ll collapse tonight—without fail.”

But I didn’t fall asleep. And it wasn’t Jack’s fault. On the contrary, the little gent went down around ten and didn’t stir until four the next morning. This miraculous six-hour window should have been filled with deep comatose sleep. Instead I spent it drinking endless mugs of herbal tea and stewing for an hour in a steaming bath (laced with assorted chill-out aromatherapy oils), and watching one of those endlessly talkative Eric Rohmer movies on Film4 (only the French can mix flirtation with liberal quotations from Pascal), and starting to read Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (all right, I’m a glutton for punishment), and doing my best not to disturb my sleeping husband who was spending a rare night in our bed (I sensed he was in the mood for sex, but passed out from “night-after-hangover exhaustion” before anything could happen).

Ten-ten. Eleven-eleven. Twelve-twelve. One-one. Two-two. Three-three . . .

It became a game with me, trying to glance at my watch right at the specific moment when the time was denoted by the same two numbers. A thoroughly dumb game, only worth playing if you’re in the sort of advanced exhausted state that comes with three straight nights without sleep.

And then, before I could glimpse four-four, Jack was awake, and the new day had begun.

“How’d you sleep?” Tony asked me when he finally emerged from bed that morning at nine.

“Five hours,” I lied.

“That’s something, I suppose,” he said.

“Yeah—I feel a lot better.”

Jane Sanjay told me she wouldn’t be coming in today—but gave me her cell number, just in case I needed to talk. But I didn’t need to talk. I needed to sleep. But I couldn’t sleep, because Jack was awake all day. And our shared routine was repeated over and over again.

Into the nursery. Remove his dirty diaper. Clean his dirty bottom. Dress him in a clean diaper. Pick him up. Sit down in the wicker chair. Lift up T-shirt. Offer nipple. And then . . .

By the time he finished sucking me dry at three that afternoon, my vision was starting to blur. Seventy-two hours of nonstop consciousness did that. It also played games with my depth perception, and made me feel as if I was Gulliver in the land of Brobdingnag—where even a dining chair suddenly looked as tall as a church steeple.

However, I could put up with the strange recalibration of domestic furniture. Just as I could also handle a woolly feeling behind the eyes, and the fact that everything was slightly distended and fuzzy.

What I couldn’t cope with was the feeling of calamity that was seizing me—a deep dark trough of despondency that I was finding hard to resist. Especially since—as I peered straight down into this trench—the hopelessness of my situation took hold. I wasn’t just a useless mother and wife, but someone who was also in a no-exit situation from which there was no escape. A life sentence of domestic and maternal drudgery, with a man who clearly didn’t love me.

Then, as I mused even further on my total despair, Jack began to cry again. I rocked him, I walked him up and down the hallway, I offered him a pacifier, my withered nipple, a clean diaper, more rocking, a walk down the street in his buggy, a return to his crib, thirty straight minutes of more bloody rocking in his bloody rocking chair . . .

When we had reached hour three of this uninterrupted crying jag, I sensed that I was heading for a rapid crash landing—where the idea of tossing myself out of a second-floor window suddenly seemed infinitely preferable to another single minute of my son’s bloody yelping.

Then I remember reaching for the phone and punching in Tony’s office number and getting his secretary on the line. She said he was in a meeting. I said it was an emergency. She said he was in with the editor. I said, I don’t give a shit, it’s an emergency. Well, she said, can I tell him what it’s about?

“Yes,” I said, sounding most calm. “Tell him if he’s not home in the next sixty minutes, I’m going to kill our son.”
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I DIDN’T WAIT FOR Tony to return the call. Because—after five straight hours of nonstop bellowing—Jack had suddenly exhausted himself into sleep. So, once I settled him down in the nursery, I unplugged the phone next to my bed. Then I threw off my clothes, crawled under the duvet, and finally surrendered to exhaustion.

Suddenly it was one in the morning and Jack was crying again. It took a moment or two to snap back into consciousness and work out that I had been asleep for more than nine hours. But that realization was superseded by another more urgent consideration—how in the hell could my son have slept so long without a diaper change, let alone food?

Guilt is the most motivating force in life—and one that can get you instantly to ignore the most impossible of hangovers, or lurch out of hours of sleep in a nanosecond. Dashing into the nursery, I quickly discovered that, yes, Jack did need a diaper change—but that, courtesy of the empty bottle I saw left on top of a chest of drawers, he had been fed sometime earlier. The sight of the bottle threw me, because the only time I had ever offered Jack this breast substitute, he’d utterly rejected it. But now . . .

“So you didn’t kill him after all.”

Tony was standing in the door frame, looking at me with an exhausted middle-of-the-night wariness. I didn’t meet his stare. I simply picked Jack up and brought him over to the changing mat, and started to unfasten his diaper.

“I’m sorry,” I finally said, around the same time I was wiping Jack’s bum free of milky shit.

“You had my secretary rather upset,” Tony said. “She actually hauled me out of the meeting with the editor, saying it was a family emergency. Thankfully she had the common sense to say nothing more in front of His Lordship—but once I was outside his office, she informed me what you told her and then asked me if I wanted to call the police.”

I shut my eyes and hung my head, and felt something approaching acute shame.

“Tony, I didn’t know what I was saying . . .”

“Yes, I did sense that. Still, I thought it best to make certain that you hadn’t taken the infanticide option, so I called home. When you didn’t answer . . . well, I must admit that, for a moment or two, I actually did wonder if you had gone totally ballistic and done something irretrievably insane. So I thought it worth coming home. And when I walked in the door, there you both were, conked out. So I unplugged the baby alarm in his room, to let you sleep on.”

“You should have woken me.”

“You haven’t been sleeping . . .”

“I told you I slept five hours last night,” I said.

“And I knew you were lying straightaway.”

Silence.

“You know, I’d never dream of hurting Jack . . .”

“I certainly hope not.”

“Oh Jesus, Tony . . . don’t make me feel worse than I do.”

He just shrugged, then said, “Jack will take a bottle, you know. Or, at least, he took it from me.”

“Well done,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “And you changed him as well?”

“So it seems. Sorry to have plugged the baby alarm back in. But once he was settled down, I thought I’d get back upstairs to the book . . .”

“No need to apologize. I should be up anyway.”

“You sure you’re all right?”

Except for an appalling case of guilt, I was just fine.

“I’m so sorry.”

Tony just shrugged. “You’ve said that already.”

I finished changing the diaper. I closed up Jack’s onesie. I picked him up, settled us both down in the wicker chair, lifted my T-shirt, and felt him clamp down hard on my nipple. I let out a small sigh of relief when the milk started flowing immediately.

“Oh, one other thing,” Tony said. “I took the liberty of making an appointment for you with the GP, tomorrow afternoon at two.”

“Why?” I said, though I already knew the answer to that question.

“Well, if you’re not sleeping . . .”

“I’m sure it’s just a passing phase.”

“Best to get it seen to, don’t you think? And I’ve also phoned a company called Annie’s Nannies—someone in the office recommended them—about getting you some help.”

“I don’t need help. I’m fine. Anyway, a nanny’s going to cost us lots.”

“Let me worry about that.”

I said nothing. Tony pointed his thumb in the direction of his office.

“Mind if I . . . ?”

“Work away,” I said.

As soon as he was gone, I pressed my head down against Jack and started to cry. But this teary episode was short-lived—as Jack reacted unfavorably to my shuddering body and showed his displeasure by biting down even harder on my breast: a corrective measure that let it be known that I should stay on task.

So I applied the emotional brakes, and sat there in silent shame, wondering how I could have said such a thing—and feeling, for the first time since his birth, this overwhelming need to protect Jack and ensure that he came to no harm.

But as soon as I thought that, another unsettling rumination hit me: do I need to protect him against myself?

I didn’t sleep for the rest of the night. Nor did I find time for a nap in the morning, as Jack was wide awake. So by the time Jack and I reached the doctor’s office that afternoon, exhaustion was beginning to settle in on me again—something that my GP diagnosed immediately.

Fortunately, my doctor of choice—McCoy—was on duty, as I don’t think I could have managed that dry little prig who saw me the last time. Immediately, Dr. McCoy was pleasantly solicitous—and spent several minutes looking Jack over. She already knew everything about his difficult arrival. This made me instantly wonder if word had filtered back from the hospital that I had been such a drama queen while I’d been at the Mattingly. Then she turned her attention to me—and sensed that something was wrong.

“Is he keeping you up at night?” she asked.

“It’s me who’s keeping me up at night,” I said, then explained my irregular sleep patterns over the past few days.

“You must sleep,” she said. “It’s crucial for your well-being, and for your baby. So what I’d like to propose is a mild sedative that should help knock you out, should the sleeplessness return. One important question: have you also been feeling a bit depressed or down?”

I shook my head.

“You sure about that?” she asked. “Because it’s not at all unusual to suffer from such things when you’re unable to sleep. In fact, I’d call it rather commonplace.”

“Honestly, all I need is a couple of nights of decent sleep . . .”

“Well, these pills should help you. One small but important thing to remember—after you’ve taken one of the sedatives, you mustn’t breast-feed for at least eight hours, as the drug will be in your system.”

“No worries about that,” I said.

“And if the sleeplessness continues—or if you are starting to feel a little low—you really must come back to see me immediately. This is nothing to play around with.”

Heading home, I knew that she knew. Just as I knew that Tony had undoubtedly told her about my threat against Jack. No doubt, Dr. McCoy had now filed me away under “At Risk” as Hughes had obviously spoken with her about my assorted contretemps in the hospital. So she could tell I was lying. Just as Tony knew that I was lying about my ability to sleep the previous night. Just as everyone was now convinced that I was a diabolically inappropriate mother who couldn’t handle even the simplest of maternal tasks. Because . . .

Oh God, it’s starting again . . .

I slowly depressed the brake. I gripped the steering wheel. I felt myself beginning to seize up—that sense of diminution that made me feel as if everything had the potential to overwhelm me. Including the jerk in the Mercedes behind me. He leaned on his car horn in an attempt to get me moving.

He succeeded, as I released the brake and inched forward. But his blasts of the horn also managed to waken Jack—who continued to cry while I was getting my prescription filled at the pharmacy. He was still crying when we arrived home, and he continued to do so for the balance of the afternoon. I checked him thoroughly, making certain that he wasn’t suffering from diaper rash, gum infections, malnutrition, lockjaw, the bubonic plague, or any other horrors I could conjure up in my mind. I also offered him my ever-ready nipples—and two hours after he sucked me dry, switched him to bottled formula with no complaints.

Until, that is, he came off the bottle and started to roar again. In desperation, I picked up the phone and called Sandy. She immediately heard his sizable wail.

“Now that’s what I call a set of lungs,” she said. “How’s it going?”

“Beyond bad”—and I told her everything, with the exception of the threat I made against Jack. I couldn’t admit such a desperate error of judgment to anyone . . . even to the sister to whom I always confided everything.

“Well,” she said, “sounds like completely standard operating baby bullshit to me. And the nonstop crying could be colic—which certainly drove my guys ga-ga when they were infants, and also sent me bonkers. So I hear where you’re coming from. But it will pass.”

“You mean, like a gallstone?”

That night, Jack managed to cease his tragic aria just around the time that Tony walked in—smelling of six gin and tonics too many, and suddenly interested in having sex with me for the first time in . . .

Well, it had been so long since we’d had sex that I had actually forgotten just how badly Tony performed when drunk.

By which I mean, foreplay involved slobbering on my neck, popping the buttons on my jeans, shoving his hand into my pants, and fingering me as if he was stubbing out a cigarette in an ashtray (which, as it turned out, just happened to contain my clitoris). Then, after this impressive display of anti-erotic crotch grab, he pulled down his suit pants and briefs, and shoved himself into me, coming in less than a minute . . . after which he rolled off me and mumbled some vaguely incoherent apology about having a “hair trigger” when drunk (so that’s what they call it). Then he disappeared into the bathroom . . . at which point the thought struck me: this was not the romantic sexual reunion I had been hoping for.

I was well out of the bedroom by the time Tony emerged from the toilet, phoning up our local home delivery pizza joint, as our cupboards were particularly bare right now. When he staggered downstairs, he uncorked a bottle of red wine, poured out two glasses, and downed his in two long drafts. Then he burped and said, “So how was your day?”

“Wonderful,” I said. “I’ve ordered you a pepperoni with extra cheese. Does that work?”

“What more could a man ask for?”

“Any reason why you’re so drunk?”

“Sometimes you just have to . . .”

“Get drunk?”

“You read my mind.”

“That’s because I know you so well, dear.”

“Oh, do you now?” he said, suddenly a little too loud.

“I was being ironic.”

“No, you weren’t. You were being critical.”

“Let’s stop this right now.”

“But it’s fun. And long overdue.”

“You mean, like the shitty sex we’ve—sorry, you’ve—just had?”

And I left the room.

No, I didn’t throw myself on the bed, crying irrationally. Nor did I lock myself in the bathroom. Nor did I pick up the phone and moan down the line to Sandy. Instead, I retreated to the nursery and positioned myself in the wicker chair, and stared ahead, and found myself very quickly returning to the despondency zone I had entered two nights earlier. Only this time my brain wasn’t flooded with forlorn thoughts about the hopelessness of everything. This time, there was simply a large silent void—a sense of free-floating vacuity, in which nothing mattered, nothing counted. The world had been rendered flat. I was about to totter off the edge. And I didn’t give a fuck.

Nor did I move when I heard the front doorbell ring. Nor did I respond when, around five minutes later, I heard a knock on the door, followed by Tony’s slurred voice, informing me that my pizza was downstairs.

Time suddenly had no meaning for me. I was simply cognizant of sitting in a chair, staring ahead. Yes, I knew that there was a child asleep on the other side of the room. Yes, I knew that said child happened to be my son. But beyond that . . .

Nothing.

Some time later, I stood up and walked into the bathroom. After peeing, I went downstairs. I sat on the sofa. I turned on the television. The screen flickered into life. I stared at it, noting that it was BBC News 24. I also noted that the time was 1:08 and that there was a pizza box on the coffee table by the sofa. But beyond that . . .

I curled up on the sofa. I looked ahead. I was aware of the moving images. I could also smell the pizza. I needed to eat. Because I hadn’t eaten anything since . . .

Yesterday? The day before?

Didn’t matter.

Then Jack started crying. Suddenly I was all action. Manic action. Cursing myself for my listlessness, my little catatonic escapade. Go, go, go—I told myself. Get on with it. You now know the drill by heart:

Into the nursery. Remove his dirty diaper. Clean his dirty bottom. Dress him in a clean diaper. Pick him up. Sit down in the wicker chair. Lift T-shirt. Offer nipple. And then . . .

After the feed, he passed right out. I staggered to my bedroom and found the bed empty (Tony—surprise, surprise—having taken his pizza and his impending hangover up to his office). I curled up on top of the duvet, and . . .

Nothing.

An hour, two hours, three . . .

My bladder called again—the one thing that would get me out of the near-fetal position into which I had entwined myself. In the bathroom, as I sat on the toilet, I saw the bottle of sleeping pills on the shelf above the sink. The key to the real emptiness I craved.

When I reached the sink, I resisted the temptation to start ingesting the bottle, five pills at a time, ten big gulps, ensuring permanent oblivion. It’s not that the idea of everlasting sleep didn’t appeal to me—it’s just that I was too damn tired to do anything about it. So I popped three pills (one above the recommended dose . . . but I wanted the extra knock-out assistance) and got back into bed, and . . .

The baby alarm went off. This time, however, I didn’t rise and shine. No, this time my head felt as if it had been filled with a sticky, glutinous substance that made all my actions seem molasses-slow and fuzzy. But, yet again, I followed the drill:

Into the nursery. Remove his dirty diaper. Clean his dirty bottom. Dress him in a clean diaper. Pick him up. Sit down in the wicker chair. Lift T-shirt. Offer nipple. And then . . .

Back to bed. Back to sleep. Instantaneous sleep. Which seemed to stretch on indefinitely. Until . . .

Tony was shaking me with considerable, anxious force, telling me to get up.

But I didn’t want to get up. Because getting up would mean facing into the day/night/whatever it was. Getting up would mean regarding the disaster that was my life. Getting up would . . .

“It’s Jack,” Tony said, sounding scared. “He seems to be unconscious.”

“What?”

“He won’t wake up. And his eyes—”

I was on my feet, even though everything was still a chemically induced blur. Though I must have made the journey from my bedroom to the nursery twenty times a day, now it suddenly seemed like a labyrinth, strewn with heavy objects that I kept bumping into. When I reached Jack’s crib, it took several moments for my eyes to snap into focus. But when they did, I felt as if someone had just kicked me in the stomach. Because Jack appeared to be catatonic.

As I picked him up, he went all floppy—his limbs splaying like a rag doll, his head lolling, his eyes unfocused, blank. I pulled him toward me and shouted his name. No response. I fought off the urge to shake him. I brought my face to his and could feel his faint breath, which was a relief. Then I turned to Tony and told him to call an ambulance.

They arrived within five minutes. The paramedics took over. We rode in the back of the ambulance with Jack. We roared through the streets, heading further south. Jack had been attached to a heart monitor, and my eyes roamed between his tiny body (strapped down to a gurney) and the steady beat being registered on the monitor. The paramedic in charge kept throwing questions at us: any convulsions or seizures or episodes of breathlessness or previous catatonic incidents?

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

And then we were at a hospital called St. Martin’s. There were two doctors waiting for us in the ambulance bay. The paramedic spoke with them. Jack was wheeled directly into a consulting room, filled with medical hardware. A woman doctor in her mid-twenties was in charge. Calm, efficient, immediately registering our fear. As she checked all vital signs, she too ran through the same checklist that the previous paramedic had used, and then asked if he was on any specific medication.

At which point, I felt something close to horror. Because I knew what the next question would be.

“Are you yourself on any medication?” she asked me.

“Yes,” I said.

“What kind exactly?”

I told her.

“And might you have breast-fed your son before the stipulated eight hours?”

I could feel Tony’s stare on me. Had somebody handed me a gun right now, I would have happily blown away the top of my head.

“Jack woke me up out of a heavy sleep,” I said, “and I was so fogged, I didn’t think . . .”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Tony said. “Where is your brain?”

The doctor slightly touched Tony’s sleeve, a hint that he should stop. Then she said, “Believe me, it happens all the time. Especially with very tired new mothers.”

“But will he be all right?” Tony asked.

“What time did you take the pills?” the doctor asked me.

“Don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Tony said, the anger now showing.

“Middle of the night, I think.”

“You think?” Tony said.

“May I handle this, please?” the doctor asked, then turned, put her hand on my arm, and addressed me directly.

“Now you mustn’t get upset about what’s happened.”

“I’ve killed him,” I heard myself saying.

“No, you have not,” she said, her voice firm. “Now tell me—”

“I threatened to kill him, now—”

She gripped my arm tightly.

“Just please tell me . . . you took the pills around, what, five, six this morning?”

“I suppose . . .”

“And then he woke you up and you fed him . . . ?”

“Don’t know . . . but it was still dark.”

“That’s good. And who found him in this state?”

“Me,” Tony said, “around nine this morning.”

“Which was probably around three to four hours after you fed him?”

“I guess so.”

She turned to the nurse and spoke in a low voice, issuing instructions.

“Is he going to be all right?” Tony asked.

“I think so. I’ve asked the nurse to put your son on a saline drip to keep him hydrated—and we’ll also keep him on a heart monitor, just to be absolutely sure that everything is fine. But, from my experience of this situation, the baby simply has to sleep the medicine off.”

“But will there be any long-term damage?” Tony asked.

“I doubt it. The fact is, the dosage of the drug he received in the breast milk was so nominal that . . .”

That was the moment that my knees gave way and I hung on to the side of the gurney containing Jack like a passenger on a sinking cruise liner, not wanting to abandon ship, but also not knowing what the hell to do.

“Are you all right?” the doctor asked me.

How many times in the last few weeks had I heard that damn question?

“I just need to . . .”

A nurse helped me into a chair, and asked me if I’d like a glass of water. I nodded. Then I put my head between my legs and started to gag. But all that came up was watery spew.

“Oh, Jesus,” Tony said as I continued to heave.

“Would you mind waiting outside?” the doctor asked him. After he left, the nurse cleaned me up and then helped me to a gurney opposite the one on which Jack was still strapped. I sat on the edge of it, my legs dangling down the side.

“When did you last eat?” the doctor asked me.

“Don’t know. A couple of days ago, I think.”

“And how long have you been feeling depressed?”

“I’m not depressed.”

“If you can’t remember when you last ate . . .”

“Just tired, that’s all.”

“That’s another sign of depression.”

“I am not . . .”

But I heard myself being cut off. By myself. But without deciding to cut myself off. The doctor said, “And if you’ve been on sleeping pills, you obviously haven’t been . . .”

“I tried to kill him.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I should die.”

“That’s another sign of depression.”

“Leave me alone.”

I put my face in my hands.

“Have you ever suffered from depression before?”

I shook my head.

“And this is your first child?”

I nodded.

“All right then . . . I’m going to admit you.”

I said nothing. Because I was otherwise engaged—pushing the palm of my hands against my eyes, in an attempt to black out everything.

“Did you hear what I said?” the doctor asked, her tone still calm, considerate. “You seem to be showing pronounced signs of postpartum depression—and under the circumstances, I think it wise to admit you for observation.”

My palms pressed down even harder against my eyes.

“And you must understand that what you are going through is not uncommon. In fact, postpartum depression is . . .”

But I rolled over onto the gurney and started to baffle my ears with a pillow. The doctor touched my arm, as if to say “Understood,” then I heard her mention something about going outside to have a word with my husband. I was left alone in the observation room with Jack. But I couldn’t bear to look at him. Because I couldn’t bear what I had done to him.

A few minutes later, the doctor returned.

“I’ve spoken to your husband. He’s been informed of my diagnosis, and agrees that you should be kept in. He also understands that it’s hospital policy to admit the mother and child together . . . which will also allow us, in the short term, to make certain that there are no side effects from Jack’s mild . . .”

She stopped herself from using a clinical term, like overdose.

“Anyway, your husband said he had to dash off to work. But he will be back tonight . . .”

I pulled the pillow back over my ears again. The doctor saw this and stopped her monologue. Instead, she picked up a phone and made a fast call. Then, after hanging up, she came back to me and said, “It’s going to be all right. And you will get through this.”

That was the last time I saw her, as two orderlies arrived and flipped up the brakes on Jack’s gurney, and wheeled him off. As he disappeared out the door, a nurse came in and said, “Don’t worry—you’ll be following him in a moment.”

But I wasn’t worried. Because I was feeling nothing. Just an all-purpose general numbness, a sense that, once again, nothing mattered because nothing mattered.

The orderlies returned for me around ten minutes later. They strapped me down (but not too tightly), then wheeled me down a long corridor until we reached a freight elevator. En route, everything seemed gray, badly lit, scruffy. And there was a prevalent toxic smell—an intermingling of disinfectant and fetid rubbish. But then the elevator doors opened. I was pushed inside, and we rode upward. The doors opened again, and I was pushed forward down another long, gray corridor until we reached a set of fortified doors, with wire mesh covering the glass on both sides and a coded lock to the right of the door. A sign above the lock contained two words: Psychiatric Unit.

One of the orderlies punched in a code, there was a telltale click, and I was pushed inside, the doors closing behind me with a decisive thud.

Another long corridor. From my side-view position, I could see that, along this hallway, all the doors were made of steel and had been fitted with outside throw bolts. On and on we went—until we turned right and passed a small ward with regular doors. Beyond this was another series of doors—none of them with the formidable locks or fortifications I’d seen earlier. Just before one of these doors, we stopped. Then an orderly opened it and I was pushed inside.

I was in a room—around twelve feet by twelve, with a window (barred), a television bracketed to the wall, and two hospital beds. Both were empty, but judging from assorted personal debris on the small locker beside one of them, I already had a roommate. A nurse came into the room. She was in her late forties—thin, beaklike features, old-style horn-rimmed glasses, a carefully modulated voice.

“Sally?”

I didn’t answer. I just continued to stare ahead—even though I was still taking everything in.

“Sally?”

I looked at her name tag: Shaw.

“George Bernard?” I suddenly said. The nurse peered at me carefully.

“Sorry?”

“George Bernard . . . Shaw,” I said, and then fell into a serious torrent of laughter. The nurse gave me an even smile.

“It’s Amanda Shaw actually.”

This struck me as the funniest thing I ever heard—and my laughter redoubled. Nurse Shaw said nothing—and, in fact, let me laugh like an idiot until I was spent.

“All right now?” she asked.

I returned to my balled-up posture on the bed. She nodded to one of the orderlies, who unfastened the straps that had been placed around me.

“Now if you wouldn’t mind, Sally, these gentlemen need the bed, so . . .”

I lay motionless.

“All I’d like you to do is sit up and we’ll take care of the rest.”

I didn’t react.

“Sally, I’m going to ask you again. Will you please sit up, or should these gentlemen give you assistance?”

A pause. I could discern the threat lurking behind her even-tempered voice. I sat up.

“Good, very good,” Nurse Shaw said. “Now do you think you could get down off the bed?”

I hesitated. Nurse Shaw tilted her head slightly, and the two orderlies were on either side of me. One of them whispered, “Come on, luv”—his voice uncomfortable, almost a little beseeching. I let them help me down, and onto the bed. Then, without a word, they returned to the gurney and steered it out of the room.

“Right then,” Nurse Shaw said. “Let me explain a few things about the unit . . .”

The unit.

“First of all, your baby is in the ward around ten paces down the corridor from here. So, you can have complete access to him whenever you want, twenty-four hours a day. And you can also bring him in here with you . . . though we do prefer if he sleeps in the ward, as it will allow you to get some much-needed rest.”

And it will allow you to keep him out of my clutches . . .

“Now, the next thing that’s important to realize is that you’re not a prisoner here. Because, unlike some individuals in the unit, you haven’t been sectioned . . .”

Sectioned rhymes with dissection . . .

“So if you want to go for a walk, or leave the unit for whatever reason, there’s no problem whatsoever. All we ask is that you inform the head nurse on duty that you’re leaving . . .”

Because the front door’s barred at all times . . . and also because we don’t want some ga-ga dame like yourself running off with the baby . . . especially since you want to do him so much harm.

“Any questions?”

I shook my head.

“Fine. Now you’ll find a hospital nightgown in the locker by the bed, so if you wouldn’t mind changing into that, I’ll see to it that your clothes are given a good wash.”

Because I spewed up all over them.

“And then, I gather it’s been a while since you’ve eaten, so I’ll have some food sent up straightaway. But before all that, would you like to check in on your son?”

Long pause. Finally, I shook my head. Nurse Shaw was reasonableness itself.

“No problem whatsoever. But do remember—to see him, all you have to do is ring the call bell by the side of the bed.”

But why would he want to see me? Especially after I poisoned him. No wonder he always cried around me. From the start, he could sense my antipathy toward him.

“Oh, one final thing: the unit psychiatrist, Dr. Rodale, will be in to see you in about two hours. All right?”

I can’t wait.

“Well then, that’s everything covered. So I’ll leave you to get changed, and then I’ll have one of my colleagues come back with lunch very shortly.”

Nurse Shaw left. I lay on the bed, not moving. Time went by. Nurse Shaw returned.

“Need some help changing, Sally?”

I sat up and started stripping off my clothes.

“That’s good,” Nurse Shaw said, and left.

The hospital nightgown stank of bleach and felt scratchy against the skin. I rolled up my street clothes into a big ball and shoved them into the locker. Then I crawled in between the equally scratchy sheets, and shut my eyes, and hoped for sleep. Instead, the door opened. A plumpish young nurse in her early twenties came in, Patterson on her name tag.

“G’day.”

Australian.

“You all right?”

I said nothing.

“No worries. Lunch here.”

She was having a one-way conversation with a catatonic. But there was nothing I could do about it. I’d entered yet another facet of this strange landscape—in which mere speech suddenly seemed impossible, or somehow beyond my grasp.

The nurse placed the lunch tray on the sliding table positioned next to the bed. She eased it over. I lay there and did nothing. The nurse smiled at me, hoping to get a response.

“Cat got your tongue? Tongue got your cat?”

I shut my eyes.

“All right, all right—it was a dumb joke,” she said. “But you’ve still got to eat. I mean, your roommate stopped eating for more than five days. And then . . .”

She cut herself off, as if she was about to reveal something she didn’t want me to hear. Or, at least, not yet.

“But you’re going to tuck into this lunch, aren’t you? Or, at least, have a drink of something.”

I reached out for the tray. I took the glass of water. I brought it to my mouth. I drank a little while still in a prone position, which meant that some of the water ran down my face and onto the bedclothes. Then I put the glass back on the tray.

“Atta girl,” the nurse said. “Now how about a little tucker?”

I wanted to smile at the use of bush jargon in a South London hospital. But I couldn’t do a damn miserable thing except lie there, feeling like a general all-purpose idiot.

“Tell you what. Why don’t I just leave lunch here and come back in half an hour, eh? But, please, do yourself a favor and munch on something.”

But how can I eat when I can’t eat? Don’t you see that? Doesn’t that make completely logical sense to you?

Half an hour later, she was back. And she didn’t like the sight of the untouched lunch tray.

“Oh come on,” she said, still sounding chirpy as hell. “You’ve got to want something in your turn, don’t you?”

No. I want nothing. Because I want to shrivel. Like a prune. Do everyone a huge service and disappear from view. Permanently.

She sat down on the bed and squeezed my arm.

“I know this is all really crap—and that you’re in one of those ‘circumstances beyond your control’ things. But a word of warning—the doc is coming by to see you in about an hour. And she takes a really dim view of postpartum anorexia, eh? If you don’t believe me, talk to your roomie when they bring her back from the operating room. So do yourself a favor—and at least take a bloody bite out of the apple before the doc shows up.”

But to bite an apple I have to bite an apple. Get it?

The doctor was a woman in her late forties. Very tall, very plain, with mid-length brown hair sensibly cut, wearing a sensible suit under her white hospital coat, with sensible bifocals on the end of her nose. Everything about her exuded high rationality—and a take-no-crap view of things. She immediately worried me.

“Ms. Goodchild—Sally—I’m Dr. Rodale, the unit’s psychiatrist.”

She proffered her hand.

But to take your hand I have to take your hand.

She smiled tightly at my inability to make the necessary social gesture.

“Right then,” she said, pulling up a chair next to my bed, then reaching into her briefcase for a clipboard and a pen. “Let’s try to make a start . . .”

It was she who made a start—asking me to verify my age, whether this was my first child, my first experience of depression, and/or the first time I had ever gone silent like this. She also had gathered—from looking at Jack’s chart—that his had been a traumatic delivery, and was wondering if this had impacted on my mental health . . . blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah . . .

Now what was interesting to me about Dr. Rodale’s one-way interrogation was the briskness of her inquiry, and the way she plowed on even when I refused to answer her. And it struck me that—though she may have been a shrink—she wasn’t of the touchy-feely let’s talk to your inner child school of psychotherapy. No, she was simply after the necessary information to work out the sort of treatment I needed.

There was a problem, however—I wasn’t responding to her questions. Something she picked up rather quickly.

“Now Sally,” she finally said after getting nowhere on the answer front, “I am well aware that you can hear me and that you recognize your surroundings, your situation, and the effect you are having on others. Which means that your refusal to talk must be regarded as psychosomatic in nature.”

A tight smile.

“However, if you do feel that you simply cannot talk at the moment, so be it. Do understand, though, that in order for me to render a proper diagnosis—and prescribe an appropriate course of treatment—you will have to answer my questions. So, shall we start over again?”

I said nothing. She reiterated her checklist of questions. Halfway through her list, I shifted position in the bed and turned away from her, showing her my back. I kept my back to her. She stood up and brought her chair around to the other side of the bed.

“There now, we can see each other again.”

I flipped over and showed her my back again. Dr. Rodale exhaled a long, weary breath.

“All you are doing, Ms. Goodchild, is impeding the speed of your recovery—and increasing the amount of time you will be spending with us. However, once again, I cannot force you to answer my simple medical questions. The choice is yours. For the moment, anyway. Just as you can decide whether or not to eat. But, as you well know, you cannot live without food. So if you continue to refuse food, that choice may well be taken care of for you.

“However, I do see from your notes that your GP prescribed a mild sedative to help you sleep. I am going to ask the nurse to administer the same dose to you this evening. And when I return to see you again tomorrow, I do hope we will be able to make better progress than today. Good afternoon.”

Around five minutes after she left, the doors swung open and I met my roommate. Actually I didn’t meet her—as she was in a state of postoperative coma. Or, at least, I presumed she was suffering from postoperative something—as she was brought in on a gurney, and had a large bandage wrapped around her skull. Though I was still lying prone on my bed, I could see that she was a black woman around my age. Nurse Patterson helped the orderlies get the gurney into position. Once they left, she read her chart, checked her pulse, and rearranged her bedclothes. Then, seeing me staring at her, she said, “Her name’s Agnes. Her little boy, Charlie, is in the ward with your guy. You’ll probably have a bit to talk about when she comes ’round—because she’s been through what you’re going through. In fact, she’s still going through it—which is a real shame, but there you are. There’s no rhyme or reason to the dance you’re dancing. It’s just a matter of bringing it under control before it dances you right into serious physical trouble—which is what happened with poor Agnes here. But hey, let her tell you all about it. Very bright woman, our Agnes—a senior civil servant. But hey, that’s the thing about illness—it doesn’t give a hoot who you are, right?”

She came over and sat down on my bed again. I so wished she wouldn’t do that.

“And while we’re on the subject of bad things happening to good people—don’t you love that expression?—I’m going to let you in on a little secret: you did not make the best impression with the doc. And she is definitely the sort of doctor with whom you want to cooperate, if you take my meaning. Very old school. Very into the old chain of command, and knowing what’s best for you—which, I hate to say it, she probably does. Because whatever about her manner—which does get up a lot of people’s noses—she does know exactly how to snap girls like you out of this mess. Only—take it from me—the road out of here is about five times shorter and easier if you help us to help you . . . and, yeah, sorry for the dumb cliché. So, come on, let’s try a little food again.”

Hey, don’t you think I want to help you out here? The problem is what the problem is, which is the fact that there is a problem which presents a problem when it comes to addressing said problem because the problem is . . .

She pulled over the table, and cut off a bit of sandwich for me and brought it to the vicinity of my mouth.

“Just a couple of fast bites, nothing to it . . .”

Listen, I know you mean well, but . . . no, I’m not going to get into it again.

“Apple? Glass of milk? Couple of our best choice cookies? Nothing take your fancy?”

Just silence.

“Well, how about we get you out of the bed and take you in to see Jack. He’s probably due a feed by now . . .”

This really made me react, as I suddenly clutched the pillow to myself and buried my face in it.

“Looks like I just put my big foot in it,” Nurse Patterson said. “But hey, the baby needs to eat too, right?”

Her beeper went off. She glanced at it.

“That’s me accounted for. Catch you later. And if you need anything, just buzz.”

I needed nothing—and certainly not the arrival, an hour later, of Tony. He was bearing a copy of that day’s Chronicle and a festive bag of Liquorice Allsorts. As he leaned down to kiss me, I saw his watch: 5:12 PM. Guilt must have egged him on to visit so early—a good three hours before he put his pages to bed.

“How’s it going?” he asked me.

I said nothing.

“Brought you . . .”

He placed his gifts on the bedside locker, then looked for a chair, wondering whether to sit down or not. He decided to stand. He also decided to focus his attention slightly away from me—since my sickly, catatonic state so obviously disturbed him.

“I’ve just been in to see Jack. Good news—he’s awake again, and from what the nurse told me, he gobbled down two bottles he was so damn hungry. Which, she said, is a good sign that he’s completely back to normal.”

Because he’s out of my tender loving care.

“Anyway, the nurse also said that you can visit him . . .”

Stop it, stop it, stop it. I don’t want your kindness. I don’t deserve it.

I pulled the pillow over my head.

“She also said you’d been doing a bit of this too.”

I pulled the pillow around my ears.

“If you want me to leave, I will.”

I didn’t move. Finally he said, “I hope you’re better.”

I heard him leave. I removed the pillow. And then I heard a voice opposite me.

“Who are you?”

It was my roommate, Agnes. She was sitting up in bed, looking unfocused and fogged-in. But hey, I wasn’t exactly one to brag about my lucidity right now.

“You here yesterday? Don’t remember . . . You were here, right? But maybe . . .”

She broke off, looking confused—as if she couldn’t hold on to this jangled train of thought.

“Agnes—that’s me. You always put a pillow over your head like that? Agnes . . . you got that?”

Yeah—and I’m glad to see I’m not the only resident of Planet Weird.

“Agnes. As in Agnes. A-G-N-E . . .”

Nurse Patterson came in here.

“She’s a woman of few words, our Sally,” she said.

“Sally?” Agnes asked.

“That’s what I said. S-A-L-L-Y. And she’s not really talking much today. But we’d all like it if you kept trying—’cause sooner or later, we’ve got to hear that American accent of hers.”

Agnes blinked several times, trying to filter this information.

“Why’s she American?” she asked.

“Why?” Nurse Patterson asked with a laugh. “Because I imagine she was born there, that’s why. And she’s got a little baby boy, just like you.”

“He’s called Charlie?” Agnes asked.

“No—your son’s called Charlie . . .”

“I know, I know. I just thought . . .”

She interrupted herself again, sounding lost.

“Jack,” Nurse Patterson said. “He’s called Jack.”

“And I’m . . . I’m . . .”

“A little scrambled, that’s all,” Nurse Patterson said. “Just like last time. But, I promise you, by tomorrow morning you’ll be all-clear again. Now what do you want for tea?”

Agnes shook her head.

“Ah now, we’re not going down that road again,” Nurse Patterson said. “Especially since that’s what got you . . .”

“Oatmeal,” Agnes said. “I’ll eat oatmeal.”

“And oatmeal you shall have. And what do you fancy, Sally?”

I did my now-usual silent routine.

“This is not doing you any good, Sal.”

She approached me with a glass of water and another small cup.

“Now I’m not going to force food down your throat, but I am going to have to ask that you take these pills. Which are exactly the same pills you were taking last night . . .”

And which allowed me to poison my son.

She rattled the plastic pill cup by my ear.

“Come on now, doctor’s orders and all that. And the payoff is: you get to sleep through the night. Oh—and as your husband may have mentioned, Jack is up and about, and ordering us all around. So . . .”

She shook the pills again.

“Please, Sal. Don’t make me . . .”

She didn’t finish that sentence. Because she didn’t need to. I sat up. I took the pills. Then I forced myself onto my feet and shuffled into the adjoining bathroom, Nurse Patterson loudly congratulating me for getting up. Once inside, I avoided looking at myself in the mirror. Instead, I just emptied my bladder and returned to bed, and pulled the bedclothes over me, and waited for the pills to kick in.

Then it was morning. My head was somewhere high up in a vaporous stratospheric zone. When I began to work out the where am I? question, I noticed that there was a needle in my arm, and an intravenous bag suspended above me. My roommate was absent. There was a new nurse on duty who was positioning another delectable repast in front of me. She was short and Scottish.

“Good sleep?”

I responded by getting to my feet, taking hold of the stand with my bag, and pushing it toward the bathroom.

“Need some help there?” the nurse asked.

No, I’m a fully fledged veteran of assorted hospital drips.

In the bathroom, I peed, then went to the sink to wash my hands and splash water on my face. That’s when I saw the nightmare that was myself. My face puffy, my eyes streaked with red, my hair matted, my . . .

Oh, forget it.

I walked back into the room. The nurse helped me back into bed, repositioning the drip bag to my left. “Now there’s oatmeal, and toast, and some fried eggs, and some good strong builders’ tea—”

I turned away. The nurse continued talking.

“—and after breakfast, I’m sure you’ll want to go visit your baby. So what do you want to start with first?”

I ate nothing. The nurse tried to interest me in a slice of toast. I turned away.

“Okay so,” she said. “But I know that Dr. Rodale will not be pleased.”

She left the breakfast by the bed. Agnes came back into the room. She was a tall, elegant woman—despite the shell-shocked exhaustion and her slightly tentative gait.

“You were here yesterday, right?” she asked, getting back into bed. “The American, right? Or are you someone new? My memory . . .”

Another of her fractured sentences. She peered at me quizzically.

“Why don’t you talk? Baby got your tongue?”

She laughed hysterically. And I thought: Got it in one, sweetheart.

Then, abruptly, the laughter ceased.

“You’ve got to eat,” she said. “It’ll get you into trouble if you don’t. I mean, big trouble. I know it. Because I had it. And you don’t want it. You don’t want it.”

Then she lapsed into silence again.

“You are American, aren’t you?”

She put her hands over her face.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry. I don’t mean to keep repeating myself. But . . .”

And then she went quiet again.

Dr. Rodale showed up around three that afternoon. My untouched lunch was by the bed. She glanced at it, then turned her eyes to my chart. What’s up, doc?

“And how are you today, Sally?”

I stared at the wall. Dr. Rodale’s lips twitched, then she made a note or two on my chart.

“Right . . . I see that you refused dinner last night, as well as breakfast and lunch today. Once again, this is your prerogative—but do understand that we are keeping you on a drip. And within the next day or two, we will have to make a decision about how to assist you out of your current state. I also gather you had a trouble-free night. Sleep well?”

No response.

“No side effects from the sedatives . . . bar the usual slight grogginess on waking?”

No response.

“And I see, as well, that despite several offers, you’ve shown no interest in seeing your son, Jack. Which, of course, is not an uncommon facet of your condition—though one which also cannot be doing either you or your child much good. Now, if you like, we do have a resident psychotherapist who can speak with you about the emotional issues you’re facing. But in order for her to perform her function, you must be able to speak. Which puts us all in something of a Catch-22 situation, wouldn’t you agree? So, can you please try to talk to me now?”

No response.

“I cannot emphasize how difficult you’re making things for us . . . and ultimately for yourself.”

No response.

“Very well then. We’ll talk again tomorrow.”

Then she turned her attention to Agnes. From her cowed response to this approaching figure, it was clear that Dr. Rodale genuinely scared her.

“And how are we feeling today, Agnes? Appetite back?”

“I’m eating.”

“No aftereffects this time?”

“My memory . . .”

“That’s just short-term. Within another twenty-four hours, you’ll be back to normal.”

“Is that the last one?”

Dr. Rodale did not look up from her chart.

“We’ll see.”

I pulled the covers over my head. Because I now knew—or, at least, I think I knew—the sort of treatment Agnes had been undergoing.

But though I understood that I had to talk and eat . . . well, it was that old bit of tortured logic all over again: to talk I have to talk . . . to eat I have to eat. Which, right now, was impossible. Because though I instinctively knew how to talk and/or eat, it was as if I had lost the ability to carry out these two functions. My operating system was down—and try as I wanted to, I could not trigger the mechanism that would get me to open my mouth. And though I felt a certain rising panic, it was overshadowed by a desperate inertia. I just didn’t care enough about anything anymore.

Tony arrived at eight that night. He had obviously been briefed by Nurse Patterson—now back on duty—because he eyed the untouched dinner tray with unease, and sat down on the bed, and looked at me with a mixture of hopelessness and distaste and worry (yes, my complex husband had the singular ability to radiate all three moods at the same time, with just a few minor facial contractions). He didn’t kiss me or touch my hand—and, once again, he had a hard time looking at me straight on. But he did say “Hello.” When that got him nowhere, he then said, “Jack is good.”

And then, “They’re genuinely worried about you not eating or talking.”

And then, “Okay . . . I’ll go now.”

Is that his way of saying “I know when I’m not wanted”?

Agnes’s husband (or partner or significant other or whoever he was) showed up that night. He surprised me. I’d envisaged some elegant, muscular Jamaican—well-dressed, exuding confident swagger and easy charm, and every other cliché about Afro-Caribbeans you care to mention. As it turned out, he was a quiet, reserved white guy in his late thirties, dressed in a standard-issue gray suit, blue shirt, dull tie; slightly hesitant in manner and careful about his comportment in this situation. But what was also abundantly clear was that he adored Agnes—and was also genuinely unsettled by her present situation. He sat next to her, holding her hand, talking in a low, reassuring voice, even making her laugh on one occasion. You can never fathom other couples, can you? Never work out the spark of attraction in two such opposites, let alone the complex ties that bind, and whether they are robust enough to survive a crisis like . . . well, like this one.

What a gray little man he was—and how I so suddenly envied her such predictability, such ongoing stability (while well knowing that appearances are always deceptive). When Nurse Patterson arrived during the visit with my sleeping pills, I took them at once, without prompting. Because I didn’t want to watch this happy scene anymore.

Once again, the sedatives did their wondrous chemical work and I slept for a massive eleven hours, waking up just after six-fifteen the next morning. God, how fogged in I felt. Because these pills didn’t really induce sleep. Rather, they clubbed you over the head and left you stupefied. It took me a good twenty minutes to find the equilibrium necessary to stand up and pull myself (and my IV stand) to the bathroom.

The day followed a similar pattern to the previous days. The Scottish nurse offered me breakfast. I remained silent. Agnes tried to engage me in conversation. I remained silent (even though I was pleased to see that a degree of mental clarity was coming back to her). She went off to play with her son, Charlie. I squandered the morning staring at the ceiling, and wondering why I was squandering the morning like this, and also having no energy to do anything but squander the morning like this.

Then it was lunchtime—and I didn’t eat lunch, except courtesy of the tube in my arm. Then it was three PM, and Dr. Rodale walked in. Like actors in a bad play, we knew our prosaic lines by heart. Or, at least, she knew her lines, whereas I simply had to maintain my weak, silent stance. The interview went according to form . . . with the good doctor making her usual noises about the increasing gravity of my situation, and then finally saying, “I will be calling your husband at his office this afternoon to discuss your situation and the options open to us.”

Tony arrived around eight that evening. This time he did kiss me on the cheek. He did pull up a chair close to me. He did take my hand. And said, “You have got to start eating.”

I just looked at the wall.

“Your doctor—Rodale, isn’t it?—she called me at the paper and said, if you didn’t start consuming solid food, she wanted to consider ECT. As in electroconvulsive therapy. As in shock treatment. She said it was the best way to bring you out of whatever place you are right now—but she’d need my consent to do it.”

Silence. He wasn’t looking at me again.

“I don’t want to give my consent. But I also don’t want to see you continue in this state. So—” He leaned forward. “I’d snap out of this if I were you.”

I turned away.

“Sally, please . . .”

I pulled the covers back over my head. Oh why do I pull infantile stuff like this? Suddenly, he pulled the covers off me. Looking me straight on, he hissed, “Don’t force my hand.”

Then he left. And I found myself thinking, He’ll sign the papers in a New York minute. And then I can assume my new role as Electro-Girl. Juice me up, Scotty . . .

After he was gone, Agnes got out of bed and walked over to where I lay. Her gait was still hesitant. So too the focus of her eyes. But she sounded lucid.

“It’s Sally, right?”

I didn’t answer.

“Well, listen up, American. My husband didn’t want to sign the papers either. I mean, he begged me for a week to try to come ’round and eat something and act like I knew where I was. But I didn’t. And when I kept tearing the feeding tube out of me . . . well, it left them with no choice. The night before they began the therapy, my husband sat by me and started crying, pleading with me for one last time to eat something, anything. But . . .”

Pause.

“. . . the next morning, I pulled the tube out again. And that evening, they started the ECT.”

Pause.

“Just had my fifth yesterday. Guess it’s doing some good, ’cause I’m eating again, and I’m able to play again a bit with Charlie. But . . .”

Pause.

“. . . they say you only suffer short-term memory loss. But that’s not what I’ve been suffering. Kind of more like an entire section of my brain’s been wiped. And I keep trying to find it—keep rooting around for it. But . . .”

Pause.

“. . . know what I think? I think all that electricity ends up frying it right out of you. Burns it to a crisp. The doctor keeps saying, once the treatment’s over, it’ll all come back again. But I don’t believe her. Not for a moment. ’Cause—”

Pause.

“Listen to me. You can avoid this. You can. Just one mouthful of food, eh? Just one. Here . . .”

She pulled over the table, on which sat the untouched dinner tray of food. She reached for a bread roll and pulled off a piece of it.

“. . . just a piece of bread. I’ll even butter it for you.”

She did just that. And put it next to my face. I turned away. She used her spare hand to pull my head back.

“Come on, you can do this.”

I turned away again. She forced me back. I turned away. Suddenly she put the roll directly against my mouth. I turned away. She yanked me back, her grip tight now. This time, she forced the bread against my teeth. Which is when I snapped, and brushed it away, and spat in her face. Without stopping to think, she suddenly backhanded me across my face. The shock was ferocious. So too was the pain. And I heard myself shouting, “Nurse!”

Nurse Patterson came into the room.

“So . . . you can talk after all.”

Of course, I retreated into silence for the rest of the night. Of course, I didn’t touch the dinner tray. Of course, I took my knockout pills like a good girl, and then waited for sleep to club me. But when I woke the next morning . . . no, I wouldn’t say that the fog had lifted, or that I was suddenly feeling reborn, rejuvenated, or at one with myself and the world. On the contrary, I still suffered from post-sedative fuzz and a general feeling of all-purpose toxicity, combined with a strange weariness . . . even after another eleven hours of unconsciousness. But, for the first time in days, I actually felt hungry. And when the Scottish nurse brought in the breakfast tray, I mumbled two words, “Thank you.”

This made her look up at me, a little startled, but rather pleased as well.

“You’re most welcome. Think you can eat?”

I nodded. She helped me sit up and rolled the table over the bed, and set up the tray, even opening the paper napkin for me, like a waiter in a restaurant.

“Could you drink some tea, perhaps?” she said.

I nodded again.

“I’ll be right back.”

Eating was not an easy process after nearly a week. But I did manage to ingest half a bowl of porridge. It was slow going—and, once or twice, I felt distinctly queasy. But I kept at it. Because I knew I had to.

The nurse poured me a cup of tea and looked on as I ate, beaming. I realized that, to her, any patient who turned a corner was a success story.

“Don’t worry about finishing everything,” she said. “You’re doing grand.”

Halfway through breakfast, Agnes stirred awake. Like me, she too was on heavy knockout pills, so it also took her a moment or two to work out where she was, and what she was doing here. But then, gradually, the world came into focus again—and she caught sight of me hovering over the breakfast tray, fork in hand.

To her credit, she said nothing. She just gave me a small nod, then got up and went to the bathroom. When she came back, she came over to my bed and said, “Sorry about last night.”

“It’s okay,” I said, just about getting the word out.

“How did breakfast go down?”

I shrugged.

“That’s how I felt too—first time I ate after . . . Then again, the food’s such crap around here . . .”

I managed a little smile.

What I found difficult, though, was the actual act of talking. I could get a word or two out, but then something seized my larynx, refusing to let go.

“Don’t sweat it,” Agnes said when she saw me struggling. “It takes time to come back.”

When lunch arrived, I managed to eat half a chicken leg and the white goo that they passed off as mashed potatoes, and a portion of overcooked carrots that had a decidedly plastic texture. But it was important that I make a good show of my lunch—because Dr. Rodale was due in shortly—and I wanted to be absolutely certain that my rediscovered appetite was noted for the record.

She certainly walked into our room with newfound pleasantness.

“I’ve just heard your good news, Sally,” she said. “Breakfast and lunch. Most reassuring. And I gather you’ve even managed to articulate a word or two. Do you think you can speak a bit now?”

“I’ll try,” I said, the words taking some time to form.

“No rush,” she said, clipboard and pen at the ready. “But it would be most helpful to know . . .”

And she ran through the entire checklist again. My answers were largely brief—and I seemed to be using words of one syllable. But with her coaxing, I was able to answer all her questions—and, courtesy of my cooperativeness, I seemed to have brought her around to my side. Because when she was finished, she congratulated me on “a job well done” and emphasized how her previous tough tone was a way of breaking through the barriers that had been constructed in my head, courtesy of my postpartum depression.

“Of course, the road ahead is by no means certain—and it must be negotiated with prudence. For example, do you feel ready to see Jack yet?”

I shook my head.

“Perfectly understandable,” she said, “and under the circumstances, probably sensible. You should see him when you feel ready to see him—which, we hope, will not be too far off.”

She then explained that what I was going through was undoubtedly horrible for me, but by no means unique. Now that I had started to place my feet back on terra firma, it was possible to treat my condition largely through the use of antidepressants. With any luck, I should start to see some significant improvement within six weeks.

Six weeks? In here?

Dr. Rodale saw the shocked look on my face.

“I know that sounds like a horrible length of time—but, believe me, I’ve seen depressions that, in their most virulent phase, have dragged on for months. And the good news is: if you start responding well to the antidepressants, we will be able to send you home as soon as you’re judged fit to go home.”

You mean, when I’m no longer a danger to myself and my baby?

But as soon as that thought crossed my head, another one cut in: Knock it off now.

“You look like you want to ask me something,” she said. “Any questions?”

“No,” I said—and the sound of my voice brought another pleased look to her face.

“No questions at all?”

“I’m fine,” I lied.


EIGHT

THE DOCTOR WAS right. Just as there is no such thing as a free lunch, so there is no instant cure for depression—no fizzy Alka-Seltzer evaporation of the black swamp into which you’ve plunged. Rather, it’s a slow, piecemeal progression back to terra firma (whatever that is), with frequent manic diversions en route, just to make certain that you’re not getting too damn cocky about the rapidity of your recovery.

Still, Dr. Rodale often reminded me that I was free to leave of my own accord whenever I wished. Not that she actively encouraged me to flee the coop. Rather, I sensed that she was legally obliged to keep informing me of my freedom of movement. She also felt professionally obliged to tell me that, for my own sake, I really should stick it out in the unit until (as she so inclusively put it) “we all feel comfortable about your return to the home front.”

The home front. As in: the place of quotidian tranquility to which you return after bloody combat on the battlefield . . . though when did my London home front ever resemble a serene refuge?

Still, Tony decided to play the role of the dutiful, caring spouse—and even expressed contrition for his anger toward me when I was still in coma land.

“You know, I was just articulating a desperate frustration . . . and worry,” he said the evening after I started eating again. “And it was also an attempt to help you . . . uh . . .”

Snap out of it?

“Anyway, it’s good to have you back. The alternative would have been . . . frightful.”

But electrifying . . .

“Been to see Jack yet?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“No rush, none at all,” he said. “The doctor told me it’s going to take a little . . . uh . . . time, and the two of you could be in here for some weeks . . .”

Tony did his best to mask his glee at such a respite from la vie conjugale, not to mention the broken nights of early babyhood (not that he’d had much experience of Jack’s sleep terrorism, courtesy of his office aerie).

“I’ve informed the editor about your . . . uh . . . condition, and he’s been most sympathetic. Told me to take as much time off as we needed.”

To sit by my bed and hold my hand and keep me company? I don’t think so.

But Tony proved me wrong on that one. Day in, day out, he showed up at the hospital and spent at least an hour with me, always bringing me a collection of that day’s newspapers—and, as I started to become more compos mentis, a steady supply of novels and back issues of the New Yorker. He even went out and splurged on a Discman with an FM radio and a very fancy pair of Bose headphones, which had a little power pack that helped block out all external noise. And he gradually brought in around twenty or so CDs from home. Much to my surprise, he showed an appreciation of my musical taste. Lots of baroque concerti grossi by Handel and Corelli. My prized 1955 recording of Glenn Gould playing Bach’s Goldberg Variations. Ella Fitzgerald’s sublime collaborations with Louis Armstrong. And Bill Evans’s famous Sunday at the Village Vanguard disc—which, ever since I’d heard it in college, always struck me as the height of sophisticated cool . . . and did even more so now from my confined vantage point of a South London hospital.

The music became a touchstone for me—a way of measuring my gradual return to some sort of sentient state. But I was also aware of something that Dr. Rodale told me: “At first, you’ll possibly wonder if the antidepressants are doing anything. It takes a little time to bite—and it never works the same way with everybody.”

She warned me about possible side effects—and before there was any sense of the drug biting, there was no doubt that its chemical byproducts were playing games with my system. First came a desert-like dryness in my mouth, spreading rapidly to my throat and eventually (and most disturbingly) to my eyes.

“We’ll get you some liquid tears to keep the eyes hydrated,” Dr. Rodale said. “Meanwhile, keep drinking two liters of water per day.”

Then there was a kind of nausea—in which my stomach began to heave, but nothing followed.

“This should settle down—but you must keep eating.”

Food was Dr. Rodale’s big obsession—making me wonder if she’d spent a lot of time treating anorexics (or had herself been one). I suppose she had a point—because, according to Nurse Patterson, refusal to eat was a common postpartum syndrome, and one that tended to exacerbate the depression, for a lot of obvious physiological reasons.

“When you don’t eat,” she said, “you become even more susceptible to the downward curve.”

I was eating again—but my progress back to something approaching an appetite was slow, due in part to the horrendous slop they served at the hospital. So Tony began to do a Marks and Spencer’s run for me every day, picking up sandwiches and salads, and even conferring with the nurses about what I should be eating.

Once again, his solicitousness surprised and pleased me. Of course, I knew he’d never articulate why he was suddenly being thoughtful and considerate.

“Does it matter what his motivations are?” Ellen Cartwright asked me. “The important thing is: Tony is showing concern. And don’t you think that’s a good thing?”

Ellen Cartwright was the unit’s resident therapist. Dr. Rodale pushed pills, Ellen got you in touch with your inner idiot. But like everyone I’d met so far at the hospital, she was a serious pragmatist—and someone who also adopted a very English point of view about the messiness of life: there’s a great deal to be said about muddling through.

Ellen favored long, capacious skirts and big, baggy linen shirts. She was in her early fifties—and from her style, her long gray hair, and her taste in Subcontinent bangles, I sensed that there was a touch of the subculture veteran about her. But when it came to dealing with the complexities of my condition, she was reassuringly practical.

“You’ve switched countries, you’ve put your career on hold, you’ve become a mother, while all the time trying to adjust to married life with a man about whom you’re frequently uncertain . . . and that’s before we factor in the fact that the birth of your child was a difficult experience for yourself and for him. Now, when you add up all that, can you really sit there and tell me you think you’re making too big a deal about all this?”

“I just feel so . . . I don’t know . . . inadequate.”

“In what way?”

“Every way.”

If our conversations had a general theme, it was this long-standing feeling of inadequacy—the perennial worry of the perennial B student (which I was throughout high school and college) who never felt she was achieving her potential . . . who was always just about “all right” at everything, but could never excel. And it didn’t matter that I had done time on a major newspaper, or had been a foreign correspondent, or had the reputation for being very confident on the professional front. In private, the doubts always loomed—and I kept wondering when I’d eventually be found out.

“But you never were ‘found out,’” Ellen Cartwright said, “because you were obviously very good at what you did.”

“You’re just trying to make me feel better about myself.”

“Actually, you’re right—I am trying to do that. You should feel positive about such accomplishments. I mean, the way you talk about the Boston Post, you make it sound like you were hired to work the till in some supermarket. Can’t you see what you’ve already accomplished?”

“What I see,” I said, “is someone who threatened the life of her child.”

How I wanted to see things differently. But during the first two weeks on antidepressants, I still felt sheer, absolute terror about even just looking in on Jack. I articulated this fear on a regular basis both to Ellen and to Dr. Rodale. And when Tony danced around this question all I could say was, “I just can’t see him yet.”

After two or three times, Tony had the good sense to stop asking me that question—because it was so obvious that I couldn’t handle it. He didn’t even mention visiting Jack—though I knew that he poked his head into the children’s ward every night that he came to see me.

But Dr. Rodale remained as direct as ever—and seemed to be using my inability to see Jack like my initial inability to eat: a benchmark hurdle that, once crossed, would indicate a further return to stability . . . not to mention a sign that the antidepressants were finally kicking in.

Certainly, I was beginning to feel a gradual undercurrent of . . . what? Calmness? Not exactly—as I could still suffer from episodes of extreme anxiety. Chemically induced bliss? Hardly—as I often had to lock myself up in the bathroom to sob uncontrollably. And as for the amelioration of guilt . . .

“So far, I would call your progress steady and encouraging,” Dr. Rodale said as I entered week three of the antidepressants. “You’re eating, your moods seem steady, you’re doing positive things like reading and listening to music . . .”

Yes, but appearances can be deceptive. Because every morning, when I finally climbed out of my drug-induced coma, the realization of where I was (and the reasons that had brought me here) came crashing in on me with desperate ferocity. It took the next dose of antidepressants and a long private hour with Glenn Gould on my Discman to force me into a false sense of quietude.

From the outset of my admission to hospital, Sandy was phoning constantly—initially monitoring my progress (as I found out later) by talking to the nurses. She also spoke a few times with Tony. He managed to talk her out of coming to London after my admission to St. Martin’s, correctly telling her that I was in no fit condition for visitors. Then, when I was back in the land of the moderately functional, I told her that it wasn’t the best moment for a transatlantic visit, hinting that I really didn’t want her to see me in my current condition. The fact that her eldest son had just broken his wrist in a bicycle accident kept her on the other side of the pond . . . to my intense relief. But we still spoke daily. We agreed on a specific hour (four PM in London/eleven AM in Boston—when she had a half-hour break from her morning teaching load), and she’d call a pay phone in a visitors’ room down the hall from where I was. As it was outside visitors’ hours, it was always empty. Both Ellen and Dr. Rodale considered it an important part of my recovery to maintain close contact with family—so the phone was considered mine for that half-hour period every afternoon.

At first, Sandy sounded like she herself needed a course of antidepressants—or so said Tony, who actually called her in Boston to break the news about my hospital incarceration. Even when I finally started to speak with her, her anxiety was apparent and, comme d’habitude, she had spoken to every possible leading expert on postpartum depression in the Greater Boston area. Not only that, she’d also made contact with some heavyweight professor of pharmacology at Harvard Med, who gave her the low-down on my antidepressant load (“It is absolutely the right dosage for you”). And she also established telephone contact with Dr. Rodale (“Well, you are my only sister,” she said, when I expressed a certain wariness about such interference), who she also thought sounded like good news.

“Oh, she is,” I said in one of our early phone calls. “As long as you obey her every command.”

“Well, at least you didn’t get sent down for shock treatment—which, I’ve found out, is a last-ditch solution over here.”

“They use it here too,” I said, thinking about poor scrambled Agnes.

“Hey, that doctor’s gotten you back to some sort of equilibrium.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Believe me, from the stories I’ve heard—”

But I didn’t want to hear such stories. I just wanted to be out of here.

“You’re going to have to let them be the judge of that,” Sandy said, surprising me with her “the English doctors know right” stance. “You’re still fragile. I can hear it.”

Then, just to underscore the fragility of everything, word came back about Agnes. It was nearly three weeks since she’d checked herself out, and I’d had a variety of roommates since then—all short-term internees, and all of whom I treated with polite diffidence, using my Discman and assorted reading matter to keep my distance. I was also allowed to take a walk in the hospital grounds whenever I wanted to—so, once a day, I’d put on the street clothes that Tony had brought me and spend fifteen minutes walking around the inner courtyard of the hospital. It wasn’t exactly the most aesthetically pleasing of spots—as it was a concrete quadrangle, with a patch of green in the middle, around which the hospital staff smoked cigarettes. While I made my daily circle around this grubby enclosure, I always found myself thinking how easy it would be for me to escape—even though I was here of my own alleged free will. In fact, I believed that Dr. Rodale encouraged me to take this quotidian walk to enforce the fact that I wasn’t a prisoner, and also to get me to accept the reasons I’d ended up here. Because I’m certain that Ellen informed her of the escape fantasy I articulated regularly during several sessions.

“So what’s this ‘escape fantasy’?” Ellen asked me when I first brought it up.

“It’s simple, really,” I said. “I get dressed and go out for my walk around the courtyard. Instead, I leave the hospital and head for the nearest taxi stand. I arrive back at our house. I pack a bag. I grab my passport. I jump the tube to Heathrow. I buy a ticket on the first plane to Boston, New York, Washington, even Philadelphia—anywhere on the East Coast . . .”

“And when you get off the plane in America . . . ?”

I shrugged.

Ellen gave me a commiserative smile.

“We all have dreams of leaving,” she said.

“Even you?”

“Everybody. But what you must try to remember at all times is that you have an illness. Depression isn’t a punishment for being a bad little girl. Nor is it a sign of personal weakness. It is an illness—and one from which you will be eventually released. But this is a very serious condition with which you are grappling. So serious that . . .”

She hesitated for a moment, then said, “Dr. Rodale and I debated whether or not to tell you what I’m about to tell you . . . but we decided you should hear it from us rather than from anyone around the unit. You remember Agnes Shale who shared the room with you when you first arrived?”

“Has something happened?”

“I’m afraid so. Agnes jumped under an underground train last week and was killed.”

I shut my eyes and said nothing.

“According to her husband, she’d been doing fine for the first week or so. But then, she stopped taking the antidepressants—because, I gather, they weren’t agreeing with her. The sleeplessness started again. But her husband assured us that she was bonding well with her son—and, outwardly anyway, seemed to be coping well with things. Until . . .”

She reached over and took a sip from a glass of water on the table by her chair.

“Now I want to be absolutely clear about something,” she said. “And it’s something that you yourself need to understand. Agnes’s suicide cannot be conclusively tied to the fact that she checked herself out of hospital before anyone here believed she was ready to leave. Depression is always an atypical illness—by which I mean that it can never be empirically tracked or second-guessed. So, do believe me, I am not trying to put a ‘See what happens if you don’t listen to us’ spin on this story. All I want to emphasize is that we all have to be very vigilant about your condition—because it is still a brittle one. But, given time, you will get better.”

Sandy concurred with this point of view when I recounted what happened to Agnes during our telephone call that afternoon.

“Your therapist is right. You definitely don’t want to surrender to regression.”

Surrender to regression? My dear sister had been reading far too many self-help books again.

But I did realize that Ellen had been right to tell me the story—that it had a sobering effect, making me prudent about the status of my equilibrium and the slow tempo of recuperation.

So I kept taking the antidepressants, and I kept talking three times a week to Ellen, and I kept talking to Sandy (who kept threatening to jump on a plane and visit me—but was far too financially strapped to do so). And when Tony had to skip a few visits because of the usual global crises, I was perfectly sanguine. By the end of week four, the crying fits that marked most days had stopped. When I weighed myself I saw that I had regained half the fifteen pounds I’d lost (and that was enough!). Dr. Rodale let me give up the sleeping pills, because I was making it through the night without interruption. Every so often—whenever I felt myself edging toward that black fathomless swamp—I seemed able to skirt the edge and reroute myself back to more stable terrain. The urge to plunge into this morass was still present, but there now seemed to be a safety mechanism in place—a fragile fail-safe that kept me away from the precipice . . . for the moment anyway.

Then, a few days into week five, I woke up one morning and took my pills and ate my breakfast and announced to the nurse on duty that I would like to see Jack. There was no sudden lifting of the cloud that made me make this decision; no rays of sunlight streaming through the previously fogged windows of my brain. Nor did I have a massive born-again revelation about the wonders of motherhood.

I just wanted to see him.

The nurse didn’t slap me on the back and say, “Great news . . . and about bloody time too, thank God.” She just nodded for me to follow her.

The baby ward had a heavily reinforced steel door, with a substantial lock—a sensible precaution in a psychiatric unit. The nurse punched in a code, then pulled the door open. There were only four babies in residence. Jack was in the first crib. I took a deep steadying breath and looked in.

He’d grown, of course—by a half-foot at least. But what struck me so forcibly—so wonderfully, in fact—was the way he had lost that initial premature, postdelivery amorphous quality, and was now such a distinctive little guy. He was also fast asleep—and though I initially hesitated about picking him up, the nurse gave me an encouraging nod. So, with extreme care, I reached for him and brought him up next to me. Instead of crying, he snuggled his head against mine. I kissed him and smelled that powderlike new-baby smell, which was still prevalent all these weeks after his birth. I held him for a very long time.

That evening, I asked Nurse Patterson if Jack could be moved into my room. When Tony arrived that evening, he was genuinely taken aback to see me bottle-feeding Jack.

“Well then . . .” Tony said.

“Yes,” I said. “Well then indeed.”

Word spread fast about my reunion with Jack. Dr. Rodale was all smiles the next afternoon, informing me that “this was very welcome news indeed,” while cautioning me that I still needed to approach each day with a degree of circumspection, and with the understanding that nothing was straightforward when it came to the skewed landscape of depression.

Ellen, meanwhile, tried to get me to concentrate on one salient point. “Jack will never remember a thing about this entire time.”

“Lucky for him,” I said.

“And I think that once you are fully recovered, you will begin to forgive yourself—even though, from where I sit, there’s nothing to forgive.”

They kept me in for another two weeks. It passed quickly—especially as I was now spending my entire waking day with Jack. They moved him to the baby ward every night (as Dr. Rodale insisted that I get solid uninterrupted sleep), but brought him back as soon as I was up in the morning—which meant that when he stirred out of sleep, I was there to change and feed him. Just as he was also by my side until I went to bed at night. I even started to bring him out on my daily walk around the hospital courtyard. With the exception of sleep, the only time that I relinquished his company was during my thrice-weekly sessions with Ellen.

“The general feeling is that you’re just about ready to go home,” she said at the start of week seven. “The question is: do you think yourself ready?”

I shrugged. “I have to leave here sometime.”

“Have you talked with your husband about perhaps having some help at home with Jack?”

Actually, it had been Tony himself who had brought up this issue—reminding me that, before I’d entered the hospital, he’d found out the name of a child-care agency in Battersea called Annie’s Nannies, and perhaps I’d like to now give them a ring. Though I told Ellen that I would be definitely investigating this possibility, there was also a part of me that felt I should try to make a go of looking after Jack myself—that bringing a nanny in would be another indication of my domestic ineptitude . . . especially as I wasn’t working right now, and Jack was still at that stage where he was sleeping for much of the day. So I wrote a note to our cleaner Cha, asking her if she might be able to come in three additional mornings per week and keep an eye on Jack, thereby giving me a short respite from Baby Land. Tony liked this plan—especially as it was going to be around a third the cost of a full-time nanny. Ellen, however, was skeptical.

“If you can afford it, you really should consider constant help,” she said. “You’re still not completely out of the woods yet . . .”

“I’m doing fine,” I said.

“Without question. Your progress has been tremendous. But surely, you can afford a month or two of full-time nannying, just until you’re at a stage where—”

But when I argued that I could easily handle my son—especially as he was still at the nonmobile stage of development—she said, “I sense you’re still feeling guilty, aren’t you? And still thinking that you have to prove to the world that you are a competent mother.”

I shrugged but didn’t say anything.

“As I’ve been telling you since the start of our sessions together, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with admitting that you can’t cope with certain situations . . .”

“But I am coping now.”

“And no one’s trying to contradict that. But you’re also in the controlled environment of a hospital—where all meals are provided, somebody changes the bedclothes, and prepares the formula for Jack, and looks after him at night while you sleep . . .”

“Well, the cleaner will be able to do most of that for me—with the exception of the nights. And if he starts ruining my sleep again, I can always nap while she’s on duty.”

“All right, that may be so—but I still get the feeling that there’s a certain remorse about—”

“Did Agnes feel terribly guilty about . . . ?”

She looked at me carefully.

“About what?”

“About failing her son and her husband.”

“I can’t talk about another patient. But . . . do you think about Agnes often?”

“All the time.”

“Did you become close while you were sharing the room?”

“Hardly—since I was so out of it. But . . . of course I think about her a lot. Because . . .”

I faltered. So Ellen asked, “Because you wonder if you’ll end up under an underground train yourself?”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s exactly what I wonder.”

“All I will say is what I said to you before,” Ellen said. “Agnes left before any of the hospital staff felt she was ready to leave. You, on the other hand, are leaving with our medical approval. Because we feel you’re ready to get on with life again.”

“You mean, this isn’t life?”

For the first time since we started our sessions, I actually managed to make my therapist laugh.

But before they sent me back to “life,” there was an extended question-and-answer session with Dr. Rodale, whose primary concern was getting the ongoing pharmacological load just right. So she wanted to know every detail about my current sleep patterns, my diet, my mood swings, my sense of calm, my sense of unease, my sense of ease with Jack, my sense of ease with Tony.

“Oh, I’m certain my husband will revert to type as soon as I’m home . . . now that I seem to be back in the rational world.”

“So that submerging feeling you often described to me . . . what was the term you used again . . . ?”

“The black swamp.”

“Yes. The black swamp. Do you often feel yourself drawn back there?”

“Only when the previous dose of antidepressants is starting to wear off.”

She nodded—and informed me that she wanted to ever so slightly increase the dosage to ward off those lapses.

“Does this mean I’m going to be on antidepressants for the foreseeable future?” I asked.

“It looks that way. But if they help you cope . . .”

Ah yes, so this was what I had become: a woman who needed help coping . . .

Still, Dr. Rodale finished our session by saying that she was genuinely delighted with my recovery.

“Yours is the sort of story that helps counterbalance . . .”

Stories like Agnes’s?

Then she told me that I could leave anytime I was ready to leave.

And so, the next morning, Tony showed up with the car around ten. Nurse Patterson was off-duty, but I’d thanked her the night before. I also thanked Ellen and Dr. Rodale, having agreed to see Dr. Rodale in two weeks to discuss my ongoing relationship with antidepressants. Ellen offered me the chance to continue our sessions. I took her number and said I’d think about it. When I mentioned Ellen’s offer to Tony, he said, “Well, if you need to pay someone to tell them what a bad husband I am, go right ahead.”

As usual, this comment was delivered in a sardonic tone. But I sensed there was also a hint of guilt behind it.

Still, his comment did have the effect of transferring whatever guilt he felt onto me—and certainly didn’t make me want to stretch the family finances any further by doling out £70 an hour to a therapist. My condition had stabilized, after all. The drugs were working. And if I needed to talk my dumb head off, there was always Sandy at the end of a transatlantic phone line. I was going to be just fine.

But within five days of my homecoming, Tony reverted to type.

All credit to Jack: he behaved like the perfect gentleman during his first days in Putney. He slept for five solid hours at a go. He slurped down five bottles. He didn’t complain about the service, or the newness of his bedding, or the strange surroundings. Tony seemed reasonably content in his company, just as he also did low-key solicitous things like sterilizing and preparing several bottles, and even changing his diaper on two occasions. No, he didn’t take the night shift when Jack woke at three AM . . . but he did insist that I grab a nap the next afternoon while he kept an eye on the boy.

But then, after those first few days, he had to go back to the paper—and his return to work also marked the beginning of a distancing process. He started to come in late—nine, ten, even eleven. Then, one night, he called me from the Groucho Club around one-fifteen in the morning, telling me that a dinner with some Chronicle colleagues was running just a little late.

“Fine, no problem,” I said. “And the way Jack is going tonight, I’ll probably be up when you get home.”

When he rolled in at five, I certainly was still wide awake—balancing Jack on my lap, trying to negotiate him through a particularly bad dose of colic, watching CNN. Tony was drunk. Seriously drunk. And not pleasant.

“What are you, my mother?” he asked, staring at me with unfocused eyes and equally unfocused contempt.

“I was just up with Jack,” I said, maintaining a low, subdued tone of voice.

“Well, I am not your fucking child,” he said, the words slurring. “And I don’t . . . don’t . . . like the idea of being . . . I mean, the fucking nerve of you, waiting up for me, like I’m some truant . . .”

“Tony,” I said quietly. “Go to bed.”

“Don’t you tell me . . .”

“Go to bed.”

He looked at me, his eyes blinking with dim bemusement. Then he turned and staggered upstairs. Shortly thereafter, Jack finally conked out. I took him to the nursery, and then went to my room. My husband had fallen facedown on our bed, covering the entire span of it with his rumpled body. I threw a blanket over him, and unplugged the baby alarm, and brought it with me as I climbed the stairs to Tony’s study, and pulled open the sofa bed, and found the duvet, and climbed under it, and fell asleep.

Then there was light in my eyes, and Tony was by my side, proffering a cup of coffee. Even though it took a few moments for my eyes to come into proper focus, I could see that he looked terrible . . . and terribly guilty.

“I think I owe you a very large apology,” he said.

“You were drunk,” I said, sounding absurdly benign.

“I was beastly.”

“Thank you for the coffee,” I said, smiling sweetly.

One of the more intriguing aspects of Life on Antidepressants was the way it eventually whittled away all rough edges, all potential sharp emotional corners, and left you feeling curiously placid about much of the shit that life can throw at you. The doctor was right—its effects were cumulative. Though I was already registering its increasing efficacy while I was still in hospital, its tranquilizing benefits were only really beginning to kick in now that I was back on the proverbial home front. What struck me most forcibly was how the antidepressants had softened so much of my natural contrariness, my instinctive need to talk back when challenged. It’s not as if I had suddenly become programmed into robotic, hubby-worshiping complacency. Rather, I felt like I’d been dispatched to a torpid, tropical place where the general rule of behavioral thumb was: who cares? I was no longer in South London; I was beached on some super-laid-back, ganja-hazed island where all of life’s vicissitudes were greeted with a stoned shrug.

All right, maybe I’m exaggerating a bit here—but the fact is, the antidepressants numbed that part of the brain in which anger and resentment lurked. Had Tony rolled in drunk and turned nasty on me in the past, I certainly wouldn’t have forgiven him after one mumbled, hungover apology. But now, I accepted the cup of coffee, the clumsy kiss on the head, and the nervous tone of contrition.

It wasn’t just the drugs that made me so ego te absolvo. There was a deep part of me that was terrified of becoming combative—fearing that it would send out warning signals about my mental stability. Anyway, considering the extremity of my own conduct in the days leading up to my hospitalization, I had to cut Tony some slack here . . . and let him adjust to having us around again. In turn, he spent the next two weeks being ultra-polite—if a little preoccupied. No, there were no further five-in-the-morning boozing sessions, but he was frequently held up at the paper until nine or ten several nights a week, and—of course—the novel was still flowing (or so he said). Which meant that, around midnight most evenings, he’d excuse himself and vanish upstairs.

I didn’t complain. I just traveled down the antidepressant path of least resistance. When he wanted to share our bed (around twice a week) and have sex with me, I was pleased. When he “needed” to stay out late at the Chronicle and/or hide upstairs, I accepted it. I was just grateful that we had silently negotiated a degree of familial stability between us and that my own stability was holding up.

Another curious thing about the slow progression out of depression: you begin to crave routine. And dealing with a baby is certainly bound up in the metronomic regularity of feeds, diaper changes, the usual gaseous postbottle discomfort, rocking him to sleep, being close at hand at all times, coping with colic, coping with another feed, another diaper change, the usual gaseous postbottle . . .

More tellingly I was now so enjoying my son. Gone was the terrible fear that I couldn’t handle the basics of motherhood, let alone that terrifying postpartum fear that I would do him harm. On the contrary, I now delighted in his company—reveling in the way his hand closed around my finger, the way he nuzzled his head against mine as I held him, the fact that it was so wonderfully easy to make him laugh.

“Sounds like you guys really are an item now,” Sandy said to me after I mentioned the sheer pleasure I was getting from Jack’s company.

“He’s a terrific kid,” I said.

“It’s great to hear you so up. You must be relieved.”

“Just a little,” I said with a laugh.

As I wasn’t exactly on the lookout for great intellectual or professional stimulation right now—and also seriously wanted to keep everything on a profoundly even keel—I accepted this circumscribed domestic routine with a certain degree of relief. Cha the cleaner was on hand from nine until midday every morning—and she proved herself to be highly capable with Jack. She kept him happy while I caught up with sleep or took myself off for a walk down the towpath. She organized his clothes, dealt with all the paraphernalia of babyhood, and gave me a necessary three-hour respite from motherhood . . . which I was then happy to resume.

One morning, sitting in Coffee Republic on the High Street, nursing a latte, looking at all the other moms with strollers around me, staring out at the monocultural blandness of Putney’s main thoroughfare, the thought struck me: this is my life now.

And the New England stoic in me reasoned: you have managed to survive a major tumble into deep deranged muck. You’ve come through—shakily, but you are functioning. You seem to have achieved an entente cordiale with your husband. You have your son—with whom you are now fully engaged. Eventually, you will find your way back to the workaday world. But for now . . .

This is my life.

And it could be far worse—or marked by real misfortune.

Like my poor sister Sandy. She rang me late the next night in a state of convulsive shock. Her ex-husband, Dean, had been killed earlier that day in a climbing accident on Mount Katahdin in northern Maine. A trail guide, he’d been leading a group across a particularly treacherous corner of the mountain known as the Knife Edge, because it was just that: a thin finger of terra firma spanning a deep gorge. Dean must have traversed it several dozen times and was an experienced mountaineer. But earlier that morning a wind blew up and sent him right over the edge. They found his body a few hours later—his neck snapped like a twig, his head caved in. Instantaneous death, they figured.

“He probably never knew what hit him,” Sandy said.

I thought: given that he’d fallen nearly a thousand feet, he must have been aware of what was going to hit him—that, verily, his life was about to end. But I didn’t say this to her.

“Dumb bastard,” Sandy said, crying. “I always warned him about that damn mountain. You know, we climbed it on our honeymoon . . .”

I did remember—and always thought what a strange thing to do to celebrate a new marriage. But Dean was always outdoorsy, and Sandy was madly in love with him at the time, and love will make you do completely out-of-character things like climb a mountain, even though Sandy was the type who preferred avoiding stairs whenever possible.

“You know what really gets me: that one time we went up Katahdin together, I kept doing this big song-and-dance when we reached the Knife Edge about how I couldn’t cross it; that it was just too terrifying for me, and I’d end up stranded in the middle of the trail. Know what Dean said? ‘I’ll never leave you stranded anywhere.’ And, of course, I believed him.”

She started to cry again—telling me her three boys were taking the news hard, and that Dean’s new girlfriend was distraught. I’d never met the woman—but I always disliked her, because of her role as the happy homewrecker. Now, however, all I could feel was desperate pity for her—especially as she was at the back of the climbing group when the accident happened and saw him go over.

And there was Sandy—now weeping uncontrollably over the death of a man whom, just a few weeks earlier, she was referring to as “that scumbag ex-husband of mine.” But that’s the nature of a divorce, isn’t it? You find yourself loathing that person around whom your world once centered. Sometimes you cannot help but wonder if the reason you now despise him is because you still so desperately love him.

Sandy said that the funeral would be in three days’ time. Immediately, I said, “I’ll be there.” She argued that I was in no fit state to cross the Atlantic, that she had the three boys to support her. But I knew that three kids under the age of twelve were going to need support of their own during this horrendous time. So I said, “I think I can do this.” And I told her I’d get back to her within a few hours.

Tony was exceptionally sympathetic when I informed him of the news. He virtually insisted that I go—offering to get his secretary to book the ticket to Boston for me, while also suggesting that I call Annie’s Nannies to see if they could find full-time round-the-clock help for four or five days.

“But won’t that cost us a fortune?” I asked.

“It’s a family emergency,” he said.

But before I called the nanny agency, I phoned Dr. Rodale—and was fortunate enough to catch her during office hours at her private office on Wimpole Street. She’d seen me for a fast consultation at the hospital just last week, and seemed genuinely pleased with my progress. Not pleased enough to lower my dosage of antidepressants, but confident enough about my current stability to okay me to travel the Atlantic.

That day, Cha was in working—and when I mentioned that I would be out of the country for seventy-two hours and was having to find a full-time nanny, she told me she’d do the job for £100 a day, all in. I hired her on the spot. That afternoon, we moved one of the single beds I’d bought for the guest room into the nursery, so Cha could sleep next to Jack. When I told Tony of this arrangement, he seemed pleased with it . . . especially as it also meant not having to pay agency fees, let alone bringing a stranger into the house. Nor did I have to indulge in the usual paranoid fantasies about a husband left alone in a house with a nanny—as I thought that, even at his most drunken, there’s no way that he would make a pass at a fifty-five-year-old Thai house cleaner.

Having received the medical all-clear and organized child care, I found myself two days later on a Virgin flight to Boston. When I got to the airport, I received something of a surprise—as it turned out that Tony had booked me into their better class of seat called premium economy. As soon as I checked in, I rang him at the office and said, “Are you insane . . . and I mean that in the nicest possible way?”

“Aren’t you pleased?”

“Of course, I’m pleased. I’m just desperately worried about the cost.”

“It wasn’t too bad, really. Just three hundred more than the usual economy fare.”

“But that’s still a lot of money.”

“You’re still recovering from a tough business . . . and you need to be in reasonable shape to deal with the next few days. Sandy is going to need a lot of support.”

“I’m so grateful,” I said.

“Don’t be. It’s the least I . . .”

I couldn’t tell if he’d been pulled away from the phone, or had suddenly gone quiet on me.

“Tony, you still there?” I asked.

“Sorry, sorry, got . . .”

Another odd pause. My cell phone was obviously playing up again.

“Listen, I’ve got to go,” he said.

“You okay?”

“Fine, fine . . . just being hauled into conference, that’s all.”

“Look after our great guy,” I said.

“Have no fear. Travel well. Call me tonight when you land.”

“I will.”

“Love you,” he said.

Some hours later, halfway over the Atlantic, it struck me that that was the first time Tony had told me he loved me since . . .

Well, I couldn’t really remember the last time he said that.

The next three days were a nightmare. My sister was a wreck. My three nephews were in various stages of incomprehension and grief. The funeral turned into a territorial exercise, with Sandy, the children, and myself on one side of the church, and Dean’s family sitting on the opposite side with Jeannie (his new love), her people, and a lot of tanned, muscular types who looked like they were members of the Sierra Club (the flag of this organization covering Dean’s casket). Though Dean’s parents spent a little time after the funeral with their three grandchildren, everyone studiously avoided Sandy and her younger sister with the glassy jet-lagged/antidepressant-fueled eyes. The entire day was an ordeal—made around five times worse by the fact that, courtesy of my antidepressants, I was forbidden to touch even the most minimal mouthful of alcohol. And God, this was one of those times when I really could have used a drink. I could not get over the internecine pettiness into which families descend . . . even after something as traumatic as an accidental death. Surely, Dean’s demise pointed up the most salient fact of temporal existence: that everything is so desperately momentary. Yet we spend so much of our time here in endless conflict with others that we lose sight of the ephemeralness of life. Or is it because we so recognize the evanescent, fugitive nature of all endeavor that we try to give it meaning through conflict? Are we that fatuous, that preposterous?

When we got back to Sandy’s house that evening, the children were so drained and exhausted that they fell into their beds and straight to sleep. At which point Sandy sat down on the sofa next to me and fell apart. I held her as she sobbed into my shoulder. She cried for nearly a quarter hour without interruption. When she finally subsided, she dried her eyes and said, “That asshole broke my heart.”

We sat up late that night, talking, talking. She’d received a call the day before from Dean’s lawyer, informing her that everything in his estate (which wasn’t much—bar a life insurance policy worth around $250,000) had been left to his girlfriend. Which, in turn, meant that Sandy’s already sizable financial problems were even more severe—as Dean’s small $750 per month child support contribution was an important component of the household budget. I didn’t know what to say, except that I wished I myself were well-heeled enough to give her a monthly check for that amount.

“You’ve got enough crap on your plate,” she said.

At which point—as if on cue—Tony rang from London. I glanced at my watch. Seven PM in Boston, midnight in London. Much to my immense relief, all he wanted to do was see how I was doing, and to report that all was well with Jack. We’d spoken the previous nights—and on each occasion, Tony expressed genuine concern about Sandy’s welfare, and also quizzed me on my own mental state. This time, he also gave me an update on Cha (“She’s handling everything just fine—even if she never smiles”), and wanted to know everything about the funeral. His tone was easy, receptive. As he took down the details of my return flight (“I’ll have a car pick you up at Heathrow”), he mentioned that he was doing a fast day trip to Paris tomorrow morning. Some G7 foreign ministers thing. But not to worry—Cha had been briefed, he’d be back on the last Eurostar train tomorrow night, ready to greet me when I walked in the next morning.

When the call ended, Sandy said, “You guys seem to be in a good place.”

“Yes—it’s amazing the effect antidepressants can have on a rocky marriage.”

“It’s not just the drugs that pulled you through all this. You should also give yourself a little credit.”

“For what? Coming completely unstuck, and ending up in a psychiatric unit?”

“You had an illness . . .”

“So they keep telling me.”

“And you’re through the worst of it now.”

“So they keep telling me.”

“And Tony’s behaving himself.”

“I think we’ve established a kind of armistice between us.”

“Sounds better than a lot of marriages I know.”

“Like you and Dean?”

“We were doing fine . . . or, at least, that’s what I thought. Until he heeded the call of the wild.”

“Maybe he . . .”

“What? Hated the fact that I’d gotten fat and dumpy?”

“Stop that.”

“But it’s the truth.”

“No, the truth here is that Dean probably just needed a bit of drama in his life.”

She looked at me quizzically.

“Drama? I don’t follow.”

“He might have been perfectly content with you and the boys. But then this woman came along and . . .”

“Yeah?”

“Maybe he saw an opportunity for drama, that’s all. A new life out in the woods. Very romantic—until you realize that leading groups of tourists up and down the same mountain also gets boring. And ‘boring’ is the one thing in life we most fear . . . more so than death, I think. Because it accentuates the uselessness of everything. Which is why you should never underestimate the human need for drama—it makes us believe we’re all starring in this wide-screen epic of our own making, rather than getting bogged down in the usual day-to-day stuff.”

Sandy looked at me carefully.

“What was the name of those antidepressants you’re on?”

I certainly popped the specified two capsules when I woke the next morning. Then I called home. No answer in London—making me speculate that Cha must have taken Jack out for a walk in his stroller. So I called Tony on his cell, just to say a quick hello, but received his voicemail.

“Know you’re in Paris,” I said, “but I simply wanted to say a quick bonjour and tell you that I am so looking forward to getting home and seeing you guys.”

I spent the afternoon in a shopping mall with Sandy, buying a few baby clothes and even splurging on a Banana Republic leather jacket for Tony. I popped two more antidepressants at lunchtime, and dropped the final two tablets right after saying good-bye to my sister at Logan Airport—in which she became teary about yet again dispatching her sister to alien terrain.

“You’ll pull through this,” I told her. “Because you have to.”

Before I boarded the flight, I went to a phone and called the house in London, hoping to touch base with Cha before she went to sleep (or, for that matter, if she was still up, walking the floors with Jack). But there was no answer. I glanced at my watch: 7:15 in Boston, just after midnight in London. She was evidently having an easy night of it with the boy, and had already gone to sleep.

Which is exactly what I did after settling down into my large premium economy seat, silently thanking Tony for such a spontaneous act of generosity. When we were airborne, I screwed in a pair of earplugs, blacked out the world with an eyeshade, and let the tautness of the last few days give way to exhausted sleep.

Then we were in London—and as Tony said, there was a minicab driver waiting for me at the arrivals gate. We’d been shoved across the Atlantic at allegro con molto speed, and had therefore arrived forty minutes ahead of schedule. Which meant we were cruising down the M4 at 6:45 AM—and I was resisting the temptation to ring home on my cell phone, for fear of waking Tony or Cha.

We made Putney in record time—a mere half hour from the airport. The driver helped me to the front door with my bag. I took out my key and unlocked it, opening it as quietly as possible. I stepped inside. And immediately knew that something was astray. The front hallway had been stripped of a collection of framed historical photographs of Old Cairo that Tony had brought back from Egypt.

Maybe he’d decided to put them elsewhere in the house . . .

But then, as I headed up the stairs toward the nursery, I glanced sideways into the living room. This stopped me dead. Almost all the bookshelves had been emptied, along with Tony’s extensive collection of CDs, and the fancy overpriced stereo he’d treated himself to shortly after we moved in.

We’d been burgled.

I ran up the stairs, shouting for Tony. I threw open the nursery door. Nothing . . . by which, I mean: no crib, no playpen, no toys, no baby carrier, no Jack. I stood in the middle of the empty room—divested of all its furniture, all its toys, and every bit of clothing I’d bought for him.

I blinked in shock. This wasn’t a burglary.

Then I dashed upstairs to Tony’s study. It had been completely stripped bare. I rushed down to our bedroom and flung open the wardrobe. All his clothes were gone, but mine were still there. And when I charged into the bathroom, all that I found in the medicine cabinet were my toiletries.

I reeled back into the bedroom. I sat down. I told myself: this isn’t making sense . . . this simply isn’t logical. My husband and my son have vanished.


NINE

IT TOOK ME several minutes to force myself up off the bed. I had no idea where this story was going. All I knew was: I had just walked into a nightmare.

The kitchen. It was the one room in the house I’d yet to check. I stood up. I went downstairs—and immediately saw that the sterilizer, all baby bottles, and the high chair we’d bought were gone. So too was the entire stock of formula, diapers, baby wipes, and all other infant paraphernalia.

I couldn’t fathom it. Someone had come along and expunged every trace of Tony and Jack from the house. No sign of them remained whatsoever.

I grabbed the phone and punched in the number of Tony’s cell phone. I was instantly connected with his voicemail. My voice was decidedly shaky as I spoke. “Tony, it’s me. I’m home. And I must know what’s going on. Now. Please. Now.”

Then I rang his office—on the wild off-chance that he might be in at seven-something in the morning. Again I was connected to his voicemail. Again I left the same message.

Then I rang Cha. No voicemail this time. Just a computer-generated voice informing me that the cell phone I was ringing had been switched off.

I leaned against the kitchen counter. I didn’t know what to do next.

The front doorbell rang. I ran toward it, hoping against hope that Tony was outside with Jack in his arms. Instead, I found myself facing a large beefy guy in his late twenties. He was in a tight, ill-fitting suit, a white shirt open at the collar, a tie dappled by food stains. He had no neck—just a straight roll of fat from his chin to his collarbone. He radiated greasy menace.

“Sally Goodchild?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s me,” I said.

“Got something for you,” he said, opening his briefcase.

“What?”

“I’m serving you with papers,” he said, all but shoving a large document in my hand.

“Papers? What sort of papers?”

“An ex parte court order, luv,” he said, thrusting a large envelope into my hand.

Job done, he turned and left.

I tore open the envelope and read. It was an order given by the Honorable Mr. Justice Thompson, yesterday at the High Court of Justice. I read it once, I read it twice. It didn’t make sense. Because what it stated was that, after an ex parte hearing in front of Mr. Justice Thompson the court had granted Anthony Hobbs of 42 Albert Bridge Road, London SW11, ex parte interim custody of his son, Jack Hobbs, until a further order was given.

I ran down the street until I caught up with the process server, getting into his parked car.

“You’ve got to explain this to me,” I said.

“Not my job, luv,” he said.

“Please,” I said. “I need to know . . .”

“Get yourself a solicitor, luv. He’ll know what to do.”

He drove off.

I went back to the house. I sat down at the kitchen table. I tried to reread the court order again. Three sentences into it, I dropped it, clasped my arms around me, and felt the sort of deep chill that sparked off a low-level internal tremor.

This can’t be happening . . . this can’t be . . .

I stood up. I looked at the clock on the wall. Seven fifty-seven. I grabbed the phone. I tried Tony again. His voicemail answered again. I said, “Tony—I don’t know what sort of game you’re playing here . . . but you have to talk to me now.”

The court has granted Anthony Hobbs of 42 Albert Bridge Road, London SW11 . . .

I got to my feet. I opened the kitchen cabinet and reached into the bowl where all car and extra house keys were kept. The car keys were gone. Which meant that he had taken the car along with . . .

A wave of terror seized me.

After an ex parte hearing in front of Mr. Justice Thompson . . .

Why did he need a hearing? What was he arguing? What did I do that merited . . . ?

I reached again for the phone and called the local minicab company. They had a car at my front door in five minutes. I gave the driver the address: 42 Albert Bridge Road, SW11.

We headed right into rush-hour traffic. The driver was a recent arrival in England. He had yet to master the A-to-Z atlas of city streets, and his battered C-reg Volvo was in need of a new set of shocks. But he kept humming contentedly to himself as we sat, becalmed, in eight AM gridlock. He also lost his way twice—but seemed genuinely concerned by my ever-growing agitation in the backseat.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I get you there.”

But it took nearly an hour to negotiate the two-mile crawl to Albert Bridge Road. When we arrived, some instinct told me to ask him to wait for a moment while I got out of the cab and negotiated the ten steps up an imposing three-story-over-basement Victorian town house. I used the brass door knocker to announce my arrival, whacking it frantically. After a moment, it was opened by a diminutive, olive-skinned woman with tired eyes and a Hispanic accent.

“Yes?” she asked, looking at me warily.

Peering over her shoulder, I got a glimpse of the entrance foyer. Very minimalist. Very sleek. Very architect designed. Very expensive.

“Who lives here?”

“Miss Dexter.”

“Anyone else?”

“She has a friend.”

“What’s his name?”

“Mr. Tony.”

“And does Mr. Tony have a little boy?”

“A beautiful little boy,” she said, actually smiling.

“Are they here now?”

“They’ve gone away.”

“Where?”

“The country.”

“Whereabouts?”

“I don’t know. Miss Dexter has a place in the country.”

“Do you have a phone number, an address?”

“I can’t give . . .”

She began to shut the door. I put my foot in its way.

“I’m the little boy’s mother. I just need to know . . .”

“I can’t,” she said.

“Please help me here.”

“You have to go.”

“Just a phone number. I’m—”

The word “desperate” was on my lips, but I couldn’t get it out, as I found myself overwhelmed by despair and shock. The housekeeper looked at me with alarm.

“Please,” I whispered.

She glanced around nervously, as if somebody could be watching us, then said, “They went to his office.”

“When?”

“Half an hour ago. They had to stop there before they went to the country.”

I touched the top of her hand.

“Thank you.”

I walked quickly back to the cab.

“Can you get me to Wapping now?”

En route, I tried to process the limited information I’d received. The woman was named Dexter. She obviously had money—not just for that big Albert Bridge Road pile, but also for a country place. And the fact that my husband was referred to as Mr. Tony meant . . .

What? That he’d been around and about this house since . . . ?

After an ex parte hearing in front of Mr. Justice Thompson . . .

I reached for my phone, about to try Tony’s cell phone again. But then I stopped myself, thinking that if he knew I was on my way to the Chronicle, he’d have a chance to run interference or . . .

What is he doing? What?

“Get yourself a solicitor, luv. He’ll know what to do.”

But I knew no solicitors in London. I really knew no one here. No one at all I could call now and say . . .

No, this was all too absurd. This was some horrible prank, some fantastical misunderstanding that had ballooned into . . .

And he was so friendly on the phone when I was back in Boston. Before then, he couldn’t have been more considerate when Sandy’s ex fell off the mountain. Go, darling, go . . . and here’s a better class of air ticket to make your journey more comfortable. Because while you’re out of town . . .

Stop it, stop it—you sound like one of those demented conspiracy theorists.

We approached the Wapping gates. I paid the driver £30 and then approached the security cordon—a place Tony always referred to as Checkpoint Charlie. But instead of the Stasi on duty, I found myself face-to-face with a uniformed guard at a little visitors’ booth.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“I’m here to see my husband,” I said.

“Which paper does he work for?”

“The Chronicle. Tony Hobbs—the foreign editor.”

“Oh right, him. And you’re his missus?”

I nodded. As he rang a number, he asked me to take a seat. He spoke into the phone, explained who I was, and then heard something from the person on the other end that made him cast a sideways glance at me, as if I was potential trouble. After he hung up, he turned to me and said, “Someone will be out here in a moment.”

“Someone?” I said, standing up. “Didn’t you speak with my husband?”

“Someone will explain . . .”

“Explain what?”

“She’ll be here shortly,” the guard said.

“Who is she?”

The guard looked a little alarmed by my raised voice. But instead of saying anything, he just turned away from me and busied himself with paperwork.

So I sat down in one of the plastic waiting room chairs, clutching myself tightly. A minute or so later, Judith Crandall walked in. She was Tony’s secretary—a woman in her late fifties who had been working for the foreign desk since she joined the paper thirty years earlier. “The original Chronicle lifer,” as Tony called her (takes one to know one)—and someone who knew where all the bodies were buried. She was also a rabid chain smoker, and had a lit cigarette in hand as she approached me. Her face looked grim, uneasy.

“Hello, Sally,” she said.

“What’s going on?” I said, my voice loud again.

She sat down in the chair next to mine and pulled it toward me, so we were huddling together conspiratorially.

“Tony resigned from the paper yesterday,” she said.

This took a moment to register.

“You’re lying,” I said.

She took a deep drag off her cigarette.

“I wish I was.”

“Why?”

“You’ll have to ask him.”

“But he’s here, isn’t he?”

“He was here—until about fifteen minutes ago.”

“You’re lying. He’s here. With Jack.”

She stubbed out her cigarette and immediately lit up another one.

“I am not lying,” she said in a low, conspiratorial whisper. “He left fifteen minutes ago.”

“With my son?”

“He was on his own. He showed up with his car and cleared his desk. Then he came over to a few of us and said good-bye and left.”

“Did he give you any forwarding address?”

“Albert Bridge Road in Battersea.”

“Same address that was in the court order . . .”

She said nothing, but looked away—which is when I knew that she was aware of everything that had happened.

“Who’s this other woman?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You do know,” I said.

“He didn’t talk about her.”

“Please . . .”

“I’m serious.”

“Liar,” I shouted.

The guard stepped off from behind his desk and approached me.

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave now.”

“Sally,” Judith said, taking me by the hand, “this is doing no good.”

“He took my child. You know that. He’s disappeared with my son. And now I’m not leaving. Because I know you’re hiding him. I know it.”

That last sentence came out as a shriek—causing Judith and the guard to blanch. He recovered quickly, however, and said, “I’m saying this just once: you leave now of your own accord, or I will be forced to escort you off the premises myself. And if you fight us, I will have no choice but to call the police.”

Judith was about to reach for my hand but thought better of it.

“Please, Sally, don’t make him do that.”

“You know everything, don’t you?” I said, my voice a near-whisper. “You know who this Dexter woman is, and how long he’s been seeing her, and why he’s taken out an order barring me from . . .”

I started to weep. Judith and the guard backed away. I dropped into the chair, sobbing wildly. The guard was going to make a move toward me, but Judith stopped him, whispering something in his ear. Instead she crouched down beside me and said, “You need help. Can I call someone for you?”

“Oh, is that what he told you . . . that I’d gone completely ga-ga and needed help?”

My angry voice prompted the guard to approach me again.

“I’ll go,” I said.

I stormed out of the security booth without looking back.

I found myself on a road called the Highway, staggering in the direction of Tower Bridge, but not really knowing where I was headed. A high, long wall ran the southern length of the Highway. After around twenty paces, I slumped against it—unable to move any further. Though I was still standing on my feet, I could feel myself plummeting: that same descending swoop I so associated with the initial stages of my postpartum disaster. Only this time, it was accentuated by the realization that my husband had vanished with my son—and had obtained a court order to bar me from seeing him.

Here, finally, was legal confirmation of what the world already knew: I was a disaster as a mother. Here, finally, was proof that I should do everyone a favor and walk the quarter mile to Tower Bridge, and climb over one of the railings and—

“Ma’am, are you all right?”

It was a constable—walking his beat and finding me slumped against the wall. Looking—

Well, I must have been looking pretty damn desperate for a big-city policeman to take notice of a lone woman holding up a wall.

“Ma’am . . . ?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“You don’t sound fine.”

“I’m . . . uh . . .”

“Do you know where you are now?”

I nodded.

“Where then, please?”

“London.”

“Yes, but where exactly?”

“Wapping.”

“You’re North American?”

I nodded again.

“Visiting London?”

“No—live here.”

“And you don’t need help right now?”

“Just . . . upset . . . private thing . . . uh . . . a taxi.”

“You’d like a taxi?”

“Please.”

“Going where?”

“My house.”

“And where’s that exactly?”

I told him. Saying Putney immediately identified me as a proper resident—because what American tourist ever ventured to that southwestern corner of the city?

“You sure you just want to go home?”

“Yes. Home. Can I go now?”

“No one’s stopping you, ma’am. Could I get you a cab?”

“Please.”

He raised his hand. A taxi stopped within seconds. I thanked the constable, climbed in, gave the driver my address, then slumped across the backseat.

I was back home by ten. The silence of the house was huge. I glanced at the court order on the table, the stripped shelves, the bare nursery. I walked into the bathroom and popped two antidepressants. I lay down on the bed. I shut my eyes, opening them a moment later out of some strange hope that I would suddenly find myself back in my restored former life. But instead, I found myself dominated by one sole horrifying realization:

They’ve taken Jack away from me.

I reached for the bedside phone. I dialed Tony’s cell. Again, the voicemail came on. Again I left a message.

But I knew that he didn’t have to call me. He had his court order, good for two weeks. He’d gone away, with no forwarding phone number, bar his cell phone—on which he could use his voicemail to screen all calls and dodge the possibility of talking with me. He had it all thought out.

But why had he resigned his job? The Chronicle was the one great constant in his life—and a place from which he would loathe being permanently separated.

I put down the phone. I picked it up—and tried Cha again. This time I got lucky. She answered on the third ring. But when she heard my voice, she was immediately nervous.

“I cannot talk,” she said in her tentative English.

“Why not? What did they tell you?”

A hesitant pause. Then, “They told me I am not working for you again.”

“When did they move everything out?”

“Two days ago. They also brought a nanny to be with the baby.”

A nanny? What nanny?

“When you say ‘they,’ you mean my husband and . . .”

Another hesitant pause.

“Tell me, Cha.”

“I don’t know her name. A woman.”

“Was her name Dexter?”

“I didn’t know her name.”

“How old was she?”

“I don’t know.”

“What did she look like?”

“I don’t know.”

“Cha . . .”

“I have to go now.”

“Could you somehow come over this morning? I really need to—”

“They told me I don’t work for you anymore.”

“That’s my decision, not theirs. And I want you to keep working here.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“They paid me . . .”

“Paid you to do what?”

“Paid me to stop working for you.”

“But . . . I don’t understand . . .”

“They said I shouldn’t talk to you . . .”

“Cha, you’ve got to explain . . .”

“I have to go back to work.”

The line went dead. I hit redial, and was immediately connected with a recording, informing me that the cell phone I had been speaking to had been switched off.

“They paid me . . .”

“Paid you to do what?”

“Paid me to stop working for you.”

“But . . . I don’t understand . . .”

I didn’t understand anything. Because everything right now was beyond comprehension.

The doorbell rang. I raced downstairs. But when I answered it, I found myself facing a blond, smug-looking man in a black suit, dark blue shirt, a smart floral tie.

“Are you a lawyer?” I asked.

He laughed a bemused laugh, while also eyeing me warily.

“Graham Drabble from Playfair Estate Agents in Putney. We’re here to measure up the house . . .”

“What are you talking about?”

“You are Mrs. Hobbs, right?”

“My name is Sally Goodchild.”

“Well, I was instructed by a Mr. Hobbs . . .”

“My husband. And what did he ‘instruct’ you to do?”

“Sell your house.”

“Well, he didn’t tell me,” I said, and shut the door.

He’s selling the house? But he can’t do that, can he?

While there was one part of my brain that simply wanted to crawl upstairs into bed, pull the covers over my head, and embrace hysterical denial, another more dominant voice overrode such fatalistic logic, insisting: get a lawyer now.

But I hadn’t a clue about London lawyers, or the English legal system, or ex parte orders. A year in this city—and I hadn’t made a single real friend. Except for Margaret. But she was another Yank. And now she was back Stateside with her lawyer husband . . .

Margaret.

Not thinking, I dialed her number in New York. It rang and rang. Finally, Margaret answered—sounding groggy and half-awake.

“Oh, God,” I said, “I’ve woken you up.”

“That’s . . . uh . . . okay, I think . . .”

“Listen, I’ll call back . . .”

“Sally?” she said, finally working out who I was.

“I’m really sorry about . . .”

“What’s wrong?”

“I didn’t mean to bother you so early.”

“What’s wrong?”

I told her everything, trying not to break down en route. When I was finished, she sounded genuinely shocked.

“That’s crazy.”

“I wish it was . . .”

“But . . . he gave you no intimation before you went to the States that he was planning this?”

“Nothing. In fact, while I was in hospital, he was actually supportive.”

“And this woman . . .”

“I don’t know who she is. Except that she lives in a very big house on a very desirable road opposite Battersea Park, and she has a place in the country, not to mention the current company of my husband and child.”

“He can’t just snatch your child like that.”

“Well, there’s a court order . . .”

“But what was his rationalization?”

“As he’s completely gone to ground, I can’t ask him. But the bastard’s trying to sell the house from under me.”

“But it’s in both your names, right?”

“Of course it’s in both our names. But as I haven’t a clue how the law works here . . .”

“Alexander’s in Chicago on business right now. I’ll wait an hour until he’s up, then give him a call and try to find out the name of a good attorney in London. Meantime, you hang in there, hon.”

She called back two hours later.

“First of all, Alexander’s horrified about what’s happened—and he’s certain . . . certain . . . that you will be able to negotiate some sort of deal . . .”

“Negotiate? Negotiate? There’s nothing to negotiate here. Jack’s my son. And I . . .”

“Sally, hon, easy. We’re both on your side here.”

“I’m sorry, sorry . . . it’s just . . .”

“No need to explain. What’s happened is outrageous. But Alexander’s found an excellent firm in London—Lawrence and Lambert. He doesn’t know anybody there personally—but he said that they come highly recommended. And, of course, you can use Alexander’s name when you call them. Meanwhile, I’m always here whenever you just need to talk.”

As soon as I finished the call, I phoned Lawrence and Lambert. The receptionist was very brusque.

“Is there a party you wish to speak with directly?”

“That’s the thing—another lawyer recommended that I get in touch with you . . .”

“But he didn’t give you the name of someone here?”

“Uh no . . .”

“Well, if I don’t have a name . . .”

“I need to speak with someone who deals with family law . . .”

“We have five attorneys here who deal with family law.”

“Well . . . could you put me through to one of them, please?”

I was put on hold. Then, after a moment, a young woman answered. Her accent was seriously Essex.

“Virginia Ricks’s office.”

“Uh . . . does Miss Ricks do family law?”

“Who is this?”

I told her my name and explained how I had been recommended by Alexander Campbell.

“And Mr. Campbell knows Ms. Ricks, does he?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, Ms. Ricks is tied up most of the day in court . . .”

“It is rather urgent.”

“What’s your name again?”

I told her—and gave her both my home and cell numbers.

Once I was off the phone, I had to face up to a very large question: what should I do next?

The answer was: nothing. There was absolutely nothing that I could do right now. Nor did I have anyone to turn to here. Nor did I know the whereabouts of Tony and Jack. Nor—

I suddenly decided to take a gamble that, maybe, the entire country house story was just that—a story. So I called the minicab company, and asked them to send another car around. This time, the driver knew the way. Traffic had marginally lightened, so we made it in just fifteen minutes. Once again, I banged heavily with the big brass knocker. The housekeeper was deeply unhappy to see me.

“I told you, they are not here.”

“I just want to make certain . . .”

I pushed past her into the house. The housekeeper yelled after me. I went from room to room, shouting my son’s name. The house was large with high minimalist decor, good art, sleek modern furniture. I dashed up a flight of steps, and poked my head into a large master bedroom, then headed down a corridor, stopping dead when I saw . . .

A nursery.

Not just any nursery. It was identical to the one we had at home. The same wallpaper. The same crib and wardrobe and chest of drawers. The same revolving night light that played a lullaby as it turned. The same colorful mobile suspended above the crib. It was as if his room had been picked up and transposed completely to this house. And it made me realize the extent of the planning that had gone into this operation.

The housekeeper came rushing in, furious, unnerved.

“You leave now, or I call the police.”

“I’m leaving,” I said.

I’d asked the driver to wait for me outside.

“I’d like to go back to Putney now.”

Halfway there, however, I realized that I had run off without any cash.

“I need to stop at a cash machine, please,” I said.

We pulled up in front of a NatWest machine on West Hill—possibly the ugliest section of road in South London. I fed in my card, hit the numbers, and was greeted with the following message on the screen:

This account has been closed. Please contact your local branch should you have any further queries.

Instantly I refed the card into the machine and pressed the necessary numbers, and once again read:

This account has been closed. Please contact your local branch should you have any further queries.

Account closed? He couldn’t have . . .

I rifled through my wallet until I found an AmEx card that I held jointly with Tony. I fed it into the machine. I punched in the PIN. I read:

Card No Longer Valid.

No, no, no. I saw the driver glance at me with concern. I checked my purse. My net liquid worth was £8.40—and the round-trip fare was bound to be at least £20. I tried my own account, into which my Boston Post salary used to be paid. It had been largely depleted over the last few months, since I was no longer employed by the Post. Whatever remaining funds were left over from the paper’s final payout to me had been transferred to our joint account—to help cover the mortgage and also pay for some of the final renovations to the house. But I was still hoping that there might be a little cash left in it—so I punched in the PIN requesting £200. The screen message read:

Insufficient Funds.

I tried £100. The message read:

Insufficient Funds.

I tried £50. Bingo. Five ten-pound notes came sliding out toward me. My new liquid worth was £58.40.

Actually, it was £36.40 by the time I paid off the driver.

Back at the house, I rang the bank. The customer service representative confirmed that the joint account I held with Tony had been closed down two days ago. Ditto our shared Visa card—though the good news was that the outstanding balance of £4,882.31 had been paid off. How kind of him.

“What about any outstanding funds in the joint account?” I asked. “Where did they end up?”

“There were no outstanding funds. On the contrary, there was an overdraft of £2,420.18 . . . but it’s also been cleared.”

“Let me ask you something: don’t you need the written permission of both parties to close down a bank account?”

“But the account was always in Mr. Hobbs’s name. He just added you as an adjunct signatory ten months ago.”

An adjunct signatory. It said it all.

I tried to reason all this through. Tony quits his job. Jack’s nursery is exactly replicated in the house of that Dexter woman. And our bank accounts are both closed, after debts of around £7,300 are paid off.

What the hell was going on here?

“Don’t you get it?” Sandy said after I called her and horrified her with a detailed account of my London homecoming. “He’s met some rich bitch. And the way he’s set the whole thing up makes it pretty damn clear that he wanted you to find out about the whole setup straight away. I mean, he could have used your own address in the court order. Why didn’t he?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe because he wanted you to know immediately about his new life. I mean, imagine if he had just disappeared with Jack, without letting you have his new address. You’d have the cops on his tail. This way . . . you know exactly what’s happened . . .”

“But not why it’s happened.”

“To hell with why. He’s taken Jack. You’ve got to get him back. But the first thing you’ve got to do is find a lawyer.”

“I’m waiting for someone to call me back.”

“How are you going to pay for it?”

“Remember the bonds Mom and Dad left each of us?”

“Mine were cashed in long ago.”

“Well, I’m about to do the same. They should be worth around ten thousand dollars now.”

“That’s something, I guess.”

“But if I don’t have any other income . . .”

“One thing at a time. Get on to the lawyer. Now.”

“Right,” I said, suddenly feeling exhausted.

“More important, do you have some friends in town who can look after you?”

“Sure,” I lied. “I’ve left a couple of messages.”

“Bullshit,” she said. And then her voice cracked. “Jesus, Sally—this is horrible.”

“Yes,” I said. “It is.”

“And I wish I could jump on a plane right now . . .”

“You’ve got enough to cope with.”

“You won’t do anything stupid . . .”

“Not yet.”

“Now you have me scared.”

“Don’t be.”

But the truth was: I had me scared too.

I called back Virginia Ricks at three that afternoon. I was connected to her voicemail. I left a message. I called back at five PM. This time, I was connected to her secretary again.

“Like I told you before,” she said, “she’s out at court all day.”

“But it is urgent. Genuinely urgent. And I desperately need . . .”

I broke off, covered the mouthpiece with my hand, and started to sob. When I was finally able to speak again, I discovered that the line was dead.

I called back. Now I found myself on voicemail again.

“It is absolutely imperative that you get Ms. Ricks to call me back as soon as possible.”

But I received no further calls for the rest of the day. Or night. Except for Sandy who rang at six PM London time and then again at ten PM to check up on me.

“No news at all?” she asked.

“I’ve been waiting by the phone all night. For what, I don’t know.”

“You did try Tony’s cell phone again?”

“Only about five more times. It’s locked onto voicemail. Which means it’s pointless continuing. He’s screening all his calls.”

“But you’ll still keep trying?”

“What other option do I have?”

“You should go to sleep.”

“It’s an idea, yeah.”

I took two sleeping tablets with my end-of-the-day dose of antidepressants. Around three that morning, I jerked awake—and the silence of the house seemed cavernous. I walked into the empty nursery. I could hear the voice of Ellen Cartwright—the hospital therapist—telling me over and over again, It’s not your fault . . . it’s not your fault.

But I knew better. I was the architect of my own disaster. I had nobody to blame but myself. And now . . .

Now I was desperate for a friendly, reassuring voice. So, at eight that morning, I rang the private number that Ellen gave me, “in case of any emergency,” as she said at the time. Well, this definitely qualified as an emergency, which meant I hoped she’d be sympathetic about the earliness of the call.

But I didn’t speak to Ellen—instead I got her answering machine, which informed me that she was on annual leave and would be back three weeks from now.

Three weeks. I couldn’t last three weeks.

I made myself some tea. I ran a bath. But I was terrified of getting into the bath, out of fear that Tony would ring and I wouldn’t hear the call. And the phone was on the far side of the bedroom—well away from the bath, which meant that it might take me a good seven rings before I reached it, by which time I would have missed the call, and then . . .

All right, this was completely manic logic—I could find an extension cord and move the phone closer to the bath, right?—but I couldn’t latch on to any sort of logic just now. I was in the deepest trouble imaginable—and the same damn question kept replaying itself inside my head: what can I do now?

Once again, the answer was: nothing . . . until the lawyer calls.

Which she finally did around nine-thirty that morning. From her cell phone, stuck somewhere in traffic. Her voice was crisply cadenced, upper-class.

“Sally Goodchild? Ginny Ricks here. My secretary said you called yesterday. Something urgent, yes?”

“Yes, my husband’s vanished with our son.”

“Vanished? Really?”

“Well, not exactly vanished. While I was out of the country, he got a court order giving him custody of my baby . . .”

“You know,” she said, cutting me off, “this is probably best discussed face-to-face. How are you fixed at the end of the week . . . say Friday around four PM?”

“But that’s two days from now.”

“Best I can do, I’m afraid. Lots of divorcing couples right now. So Friday it is then, yes?”

“Sure.”

“You know where to find us?”

And she gave me an address in Chancery Lane.

When Margaret called me that afternoon for a transatlantic update, I mentioned that I had managed to get an appointment with someone from Lawrence and Lambert.

“Well, that’s a start.”

“But she can’t see me for two days, and . . . I don’t know . . . maybe I’m prejudging her on the basis of one fast phone call, but her tone was so damn supercilious.”

“They’re all a bit like that,” she said.

“Alexander doesn’t know of anybody else over here?”

“I can ask him again, but by the time I get back to you it will be tomorrow, and by the time you call the firm and get an appointment . . .”

“All right, point taken.”

“Don’t you have some friends there who can point you toward some lawyer they know?”

Here was that question again: don’t you have friends in London? The long answer to which was: I arrived here pregnant. A few months later, I ended up being confined to quarters with high blood pressure. Since then . . . well, let’s not go through that happy scenario again. So, no—I’ve found no toehold here whatsoever. And it’s all my own fault.

“No—I really don’t know many people around town.”

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up over that,” she said. “It took me more than a year to meet anyone in London. It’s that kind of a town.”

“I’m desperate to see Jack,” I said.

More than desperate. It was an actual physical ache.

“I can’t even begin to imagine . . .”

“Don’t say it . . .”

The next forty-eight hours were hell. I tried to stay busy. I cleaned the house. Twice. I called my old bank in Boston, asked them to cash in my bonds, and wire the entire amount over to me. I took my antidepressants with metronomic regularity—and often wondered if this pharmacological compound was keeping me in check; if, without it, I would have already descended into complete mania. Somehow I was managing to push my way through the day. I even called back Tony’s secretary and apologized for the scene at Wapping the previous day.

“There’s absolutely no need for an apology,” Judith Crandall said. “I understand completely.”

“But do you understand why Tony quit?”

A silence. Then, “Sally . . . it’s not that I am unduly loyal to Tony, it’s just . . . I don’t think it’s my business to involve myself in your business.”

“But Tony told you about my . . . illness . . . didn’t he?”

“Yes, he did mention that you had been . . . unwell.”

“So you did know a certain amount about my business. Which means you also must know something about the woman he’s vanished with.”

“This is very awkward . . .”

“I just have to make contact with him. What he’s doing is so unfair.”

“I’m sorry, Sally. But I just can’t help you here.”

I phoned Tony’s deputy, Simon Pinnock. He was similarly evasive (and just a little mortified) to be cornered like this by the shunned wife of his ex-boss.

“I really don’t have a clue why he did what he did,” he said, the nervousness showing.

“Come on, Simon,” I said. “I think you do.”

“If you’ll excuse me, I’m being called into conference . . .”

I even tried ringing Tony’s long-estranged sister—whom I’d never met (they’d had a falling-out over something he wouldn’t discuss with me), and who now lived in East Sussex. It took some dogged online digging in the phone book to find her number. She didn’t particularly want to talk with me either.

“Haven’t spoken to Tony in years—so why should he call me now?” she said.

“It was just a long shot.”

“How long have you two been married now?”

“Around a year.”

“And he’s already abandoned you? That’s fast work, right enough. Mind you, I’m not surprised. He’s the abandoning sort.”

“You mean, he’s done this before?”

“Maybe.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Maybe I feel I don’t need to give you an answer. Especially having adopted that tone with me . . .”

“I didn’t adopt a tone.”

“Yes, you did. And it’s not like I know you or anything . . .”

“Well, if I’ve offended you, I’m very sorry. And . . .”

“Don’t feel like talking to you anymore.”

And the line went dead.

I hit my hand against my forehead, congratulating myself on another tactical diplomatic victory. My inborn American inability to couch things in coded language caused me to strike out every time. Hadn’t I learned anything in my months here?

I vowed to be on my absolute best behavior when I met Virginia Ricks the next day. I took the tube to Chancery Lane well in advance of our appointed time, and loitered for an hour in a Starbucks until three-thirty arrived.

The offices of Lawrence and Lambert were in a narrow-terraced town house, sleekly renovated inside. There was a security man on the door—who made me sign in and checked that I did have an appointment upstairs. Then I headed up in the elevator to the third floor and stepped out into a pleasant, modern reception area, with chrome furniture and copies of all the daily papers on the coffee table. While the receptionist phoned Virginia Ricks, I sat down and absently glanced through them, deliberately shunning the Chronicle.

Around five minutes later, a young woman in her early twenties came out. Blond. Big hair. Slutty suit.

“You Sally?” she asked. “I’m Trudy. We spoke yesterday. Doing all right?”

“Uh fine, yes.”

“Great. But listen, Ginny’s still tied up in court. Now we could reschedule the whole thing for Monday . . .”

“I really need to see her today.”

“Understood. And the good news is, she should be back at around four-thirty. So . . .”

I killed an hour in a branch of Books Etc on Fleet Street, then picked up another coffee and sat on a bench in Lincoln’s Inn, shivering with the chill, chasing another two antidepressants with my latte, thinking that there is always something strangely comforting about a square like this one in the midst of a city—how it gives you a sense of enclosure and shelter.

Virginia Ricks was in her late twenties. As I expected, she was blond, slightly horsey in the face, but immaculately polished: the sort of woman who spent a good hour putting herself together in the morning before showing her face to the world. But what immediately struck me about her was a certain noblesse oblige manner—a slightly flippant superiority, no doubt taught to her at a young age by the kind of upscale parents who masked their own doubts behind an overweening public face.

“Ginny Ricks,” she said, hurrying into the conference room into which I had been ushered, proffering her hand. It was now almost five o’clock. As she settled herself into the chair opposite mine, she kept up a steady, nonstop line of chat.

“So sorry to be so late. Ghastly day in court. It’s Sally, right? Trudy fix you up with some tea, I hope? Hope she didn’t take you aback, our Trude. A bit Estuary for some of my clients’ taste—but she’s brilliant with all the soccer players’ wives we always seem to be representing. Puts them right at their ease, for some curious reason. So now, you have my complete, uninterrupted attention . . . though we will have to curtail things in about a half hour. Ghastly Friday night traffic again. Know the Sussex Downs, do you? Perfect romantic weekend spot, if you’re . . .”

But she stopped herself.

“Oh, dear,” she said, half-laughing to herself. “Can you believe such rubbish? So sorry. Well now, let’s make a start. You were recommended to us by . . . ?”

“Alexander Campbell.”

“Sorry, never heard of him.”

“He ran Sullivan and Cromwell’s London office for three years.”

“But he never had business with our firm?”

“No—he just told me, through his wife, that you were the best divorce lawyers in London.”

“Quite right too,” she said. “And I presume that, because you’re here, you want to get divorced.”

“Not precisely,” I said. And then I quickly took her through the entire story, right up to the bombshell court order. Ginny Ricks asked to see the order. I handed it over. She speed-read it.

“Evidently your husband got his barrister to convince a sympathetic judge that you were an unfit mother, and to grant this temporary order. Which, in turn, raises the unpleasant, but most necessary question: were you, in your opinion, an unfit mother?”

I shifted uneasily in my chair because I was aware that Ginny Ricks was now studying me with care.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Well, let me ask you this: did you ever physically abuse your child? Shake it when it was crying, toss it across the room, that sort of thing?”

“No. I did get angry once or twice . . .”

“Nothing unusual there. Parents often get angry at children and say angry things. But words is cheap, as you Americans love to say.”

Actually, we don’t love to say that.

“As long as you didn’t physically harm your child, we’re on strong ground here. And during your stay at St. Martin’s . . . you were never committed, were you?”

“No—it was a voluntary stay.”

“No problem then. Postnatal depression is so common these days. Though we will naturally investigate what evidence they used against you, the way I see it, your husband really doesn’t have much of a case.”

“Then how did he get this court order?”

“You were out of the country, and his legal team obviously put together a case against you, in which it was argued that the safety of your child was at risk . . . oh, by the way, is it a boy or a girl?”

“His name’s Jack.”

“Well, they probably chose a judge who was known for his misogynist credentials—and as you were not represented at the hearing, he heard just what they wanted him to hear . . .”

“But could he rule against me like that without listening to my side of the story?”

“With the alleged safety of the child in question . . . absolutely.”

“But does this mean that, for the moment, I’m barred from seeing Jack?”

“I’m afraid so. The good news, however, is that this ex parte order can come to an end at the next hearing, which is fixed for ten days’ time—which means that we have just five working days, not counting both weekends, to build our case.”

“Is that enough time?”

“It has to be.”

“And do you also think you might be able to find out who this Dexter woman is?”

“Ah yes, the femme fatale.” Another of her giggles. “Sorry—bad joke. But yes, that shouldn’t take much effort. Now—just a little spot of housekeeping. My fees are £200 an hour, I’ll need to put an assistant onto this immediately to help me with the research, and she’ll cost around £50 an hour. Then we will also have to instruct a barrister, though that’ll only be for the hearing itself. So, say a £2500 retainer to get us started . . .”

I was prepared for such an initial sum, but I still blanched.

“Is that a problem?” she asked.

“No, I have it. However . . .”

I then explained about him stopping the bank accounts, and what the guy at NatWest told me.

“But if you never insisted on a proper joint account . . .” she said, with a little supercilious shrug.

“I thought it was a joint account.”

“You’re obviously a very trusting person.”

“What about him trying to sell the house?”

“You are joint owners, right?”

“So I thought.”

“We’ll search the land registry and check who owns the house. Anyway, if you put money into the house you’ll get it back on divorce. And if you get to keep Jack, you’ll probably get to keep the house . . . or, at least, while he’s still at school.”

“And when it comes to getting some sort of support from my husband . . . ?”

“That’s Monday’s job,” she said, glancing at her watch. “So, Monday morning—we’ll need the retainer and a list of assorted health care professionals and people who know you who can vouch for your good character and, most tellingly, your relationship with your son. That’s critical . . .”

She pulled over a calendar, opened it, and glanced down a page.

“Now Monday’s rather ghastly . . . but shall we say four forty-five?”

“Isn’t that late in the day, if we only have this week to build the case?”

“Sally . . . I am trying to fit you in at a time when I really shouldn’t be taking on any more clients. Now if you feel you can do better elsewhere . . .”

“No, no, Monday afternoon is fine.”

She stood up and proffered her hand. I took it.

“Excellent. Until Monday then.”

Later that night, while talking with Sandy, I said, “She strikes me as a bit young, but ultra-arrogant . . . which might be a good thing under the circumstances. She certainly seems to know what she’s doing.”

“Good, because you need a bitch in your corner. And she sounds like she fits the bill.”

The weekend was endless. On Monday morning, I went to the bank. The American money had arrived. I bought a sterling bank check for £2,500. This left me with just under $6,000—or around £4,000 . . . which I could certainly live on for a bit, as long as my legal bills didn’t spiral beyond the initial retainer fee.

I brought this concern up with Ginny Ricks later that afternoon. Once again, I was kept waiting more than a half hour, as she was “tied up” with another client.

“So sorry about that,” she said, breezing in.

I showed her the list of contacts I’d drawn up. There were only four names: Dr. Rodale, Ellen the therapist, my GP, and Jane Sanjay, the health visitor. I mentioned that Ellen was out of town. “Don’t worry—we’ll track her down,” Ginny Ricks said. She also wondered out loud if there was a friend in town—preferably English (“It will play better in front of the judge, show you’ve found a footing here, that sort of thing”)—who could vouch for my good character.

“You see, Sally, before the next interim hearing next week, we will already have submitted witness statements to the judge. So the more people who have positive things to say about you as a mother . . .”

“I’ve only been a mother for a few weeks,” I said.

“Yes, but surely there are some chums here . . .”

“I’ve only been in the country a few months. And I haven’t really met many people . . .”

“I see,” Ginny Ricks said. “Well . . . I’ll have one of our researchers get cracking on the witness statements today. One last thing: you did bring the retainer, I hope?”

I handed over the bank check and said, “If there’s any way we could keep costs within that £2,500, I would greatly appreciate it. My resources are fairly limited.”

“We’ll do our best,” she said, “but if we do need to track people down and the like, it will run up things.”

“Right now, I have exactly £4,000 to my name, no job, no bank account.”

“I understand your position,” she said, standing up. “And, no doubt, we’ll be speaking in the next few days.”

But the next person I ended up speaking with from Lawrence and Lambert was one of their assistants. Her name was Deirdre Pepinster. She also spoke in the same horsey voice affected by Ginny Ricks—yet with a “this is so boring” inflection that made me uneasy.

“Now I’ve been trying to reach this Ellen Cartwright for the past two days . . .”

“But I told Ginny Ricks that she was out of town.”

“Oh, right. Anyway, turns out she’s on some hiking trip in Morocco—and is completely out of contact until the week after next. And Jane Sanjay, your health visitor, is on extended leave of absence. Canada, I think. Won’t be back for four months at least.”

“Any chance of tracking her down?”

“It might run up the bill a little more.”

“I could take care of it. Especially as she liked me. And I think she’d say nice things . . .”

“Leave it with me.”

“And I’m sure I could also find out lots about the woman who’s now with my husband . . .”

“Let us handle that as well. We too need her background information.”

“But it’s more hours on the clock, isn’t it?”

“We want to do the most thorough job possible.”

I didn’t hear from her again until the end of the week.

“Right,” she said. “The woman in question is named Diane Dexter. Home address: 42 Albert Bridge Road, London SW11. She also owns a house in Litlington, East Sussex, and an apartment on the Rue du Bac in Paris . . . which is a pretty nice part of Paris, not that Litlington is shabby either. Very handy for Glyndebourne . . . on whose board she sits.”

“So, she’s rich.”

“Quite. Founder and chairman of Dexter Communications—a mid-sized, but highly successful marketing company. Privately owned. Very highly regarded. She’s fifty, divorced, no children . . .”

Until now, that is.

“Any idea how or when she met my husband?”

“You’d have to hire a private detective for that. All I’ve been able to find out is the basic details about her.”

“So you don’t know where they are now?”

“That wasn’t part of my brief either. But I did get a witness statement from your GP and from Dr. Rodale, who treated you at St. Martin’s.”

“What did she say?”

“That you had been suffering from ‘pronounced postpartum depression,’ but responded well to the antidepressants. That was about it, actually. Oh, and I found out what happened at the ex parte hearing. Seems you threatened the life of your son one evening . . .”

“But that was sheer exhausted anger.”

“The problem is, you said it to your husband’s secretary. Which means that a third party heard it. Which, in turn, means that there’s third-party evidence. The other problem is that they essentially demanded a hearing by telephone on a Saturday night in front of a judge named Thompson who notoriously sides with the father in cases involving the mental health of the mother, and was presented with this evidence in conjunction with your extended stay in the psychiatric wing of St. Martin’s. And you were also out of the country at the time, which, no doubt, they used to make you appear frivolous . . .”

“But I was at a funeral . . .”

“The judge didn’t know that. All he knew was that you were a clinically depressed woman who had threatened to kill your baby, and then left the country at the first possibility. And as it was only a two-week order, I’m certain he had no problem signing it. Sorry . . .

“Now, back to the witness statements. On the health visitor front . . . it seems that Ms. Sanjay just left the place she was staying in Vancouver and has hit the road, traveling around Canada, but won’t be back in the UK for around four months.”

“Maybe she has an internet address?”

“You don’t have it by any chance?”

I stopped myself from letting out an exasperated sigh.

“No—but if you call the local health authority . . .”

“Fine, fine, I’ll follow it up,” she said, sounding bored.

“And could you ask Ginny to call me, please. The hearing’s next Tuesday, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. All our witness statements have to be with the court by close of business on Monday.”

Which meant that she only had the weekend to track down Jane Sanjay by email . . . if, that is, Jane stopped in some internet café to check her email this weekend, and if the less-than-engaged Ms. Pepinster bothered to even find her address.

I waited by the phone all day Friday for a call from Ginny Ricks. None came—even though I did leave two messages with Trudy.

“Sorry, but she’s left for the weekend,” Trudy said when I called the second time. “But I know she’ll be calling you as soon as she gets back from the country on Monday.”

Ah yes, another weekend in the country—no doubt with her “chap,” who was undoubtedly named Simon, and probably was an old Harrovian who now “did something in the City,” and spoke in the same honk as his beloved, and favored Jermyn Street tailoring, and weekend casual by Hackett’s, and no doubt had a lovely cottage on the Sussex Downs, so handy for those summer evenings at the opera at Glyndebourne, where Diane Dexter was on the board, and would be showing off her new acquisition(s) when this year’s season . . .

I got up and went into the kitchen—to a small shelf in a cabinet where we kept assorted cookbooks and a London A-to-Z, and a UK road atlas. Litlington in East Sussex was around seventy miles from London—and an easy run from Putney. Before I could stop myself, I phoned information and asked if there was a listing for a Dexter, D., in Litlington, East Sussex. Sure enough, there was such a listing. I wrote it down. For around a half hour, I resisted the temptation to pick up the phone. Then I went back to the kitchen bookshelf and dug out a British Telecom guide to their digital phone services, discovering that if you wanted to make a call and not have your number traced (or appear on the other person’s digital display), all you had to do was dial 141.

But it took another hour—and that evening’s dosage of antidepressants—to screw up the courage to make the call. Finally, I grabbed the phone, punched in 141, then the number, covered the mouthpiece with my hand, and felt my heart play timpani as it began to ring. On the fifth ring—just as I was about to hang up—it was answered.

“Yes?”

Tony.

I hung up, then sat down in a chair, wishing that I was allowed to mix alcohol with my antidepressants. A belt of vodka would have been most welcomed right now.

Hearing his voice was . . .

No, not heartbreaking. Hardly that. In the week or so since this nightmare began, the one thing I felt toward my husband was rage . . . especially as it became increasingly clear that he had been hatching this plot for a considerable amount of time. I kept reviewing the last few months in my mind, wondering when his liaison with this Dexter woman began. Trying to fathom where he met her, whether it was a coup de foudre, or was she the predatory type who swept down on a man who (as I well knew) was fantastically weak and easily flattered. I thought back to all of Tony’s late evenings at the paper, his occasional overnight trips to Paris and the Hague, and that wonderfully extended window of opportunity when I was doing time in the psychiatric unit: all those weeks when his wife and child were conveniently being looked after elsewhere, and he could do whatever he wanted, wherever he wanted.

The shit. That was the only word for him. And in the midst of my insane distress about being separated from Jack, my clear, ferocious fury at my husband provided a strange sort of equilibrium, a balance to the guilt and anguish that were otherwise eating away at me like the most virulent form of cancer.

But hearing his voice on the phone was also like one of those out-of-nowhere slaps across the face that shake you out of a stupor and force you to confront the grim reality of your situation. Before this call, there was a part of my brain that was still trying to carry on as if this were really not happening. It wasn’t exactly denial (to use that hateful term), more something like extreme disbelief, underscored by a fairyland need to convince yourself that, any moment now, this entire sick black farce will end and your former life will be restored to you.

Now, however, there was no sidestepping the hard, cold facts of the matter: he was living in her house, with our son. And he had put into motion the legal machinery to separate me from Jack.

I had another bad, sleepless night. At seven the next morning, I rang Budget Rent-A-Car and discovered that they had a branch in the parade of shops near the East Putney tube station. When they opened at eight, I was their first customer, renting a little Nissan for the day—£32.00 total, as long as I had it back by eight the next morning. “Mind if I pay cash?” I asked. The clerk looked wary—but, after checking with a superior, he said that cash would be acceptable as long as they could make an imprint of my credit card, just in case there were any additional charges. I handed over my maxed-out Bank of America Visa card and hoped I was well on the road when—and if—they ran a credit check on it.

My luck held. He simply ran the card through his old manual machine, then had me sign several rental forms, and handed me the keys.

Traffic was light all the way south. I made the market town of Lewes in around ninety minutes—and stopped to ask directions to Litlington. It was another fifteen minutes southeast—past gently rolling fields and the occasional farm shop. Then I turned right at a sign marked Alfriston/Litlington, and found myself entering a picture postcardy image of Elysian England. I had driven into a well-heeled fantasy, of the sort that only serious money could buy. I knew I was looking for a house called Forest Cottage. I got lucky—driving down a particularly winding road, my eyes glancing at every small house sign, I noticed the plain painted marker half buried in some undergrowth. I braked and started to negotiate the steep, narrow drive.

Halfway up this avenue, the thought struck me: what am I going to do when I get to her house? What am I going to say? I had no planned speech, no strategy or game plan. I just wanted to see Jack.

When I reached the top of the drive, I came to a gate. I parked the car. I got out. I walked to the gate and looked up at the pleasant, two-story farmhouse around a hundred yards away. It appeared as well maintained as the manicured grounds surrounding it. There was a newish Land Rover parked by the front door. I decided that I would simply open the gate, walk up the drive, knock on the door, and see what would happen. There was a delusional part of me that thought: all I need to do is show my face, and Tony and this woman will be so ashamed of what they’ve done, they’ll hand over Jack to me on the spot . . .

Suddenly, the front door opened and there she was. A tall woman. Very elegant. Good cheekbones. Short black hair, lightly flecked with gray. Dressed in expensive casual clothes: black jeans, a black leather jacket, a designer variation on walking boots, a gray turtleneck sweater . . . all of which, even from a distance, radiated money. And strapped around her neck was one of those baby slings, in which sat . . .

I nearly shouted his name. I caught myself. Perhaps because I was just so stunned by the sight of this woman—this stranger—with my son slung across her chest, acting as if he were her own child.

She was heading toward her Land Rover. Then she saw me. I didn’t know if she’d ever been shown a photograph of me—but as soon as she caught sight of me at the gate, she knew. She stopped. She looked genuinely startled. There was a long, endless moment where we simply looked at each other, not knowing what to say next. Instinctively, she put her arms around Jack, then suddenly pulled them away, realizing . . .

What? That she had committed the ultimate theft, the most despicable form of larceny imaginable?

My hands gripped the gate. I wanted to run up to her and seize my son and dash back to the car and . . .

But I simply couldn’t move. Maybe it was the wallop of what I was seeing, the absolute horror of watching that woman cradle my son. Or maybe it was a paralytic sort of fear, coupled with the disquieting realization that if I overstepped the boundaries here—and created a scene—I would simply be giving them further ammunition against me. Even being here, I knew, was an insane tactic . . . and one that might rebound on me big time. But . . . but . . . I had to know. I had to see for myself. And I had to see Jack. And now . . .

She suddenly turned away from me, heading back to the house, her gait anxious, her arms clutching Jack again.

“Tony . . .” I heard her shout. And I was gone. Hurrying back to the car, throwing it into reverse, making a fast U-turn, and shooting back down the drive. When I glanced in the rearview mirror, I could see Tony standing beside her, watching my car disappear.

I drove nonstop out of Litlington and back to the main road, pulling over into a rest stop, cutting the engine, placing my head against the steering wheel, and not being able to move for a very long time.

After around ten minutes, I forced myself to sit back up in the seat, turn the ignition key, put the car into gear, and head back toward London. I don’t remember exactly how I got there. Some basic autopilot took over. I made it back to Putney. I dropped the car back at Budget, garnering a quizzical look from the clerk behind the desk when I handed in the keys so early. An hour later, I was lying on my bed at home, having taken double the recommended dose of antidepressants, feeling it deaden all pain, rendering me inert, inoperative for the rest of the day. That night, I also took double the dose of sleeping pills. It did the trick—comatose for eight hours, up in a fog until dawn. At which point, I started the double-dosing of antidepressants again.

And then it was Monday, and the phone was ringing.

“It’s Ginny Ricks here,” my lawyer said, sounding terse, preoccupied. “Sorry we couldn’t chat on Friday—another ghastly day in court. But just to bring you up to speed on everything—Deirdre has finished all the witness statements, which we are lodging at court this afternoon. I’ll be instructing the barrister today, and the hearing’s at the high court tomorrow morning at ten-thirty. You know where that is, don’t you?”

“Well . . . uh . . . I’m not . . .”

“The Strand. Can’t miss it. Ask anyone. And I’ll have Deirdre positioned just outside the main entrance to spot you coming in. We’ll be outside the courtroom somewhere within the building. And I presume you have something smart but simple to wear. A suit would be best. Black even better.”

“I’ll see what . . . sorry, I . . .”

I lost track of the sentence.

“Are you all right, Sally?” she asked, sounding a little impatient with my vagueness.

“Bad night . . .” I managed to say.

“Sounds like a desperately bad night. And I hope you’ll ensure that you have a far better night tonight—because, though you will not be called upon to testify tomorrow, the judge will be looking you over, and should you seem somewhat out of it, that will definitely raise concerns. And additional concerns are about the last thing we need right now.”

“I promise to be . . . there,” I said.

“Well, I should certainly hope so,” she said.

Sandy had been away all weekend with her kids at a friend’s house on the Cape—so we hadn’t spoken. Immediately she could hear the fog in my voice. Immediately she guessed that tranquilizers were being taken in excessive amounts. I tried to reassure her. I failed. She pressed to know if something further had happened to tip me into this Valley of the Dolls state. I couldn’t tell her about the weekend visit to East Sussex—and the sight of Jack in the woman’s arms. Part of it was due to the fact that, beneath my druggy haze, I felt so ashamed and humiliated about having gone down there in the first place. But I also knew that Sandy herself was still in a desperately fragile state. Her sadness and regret—the sense of loss for a man whom she had so clearly adored, even after he discarded her like a broken-down armchair—were both poignant and unnerving. And I knew that she would obsessively worry for the next twenty-four hours if I revealed the reality of my current mental state. Not, of course, that she wasn’t terrified about the outcome of tomorrow’s hearing.

“You must call me the moment you’ve heard the judge’s decision. What did your lawyer tell you today?”

“Not much. Just . . . well, we’ll see, I guess.”

“Sally—how many antidepressants are you taking right now?”

“The recommended dose.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why would I . . .”

I shut my eyes as yet another sentence lost its way somewhere between my brain and my mouth.

“Now you’re really scaring me,” she said.

“Think, I dunno, maybe one too many earlier.”

“Well, don’t take any more for the rest of the night.”

“Fine.”

“You promise me?”

“You have my word.”

Of course, I popped one shortly thereafter. I didn’t need sleeping pills that night—because the extra dosage of antidepressants packed a sucker punch. But then, at five that morning, I snapped back into consciousness, feeling toxic, feverish, ill. Like someone who had just crashed out of an extended flight in the druggy stratosphere . . . which, indeed, I had.

I sat in a hot bath for an hour, a steaming washcloth over my face for most of the time. I dried my hair, I ignored the haggard face in the mirror, I went into the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. I drank it all. Then I made another pot and drained it too. When I returned to the bathroom and attempted damage control with the use of pancake base and heavy applications of eyeliner, my hands were shaking. Toxicity, caffeine overload, terror. The most oppressive terror imaginable. Because I was about to be judged—and though I kept telling myself that Ginny Ricks knew what she was doing, I still feared the worst.

I dressed in my best black suit, and touched up my face with a bit more pancake to mask the dark rings beneath my eyes. Then I walked to the tube. On the District line to Temple, I fit right in with the morning rush-hour crowd—I was just another suit, avoiding eye contact with my fellow passengers in true London fashion, stoically dealing with the overcrowded train, the cloying humidity, the deep indifferent silence of the citizenry en route to work. Only, unlike them, I was en route to discover whether or not I’d get to see my baby son again.

I left the tube at Temple and walked up to the Strand. I was an hour early (I certainly couldn’t afford to be late for this event), so I sat in a coffee bar, trying to quell my nerves. I didn’t succeed. I had been warned by Ginny Ricks that my husband might not show up at the hearing (“he’s not bound by law to be there—and can let his legal team handle everything for him”) but even the outside chance that he might make an appearance terrified me. Because I didn’t know how I’d react if brought face to face with him.

At ten-fifteen, I approached the high court and walked up the steps. A young woman—plain, bespectacled, in a black raincoat over a simple gray suit—was waiting by the entrance doors. She looked at me questioningly. I nodded.

“Deirdre Pepinster,” she said with a nod. “We’re this way.”

She led us through security to a large vaulted marble hall. It was like being in a church—with high vaulted ceilings, shadowy lighting, the echo of voices, and a constant parade of human traffic. We said nothing as we walked through the hall and then down assorted corridors. This was fine by me as I was becoming increasingly nervous. After several turns, we came to a door, outside which were several benches. Ginny Ricks was already seated on one of them, in conversation with an anemic looking man in his forties, dressed in a very gray suit.

“This is Paul Halliwell, your barrister,” Ginny Ricks said.

He proffered his hand.

“I’ve just received the witness statements this morning,” he said, “but everything seems to be in order.”

Alarm bells went off in my head.

“What do you mean, you just received the statements?” I said.

“I meant to call you about this late last night,” Ginny Ricks said. “The barrister I’d instructed fell ill . . . so I had to find a substitute. But really, not to worry. Paul is very experienced—”

“But he’s just looking at the statements now—”

We were interrupted by the arrival of the other side. At first sight, they were like an identikit version of my team: a thin, gray man; a big-boned blond woman, exuding high maintenance—a few years older than Ginny Ricks, but very much graduates from the same noblesse oblige school. They all seemed to know each other—though, as I quickly realized, the gray man was Tony’s solicitor, whereas the “to the manor born” blonde was his barrister. I watched her watching me as she spoke with the others—the occasional cool sideways glance, during which she was sizing me up, taking the measure of me, putting a face to all that she had been told about me.

Paul Halliwell came out and pulled me aside.

“You know that this is merely an interim hearing, which you are not obliged to sit through, as it can be a bit stressful.”

“I have to be there,” I said, wanting to add, Unlike my husband, who’s sent others to do his dirty work for him.

“Fine, fine, it’s obviously better, because the judge knows you really care about the outcome. Now, I’m just going to have a quick read of all this,” he said, brandishing the witness statements, “but it does seem very straightforward. The report from the doctor at hospital is the key here. Very encouraged by your progress, and so forth. About the fact that you threatened your baby . . . I presume you were tired, yes?”

“I hadn’t slept in days.”

“And you never in any way physically harmed your son?”

“Absolutely not.”

“That’s fine then. The key here is that there was nothing violently aberrant in your behavior toward your baby that would convince the court you pose a risk to the child . . .”

“As I told Ginny Ricks . . .”

On cue, she poked her head into our conversation and said, “I’ve just been told we’re starting in five minutes.”

“Fear not,” Paul Halliwell said. “It will all be fine.”

The courtroom was a paneled Victorian room with leaded windows. The judge had a large chair at the front. Facing him were six rows of benches. Tony’s team sat on one side of the courtroom, his barrister in the first bench, the solicitors behind him. My barrister sat in the same bench as Tony’s, but on the opposing side of the court. I sat in the second row with Ginny Ricks and Deirdre. They informed me that, at this sort of hearing, the barristers didn’t have to wear wigs and the judge wouldn’t be in robes.

“Nice suit, by the way,” Ginny Ricks whispered to me as we waited for the judge to arrive. “He’ll immediately see that you’re here—which speaks volumes about the fact that you so want your son back. And he’ll also see that you’re not some harridan, but eminently respectable and—”

The court clerk asked us to stand as the judge was due to arrive. A side door opened. He walked in. We all stood up. His name was Merton and he was noted for taking care of business in a brisk, no-nonsense manner.

“In the great scheme of things, he’s not the worst,” Ginny Ricks told me before he came in. “I mean, considering the number of genuine misogynists who could be hearing the case, we’re rather lucky. He’s old school but fair.”

He certainly looked old school. A seriously tailored black suit, silver hair, a patrician bearing. He asked Tony’s barrister to “open” the case, which she did in about two minutes, telling the judge who the parties were and explaining the background to the first ex parte hearing. The judge then said that he’d read the statements and that he just wanted to hear submissions.

Paul Halliwell stood up first, his diminutive height and off-the-peg grayness suddenly making him look a little shabby in front of the thoroughbred on the bench. But he spoke in a clear, moderately thoughtful voice, and from the moment he kicked off his submission with the words “My Lord” he narrated my side of the story with straightforward clarity and no lapses of concentration. The terrifying thing was, he was essentially winging it (how could he do otherwise?)—like one of those rent-a-chaplains at the local crematorium who insert the name of the deceased into the preordained service. At least here, he managed to sound reasonably convincing, but the argument he presented wasn’t really an argument, merely a repetition of the facts.

“As Ms. Goodchild’s attending psychiatrist, Dr. Rodale, states in her deposition, Ms. Goodchild responded well to treatment and rebonded well with her child. As to the claim that she informed her husband’s secretary that she would kill her son . . . uh . . .”

He had to glance at one of the statements.

“. . . her son Jack . . . the fact is that at no time did Ms. Goodchild ever actually physically harm her son. And though her comment may have been somewhat extreme—and one which Ms. Goodchild deeply regretted from the moment she uttered it—it is important to take into account the fact that, like any new mother coping with an infant, Ms. Goodchild had been suffering from extreme sleep deprivation which, in turn, can cause anyone to say excessive, unfortunate things in exhausted anger . . . which have no bearing whatsoever on the loving relationship that she has with her son. I would hope as well, My Lord, that the court will take into account the fact that this comment was made when my client was suffering from postpartum depression, which is a most common and fiendish medical condition, and which can make an individual temporarily behave in a manner completely out of character. Once again, I refer My Lord to the statement of Dr. Rodale . . .”

A few sentences later, he wrapped it up with the comment that it struck him as cruel and unusual punishment that my son be taken away from such an eminently respectable woman as myself—“a former distinguished journalist”—because of one angry comment spoken while “trapped within the horrendous mental labyrinth that is depression,” a labyrinth from which I had now emerged back to “completely functional normality.” And surely, how could the court keep a child from its mother, given the lack of any violent behavior on my part?

I judged it a rather good performance, considering the fact that he had been handed the role only minutes before curtain up. And I was pleased that he underlined the cruel extremity of the order against me—surely a sensible, no-nonsense judge like Merton would have to see the truth in such an observation.

But then Tony’s barrister stood up. Ginny Ricks had told me that her name was Lucinda Fforde, and little more. Perhaps because she already knew something that I didn’t . . . but was certainly about to find out. Fforde had the predatory instincts of a pit bull.

And yet, her voice—like her demeanor—was the apogee of cultivated reasonableness. She sounded so calm, so concerned, so certain. And devastatingly precise when it came to undermining everything about me.

“My Lord, my client, Mr. Anthony Hobbs, would be the last to dispute the fact that his wife was once a distinguished journalist with the Boston Post newspaper. Nor would he dispute the fact that she has been through a serious psychological illness, through which he supported her with great sympathy and understanding . . .”

Oh, please.

“But the issue here is not about Ms. Goodchild’s one-time professional standing or the fact—clearly documented by her psychiatrist—that she is gradually responding to pharmacological treatment for her postpartum depression. No, the issue here is about the welfare of her son Jack—and the fact that, through her actions of the last few weeks, Ms. Goodchild has raised severe doubts about both her ongoing mental stability and her ability to cope with a young infant without endangering its safety.”

And then she brought out the heavy artillery.

“Now, My Lord, you will note from the witness statement by Ms. Judith Crandall—who was Mr. Hobbs’s secretary at the Chronicle—that Ms. Goodchild rang her husband at the newspaper several weeks ago and said—and this is a direct quote—‘Tell him if he’s not home in the next sixty minutes, I’m going to kill our son.’ Thankfully, Ms. Goodchild did not make good on this threat, and though her counsel can certainly argue that this heinous comment was made under duress, the fact, My Lord, is that all women dealing with newborn children suffer from sleep deprivation and its attendant lassitudes, but the vast majority of women do not threaten to kill their children, no matter how fatigued they might be. More tellingly, though one might be able to forgive one such outburst made in exhausted anger, the fact that Ms. Goodchild made such a comment twice . . .”

I heard myself saying, “What?” Immediately, every eye in the court was upon me, most tellingly that of the judge, who looked at me with care.

Ginny Ricks jumped in before he could say anything.

“Apologies, My Lord. That will not happen again.”

“I should certainly hope not,” he said. Then turning back to Lucinda Fforde, he said, “You may continue.”

“Thank you, My Lord,” she said, calmness personified, especially as she now knew that she had me. “As I was saying, Ms. Goodchild’s threat to kill her child was not simply a one-off event. Following the delivery of her son, Ms. Goodchild was hospitalized in the Mattingly, during which time her postpartum behavior became increasingly erratic, to the point where, when her son was in the pediatric intensive care unit of that hospital, she was overheard by one of the nurses telling her husband—and this is another direct quote from one of the witness statements that My Lord has before him: ‘He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care.’ ”

Ginny Ricks looked at me, appalled. I hung my head.

“However, not only did she publicly proclaim her lack of interest in whether her son lived or died, she also was seen by one of the nurses in the hospital to physically yank her infant son off her breast while feeding him so that the nurse was genuinely concerned about whether or not she might hurl the child onto the floor. Once again, My Lord, this is documented in the witness statements, taken by the nurse in question—a Miss Sheila McGuire, who was worked in the Mattingly for the past five years.

“You will also note a witness statement from the eminent obstetrics consultant, Mr. Thomas Hughes, who states, very clearly, that he became increasingly concerned by Ms. Goodchild’s repeated emotional outbursts in hospital. As Mr. Hughes clearly notes in his witness statement: ‘From the outset, it was clear to me that Miss Goodchild’s mental condition was quickly deteriorating, to the point where myself and my colleagues at the hospital voiced private concerns about her ability to cope with the ebb and flow of postpartum care for her son.’ ”

The ebb and flow of postpartum care . . . I was being eviscerated with lethal ease.

“Sadly, the concerns of Mr. Hughes and his colleagues proved justified, as shortly after her release from hospital with her son, she was prescribed sedatives by her general practitioner to help combat the insomnia she had been recently suffering. Her GP had specifically warned her not to breast-feed her child while taking these sedatives. Shortly thereafter, however, her son was rushed to hospital in an unconscious state, having ingested tranquilizers from his mother’s breast milk. And upon arrival at St. Martin’s Hospital, the staff were so concerned about Ms. Goodchild’s mental state that they admitted her to the psychiatric unit, where she remained for nearly six weeks—as she spoke not a word and refused all food for the first few days of her stay.”

I found myself putting my hands over the top of my already lowered head, like someone protecting themselves from a series of repeated incoming blows.

She now moved in for the coup de grâce—talking about how Mr. Hobbs was the distinguished foreign correspondent for the Chronicle, who had just resigned his position as foreign editor to look after his son full-time . . .

Once again, I wanted to scream, “What?” but restrained myself. I was in enough trouble right now.

She then explained that Ms. Dexter was the founder and chairman of one of the most influential marketing companies in Britain, soon to be floated on the London Stock Exchange. She listed her real estate holdings, her chairmanships of assorted well-known companies, and the fact that she was planning to marry Mr. Hobbs as soon as his divorce was finalized.

“Most tellingly, from the outset of this familial crisis, Ms. Dexter has taken it upon herself to ensure Jack’s safety and his well-being. To this effect, she has hired a full-time nanny to look after him—in adjunct to his father who, as I mentioned before, has demonstrated his deep commitment to fatherhood by giving up his position at the Chronicle to be with his son at the start of his life.

“There is no doubt that Mr. Hobbs and Ms. Dexter will provide the sort of loving, secure environment in which Jack will flourish. There is also no doubt that, though Ms. Goodchild may be responding well to pharmacological treatment, there are still large question marks over her ongoing stability, as proven by the fact that just two days ago, she arrived unannounced and uninvited at the gates of Ms. Dexter’s weekend home in East Sussex—a most disturbing visitation, and one which contravened the ex parte order issued against her a fortnight ago.

“In conclusion, may I emphasize that neither Mr. Hobbs nor Ms. Dexter wish Ms. Goodchild ill. On the contrary, her estranged husband is deeply distressed by her current debilitated state. Nor was there any malicious or vengeful agenda behind his decision to seek an ex parte order against his wife . . . which was done solely to protect their child from further harm. His relationship with Ms. Dexter had already been well established before this decision was made. He simply felt that, unless he moved their son out of direct physical contact with Ms. Goodchild, he could be subject to further jeopardy. Ms. Dexter not only provided shelter for Jack, but also round-the-clock nursing care. Considering that she is not the child’s mother, her behavior at this critical time can only be regarded as exemplary.”

And then, suddenly, it was all over. Or, at least, Lucinda Fforde had thanked His Lordship and sat down. The judge then said he would retire to consider his decision and asked us all to return within twenty minutes when he would give judgment. Deirdre Pepinster nudged me to stand up as he himself rose and left. But I could barely make it to my feet.

Lucinda Fforde and the solicitor came down the right-hand side of the court, avoiding me as they walked by. Paul Halliwell followed.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I can only play the hand I’m dealt.”

Then he too left.

I sank down in the seat again. There was a very long pause. Then Ginny Ricks said, “You actually went to that woman’s country house this weekend?”

I said nothing.

“And why didn’t you tell us about the sleeping pills incident? Or the threats you made against your child? I mean,” I heard Ginny Ricks say, “if you had been direct with us, we could have—”

I stood up.

“I need to go to the ladies’ room.”

I headed out, but my knees started buckling. Deirdre Pepinster was there to catch me.

“Steady on,” she said.

“Stay with her,” Ginny Ricks said in a voice so dismissive it was clear that they now considered me to be completely damaged goods—to be jettisoned from their lives twenty minutes from now, when this entire embarrassing episode was behind them.

I wanted to tell her what an incompetent Sloaney little bitch she was. Remind her how she failed to garner all the necessary facts from me, how she treated my case like an addendum to her ultra-busy life, how she failed to instruct my barrister until ten minutes before the hearing (and I don’t care if he was a last-minute substitute—she could have found a replacement last night), and how she was now trying to blame me for her complete slipshodness.

But I said nothing and allowed Deirdre Pepinster to help me into the restroom, whereupon I locked myself in a cubicle, fell to my knees, and spent five long minutes divesting my stomach of its entire contents.

When I emerged from the stall, Deirdre Pepinster regarded me with nervous distaste, looked at her watch, and said, “We’d best be getting back.”

I managed to swill some tap water around my mouth before we left. When we reached the court, I saw a look pass between Deirdre and Ginny Ricks.

Then the court clerk announced the entry of the judge. We all stood up. The side door opened, the judge walked in. He sat down. So did we. After clearing his throat, he began to speak. He spoke nonstop for just five minutes. When he was finished and the courtroom was empty, Ginny Ricks leaned over to me and said, “Well, that’s about as bad as it gets.”


TEN

THE JUDGE DIDN’T look at me as he talked. He seemed to be speaking to some nether place, located on the floor just beyond his desk. But his crisp voice was aimed directly at me.

His “judgment” was brief and to the point. After due consideration, he saw no reason to change the initial ex parte order—and therefore he was allowing this custody order to stand for the next six months, until the final hearing regarding residence could take place. However, he was adding a few provisos to the original order. Though he concurred that the safety of the child was paramount, he also ordered that “the mother be allowed weekly supervised contact at a contact center within the borough of her residence.” He also commissioned a CAFCASS report, to be filed five weeks before the final hearing, which he fixed for six months’ time, “at which time the matter will be decided once and for all.”

Then he stood up and left.

Lucinda Fforde leaned over and proffered her hand to Paul Halliwell. From the brevity of the handshake and the lack of conversation between them, I could sense that this was a mere end-of-hearing formality. Then she and her attorney hurried off, a quick nod to Ginny Ricks, hearing finished, job done, on to the next human mess. My barrister had a similar approach. He packed up his briefcase, picked up his raincoat, and left hurriedly, muttering “We’ll be in touch” to my solicitor. Even though he had only been parachuted into the case today, he too looked decidedly embarrassed by the outcome. Nobody likes to lose.

Deirdre Pepinster also stood up and excused herself, leaving me and my lawyer alone in the court. That’s when she sighed a heavy theatrical sigh and said, “Well, that’s about as bad as it gets.”

Then she added, “Like Paul Halliwell, I’ve always said about cases like these: I can only play the hand I’m dealt. And I’m afraid you’ve dealt me a busted flush. Had I only known . . .”

I wanted to respond to her—to tell her exactly what I thought of her. But I kept myself in check.

“I just need,” I said, my voice shaky, “a translation of what the judge just said.”

Another weary sigh. “A residence order is exactly what it sounds like. The court decides with whom the child should reside—and in this instance, the judge has decided to maintain the status quo of the last order. Which means that your husband and his new partner will have custody of your son for six months—which is when there will be what the judge called ‘a final hearing,’ at which time you will be able to argue your case again and hopefully work out a more favorable custody arrangement. For the moment, however, as he said, you will be granted supervised contact at a contact center—which essentially means a room in some social services office in Wandsworth . . . where you will have an hour to be with your child once a week, under the supervision of a social worker, who will be there to ensure that the child comes to no harm. CAFCASS stands for Child and Family Court Advisory and Support Service. And the CAFCASS report which he commissioned means that, in the ensuing six months, the court reporter will be investigating your background, and that of your husband and his new partner. And to be absolutely direct about it, given the case they have compiled against you, I honestly don’t see how you will be able to change the court’s opinion. Especially as, by that time, the child will be overwhelmingly settled with his father and his new partner. Of course, should you wish to instruct us to take the case . . .”

I raised my head and stared directly at her.

“There is absolutely no chance of that,” I said.

She stood up, gave me another of her supercilious shrugs, and said, “That is your prerogative, Ms. Goodchild. Good day.”

I was now alone in the courtroom. I didn’t want to move from this spot. A court had declared me an unfit mother. For the next six months, my sole contact with my child would be a weekly sixty minutes, with some social worker standing by in case I went psycho. And Ginny Ricks was right: given the evidence stacked against me—and given the wealth and hyper-social standing of Ms. Dexter—the chances that I would be granted custody of Jack, or even permitted to see him on a regular, unsupervised basis, were around nil.

I had just lost my son.

I tried to fathom that—to reason it out in my head.

I had just lost my son.

I kept playing that phrase over and over again in my head. The enormity of its meaning was still impossible to grasp.

After ten minutes, the court usher came in and told me I would have to leave. I stood up and walked out into the street.

I made it to the Temple underground station. When the train came hurling down the platform, I forced myself against a wall and clutched onto a waste bin—to ensure that I didn’t pitch myself under it. I don’t remember the journey south, or how I got back to the house. What I do remember is getting to the bedroom, closing all the blinds, unplugging the phone, stripping off my clothes, getting under the covers, and then realizing that, though I could try to block out the world, the world was still there, beyond the bedroom window, indifferent to my catastrophe.

Not having a clue what to do next, I stayed in bed for hours, the covers pulled up over my head, wanting the escape of oblivion, yet being denied it. This time, however, I didn’t find myself hanging onto the mattress as if it were the sole ballast that was keeping me from going over the edge. This time, though I felt an intense, desperate grief, it wasn’t overshadowed by a feeling of imminent collapse or a downward plunge. I didn’t know if it was the cumulative effect of the antidepressants or some chink in the armorlike depressive veil. All I realized was that I wasn’t sinking any longer. My feet were on terra firma. My head was no longer fogged in. The view ahead was clear—and thoroughly dismal.

So I forced myself out of bed, and forced myself to take a hot-and-cold shower, and forced myself to tidy the bedroom, which had become something of an uncharacteristic dump over the last few days. When I broke down—a wave of sobbing that hit me shortly after I finished hanging up the last pair of cast-aside jeans—I didn’t find myself falling into oblivion. I was simply convulsed by sadness.

I plugged the phone back in around four. Immediately it rang. It was Sandy. From the sound of my voice, she knew the outcome. But when I detailed the findings of the judge—and the supervised access I would have to Jack—she was horrified.

“Jesus Christ, it’s not like you’re an axe murderer.”

“True—but they certainly gave their barrister enough ammunition to depict me as someone who was on the verge of catastrophe. And I certainly didn’t make life easier for myself by . . .”

“Yeah?”

And then I told her about my weekend trip to the country, apologizing for not informing her before now.

“Don’t worry about that,” she said, “though you should know you can tell me anything . . . like anything, and I won’t freak. The thing is, surely the court must have been sympathetic to the idea that you just had to see your son—which isn’t exactly an abnormal instinct, now is it? And, like, it’s not as if you pounded on their door at three in the morning, wielding a twelve-gauge shotgun. You just stood at the gate and looked, right?”

“Yes—but also the barrister representing me hadn’t been properly briefed.”

“What the fuck do you mean by that?”

I explained about the slapdash approach of my solicitor. Sandy went ballistic.

“Who recommended this bitch to you?”

“The husband of my friend Margaret Campbell . . .”

“She was that American friend living in London, now back in the States, right?”

Sandy certainly had a terrifying memory.

“Yes, that’s her.”

“Some friend.”

“It’s not her fault, nor her husband’s. I should have researched things a little bit . . .”

“Will you stop that,” she said. “How the hell were you to know about divorce lawyers in London?”

“Well, I certainly know a thing or two about them now.”

Later that evening, the telephone rang and I found myself talking to Alexander Campbell.

“Hope this isn’t a bad time,” he said. “But your sister called Margaret at home today, and told her what happened, and how this woman—Virginia Ricks, right?—behaved. And I just want to say I am horrified. Truly horrified. And I plan to call Lawrence and Lambert myself tomorrow—”

“I think the damage has been largely done, Alexander.”

“Damage for which I feel responsible.”

“How were you to know?”

“I should have checked with other London colleagues about the best divorce firms.”

“And I shouldn’t have accepted the first lawyer I spoke with. But . . . there it is.”

“And now?”

“Now . . . I think I’ve lost my son.”

Margaret also called that night to commiserate, and to say how bad she felt.

“Did they fleece you, those lawyers?”

“Hey, you’re married to a lawyer—you know they always fleece you.”

“How much?”

“It’s irrelevant now.”

“How much?”

“A retainer of twenty-five hundred sterling. But I’m sure the final bill will come to more than that.”

“And how will you cover it?”

With my ever-diminishing funds, that’s how.

In fact, the Lawrence and Lambert bill arrived the next morning. I was right about it running beyond the original retainer—a cool £1,730 above the initial £2,500—every expense and charge laid out in fine detail. I also received a phone call from Deirdre Pepinster. She was as laconic as ever.

“One thing I wanted to raise with you yesterday—but didn’t think you needed more bad news . . .”

Oh, God, what fresh hell now?

“I checked the land registry. The house is in both your names . . .”

Well, that’s something, I guess.

“But before the hearing yesterday, we heard from your husband’s solicitors. Seems he wants to sell it straightaway.”

“Can he do that?”

“According to the law, each party who co-owns a house can force a sale. But it takes time and the divorce courts can stop it. Now, if you’d had custody of your child, that would be a different matter altogether. No court would allow the house to be sold under you. But in this situation . . .”

“I get it,” I said.

“They have made an offer—a settlement offer, I should say.”

“What is it?”

“Uh . . . Ginny Ricks said we won’t be representing you from now on.”

“That’s absolutely correct.”

“Well, I’ll just fax it to you then.”

It showed up a few minutes later—a lengthy letter from Tony’s solicitors, informing me that their client wanted to expedite the divorce, and to be as generous as possible under the circumstances. As their client “would be retaining custody of his son,” there were no child support issues to deal with. As I’d had an extensive journalistic career before moving to London, his client would argue that alimony was also not an issue here—as I was perfectly capable of earning a living for myself. And as their client had put 80 percent of the equity into the house, he could also expect to receive 80 percent of whatever profit the sale yielded (but given that we only owned the house for seven months, that profit wouldn’t be enormous). However, wanting to be generous in this instance, he was offering the following deal: as long as I didn’t contest custody, I would, upon the sale of the house, receive not just the £20,000 equity I had invested in it, but the £7,000 for the loft conversion (as I had paid for this myself), plus an additional £10,000 sweetener, plus 50 percent of whatever profit the sale yielded. If, however, I didn’t accept this offer, they would have no choice but to take this matter to court, whereupon . . .

I got the point. Settle fast or be prepared for shelling out even more money in legal fees. Money that I simply didn’t have right now.

There was one small respite in this otherwise politely couched, but completely threatening letter: I had twenty-eight days to reply to this offer before legal action ensued. Which meant that I could dodge dealing with it for a bit. Especially as I had more pressing concerns to confront right now. Like my severe lack of money. Though I was expecting an increased bill, there was a part of me that hoped that, given the negative outcome of the case, Lawrence and Lambert might have reduced their costs. What an absurd idea—and just to pour battery acid into the wound, their invoice for the additional £1,730 was marked: To Be Settled Within Fourteen Days.

Of course, I wanted to crumple up this invoice and dispatch it to the nearest circular file. Or find another lawyer and sue Ginny Ricks for complete professional incompetence. But I also knew that if I dodged this bill, Lawrence and Lambert would not only come after me, but might let word get around that, not only was I an unfit mother, but a deadbeat to boot. So I went to the bank that afternoon and bought a £1,730 sterling draft, and posted it to Lawrence and Lambert, and sat in a coffee bar on Putney High Street, pondering the fact that my net worth was now around £2,500—enough to see me through the next few months, as long as I didn’t employ another lawyer to fight the custody case.

I had to admire Tony’s solicitors: their offer was ferociously strategic. Accept our terms and you come out with a little money to get your life restarted again. Turn us down—and we will embroil you in a legal battle that you cannot afford, which will end up having the same result: Jack stays with Tony and that woman.

Of course, there was a significant part of me that wanted to simply agree to their shitty terms and be done with it—to take the money, and try to find a new place to live and a job, and attempt to negotiate, over time, a shared custody agreement. But that would mean Jack growing up, looking upon that woman as his mother—whereas I would be some damaged parental adjunct, whom he would eventually come to regard as the person who had failed him by being unable to cope with motherhood. Judging from their behavior so far, I had no doubt that Tony and that woman would do their best to poison him against me. But even if, in due time, they became equitable and fair-minded, I would still have been legally blocked by them from raising my son. And that was something I simply couldn’t accept.

“You don’t sound as shaky as I’d expect,” Sandy said that night when she phoned me.

“Oh, I’m shaky all right,” I said. “And I find myself crying spontaneously. But this time I’m also angry.”

Sandy laughed.

“Glad to hear it,” she said.

But my anger was also tempered by the realpolitik of the situation. Legally and financially, I’d been trumped. For the moment, there wasn’t a great deal I could do about it . . . except attempt to present an exemplary face to the world.

Which meant, from the outset, adopting a certain mind-set when it came to the social workers at the contact center who were now dealing with me. I could not come across as arrogant or enraged, or someone who believed it was her inalienable right to raise her child. In their eyes, the interim hearing order said it all: I had been declared dangerous to my child’s well-being. It didn’t matter that facts had been manipulated against me by a very clever barrister, or that I had been suffering from a clinical condition. I couldn’t play the blame game here. Like it or not, I had to somehow accept that I was at their mercy.

So when a woman named Clarice Chambers phoned me from Wandsworth Social Services to suggest that my first supervised visit start in two days’ time, I agreed immediately to the time she suggested and showed up fifteen minutes ahead of schedule.

The contact center was located in a grim, modern, cinder block building, just off Garratt Lane in Wandsworth. It was situated near a squat ugly tower block called the Arndale Center—which was known locally as one of the easiest places in the borough to score a vial of crack.

Certainly, my fellow unfit mothers at the contact center looked like they had all borne witness to assorted domestic horrors, not to mention the trauma of being legally cut off from their children. There were four of us waiting on a bench in a hallway with scuffed linoleum and dirty concrete walls. My three bench mates were all young. One of them looked like she was no more than fifteen. Another had the sort of zombie eyes and shell-shocked demeanor that made me wonder what controlled substance she was on. The third woman was vastly overweight, and was about to burst into tears at any moment. We said nothing while waiting for our names to be called.

After ten minutes, a woman appeared from a reception area, and said “Sally Goodchild,” then directed me to room 4, straight down the corridor, second door on my right. Walking down toward the room, I felt fear. Because I didn’t know how I’d react to the sight of my son.

But he wasn’t there when I went in. Rather, I found myself face to face with Clarice Chambers—a large, imposing Afro-Caribbean woman with a firm handshake and a firm smile. I noticed immediately that this room was set up as a nursery—with soft toys, and a playpen, and animal wallpaper that looked forlornly incongruous under the harsh fluorescent lighting and broken ceiling tiles.

“Where’s Jack?” I said, my nervousness showing.

“He’ll be with us in just a minute,” she said, motioning for me to sit down in a plastic chair opposite her own. “I just want to chat with you for a bit before you have your visit with your son, and to explain how this all works.”

“Fine, fine,” I said, trying to steady myself. Clarice Chambers gave me another sympathetic smile, and then said that I should now consider this day and hour—Wednesday, eleven AM—as my time with Jack. His father had been informed of this fact—and Jack’s nanny would be bringing him here every week. She would not be present during these visits—only myself and Clarice. However, if I wished, I could nominate a friend or family member as the supervisor for these visits—but, of course, this individual would first have to be vetted by Wandsworth Social Services to assess their suitability for this role.

“I’m still new in London, so I don’t really know anybody who could . . .”

I broke off, unable to continue.

Clarice touched my hand. “That’s fine then. I’ll be your supervisor.”

She continued, explaining how I could bring any toys or clothes I liked for Jack. I could play with him. I could hold him. I could simply watch him sleeping. I could also bottle-feed him, and Clarice would act as liaison between the nanny and myself to find out what sort of formula he was drinking and what his feeding routine was right now.

“The only thing you cannot do is leave the room with him unaccompanied. Nor, I’m afraid, can you be left alone with him at any time. Supervised contact means just that.”

Another firm we’re going to get along just fine, aren’t we? smile.

“I know that this is all rather artificial and difficult for you. But we can try to make the best of it. All right?”

I nodded.

“Right then,” she said, standing up. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

She disappeared into an adjoining room and returned a moment later, holding a familiar carrier.

“Here he is,” she said quietly, handing him over to me.

I looked down. Jack was fast asleep. But what struck me immediately was just how much he’d grown in three weeks. He’d filled out a bit, his face had more definition, more character. Even his fingers seemed longer.

“You can pick him up if you want,” she said.

“I don’t want to disturb him,” I said. So I placed the chair on the floor beside me, reached down and, using my right index finger, stroked his clenched fist. His hand unclenched, his fingers wrapped around mine, and he held on to me, still sleeping soundly.

That’s when I lost the battle I’d been waging ever since I arrived here. I started to cry, putting a hand across my mouth to muffle the sobs and not wake him up. Once I glanced up at Clarice Chambers and saw her watching me with a cool professional eye.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “This is all a bit . . .”

“You don’t have to apologize,” she said. “I know this is hard.”

“It’s just so good to see him.”

He didn’t wake for the entire hour . . . though his fist did unclutch after around ten minutes, so I simply sat by him, rocking him in his chair, stroking his face, thinking just how serene he was, and how desperate I was to be with him all the time.

Clarice said nothing for the entire hour, though I was conscious of her watching me—seeing how I related to Jack, how I was handling the highly charged emotionalism of this situation, and whether I seemed like a stable, balanced individual. But I didn’t try to play to the gallery, or put on a big maternal show. I just sat by him, happy for the temporary contact.

Then, before I knew it, Clarice quietly said, “It’s time, I’m afraid.”

I gulped and felt tears sting my face.

“All right,” I said.

She gave me another minute, then walked over to us. I touched his face with my hand, then leaned over and kissed his head, breathing in his baby powder aroma. I stood up and walked to another corner of the room, staring out a grimy window at a trash-strewn courtyard as she picked up the carrier and left. When she came back, she approached me and asked, “Are you all right?”

“I’m trying to be.”

“The first time is always the hardest.”

No, I thought. Every time will be hard.

“Remember—you can bring clothes and toys for him next week,” she said.

As if he’s a doll I can dress up and play with for an hour.

I shut my eyes. I nodded. She touched my arm with her hand.

“It will get easier.”

I went home. I sat down on the bed and cried. This time, however, the crying wasn’t underscored by that physical sensation of plummeting which I so associated with the start of an extended depressive jag. This was simply another ferocious expression of grief—and one over which I had no control.

They say there’s nothing like a good cry to expunge all the pent-up sorrow you carry with you. But when I finally brought myself under control, and faltered into the bathroom to splash some water on my face, I found myself thinking: that did me no good whatsoever.

I thought: if I am permanently kept from him, will this ever stop? Will I ever come to terms with it?

The next six days were bleak. My sleep was broken—despite the ongoing use of knockout pills. I had little appetite. I left the house for the occasional foray to the corner shop or Marks and Spencer. I found myself devoid of energy—so much so that when I did go down to St. Martin’s Hospital for a consultation with Dr. Rodale, she immediately commented on my wan appearance.

“Well, it’s not been an easy few weeks,” I said.

“Yes,” she said, “I did hear about the court order. I’m very sorry.”

“Thank you,” I said—though I was silently angry at her for her professional reserve, her refusal to tell me I had been so desperately wronged, especially when she knew that I was incapable of physically harming my child, and that I had been in the grip of a monstrous ailment over which . . .

No, no. I wasn’t going to play the don’t blame me card again. I was simply going to face the reality of the situation and . . .

 . . . but why the hell couldn’t Dr. Rodale tell me what she must know: that the court decision was so manifestly unfair?

“And how do you feel in yourself right now?”

She had quickly moved us back into the realm of pharmacological questioning. All right then: you want straight answers, you’ll get straight answers. So I met her gaze and said, “I cry a lot. I find myself angry a great deal of the time. I think what’s happened to me is completely unjust and underhanded.”

“And those ‘downward spirals’ you used to describe?”

“They’re not so frequent. It’s not that I don’t get low—I do all the time—it’s just that I seem to be able to dodge the black swamp. But that doesn’t mean I’m exactly happy . . .”

Dr. Rodale’s lips contorted into a dry smile.

“Who is?” she said quietly.

At the end of our interview, she announced herself once again pleased with my progress, and appeared even more gratified by the knowledge that the antidepressants had proved so effective.

“As I told you from the outset, these sorts of drugs take time to build up in the system—and to demonstrate their efficacy. But the fact that you seem to be avoiding the ‘black swamp’ shows that they have made considerable positive impact. You may not be happy, but at least you’re functioning again. Which is good news. So I see no need to alter the dosage for the time being. But on the unhappiness front . . . have you been in touch with Ellen Cartwright?”

Actually, she called me the day after I saw Dr. Rodale, apologizing profusely for being incommunicado when my solicitor’s assistant came chasing her for a witness statement.

“The message on my machine was a bit garbled,” she said, “so I didn’t exactly understand why she needed this statement from me. Something about a court proceeding . . .”

I informed her about that proceeding, and its outcome. She sounded appalled.

“But that’s scandalous,” she said. “Especially as I could have told them . . . Oh God, now I feel dreadful. But how are you feeling?”

“Horrible.”

“Would you like to start our sessions again?”

“I think that would be a good idea.”

“Fine then. One thing, though—you know that I just do NHS locums at St. Martin’s—and only for anyone who’s resident in the unit. So if you want to see me, it will have to be on a private basis.”

“And what’s the charge?”

“It’s £70 per hour, I’m afraid. But if you have private health care . . .”

“We were with BUPA, but I’m pretty sure I’ve been taken off the policy.”

“Well, you should still give them a call, and if you’re still covered they will tell you how many weekly sessions they’re willing to cover—and for how long. You’ll also need a reference from Dr. Rodale—but that will be no problem.”

I did call BUPA, the private health insurance company, as soon as I finished speaking to Ellen. The “customer service representative” on the other end of the line asked me for my name, my address, and my policy number. Then, after a moment, she confirmed what I already suspected: “I’m afraid your policy has been canceled. You were insured under your husband’s policy—which, in turn, is part of a group company policy. However, he left his job and the policy was canceled. Sorry.”

I did some math. Even if I restricted myself to a session a week between now and the full hearing in six months’ time, I would still end up paying £1,680 for Ellen’s therapeutic service—an impossible sum, given that I didn’t have a job. So it looked like I would simply have to make do with my antidepressants and my extended transatlantic phone calls with Sandy.

“You have to find a new lawyer,” she said the night I discovered I had been dropped from our private health scheme. “Especially as you’re going to have to deal with the house thing very soon.”

“Maybe I should just accept his offer.”

“No way . . .”

“But it’s a no-win situation, no matter what I do. Tony knows this too. And he’s got that woman behind him—with all the money they need to break me. Which is what they’re certainly trying to do. As much as I’d like to say climb-every-mountain stuff like, ‘They won’t bring me down,’ the fact is they can, and they will.”

“Whatever you do, don’t agree to anything until you get yourself another attorney.”

“I can’t afford another attorney right now.”

“You’re going to have to go back to work, aren’t you?”

“I want to go back to work. I need to go back to work. Before I go completely crazy.”

I articulated the same sentiment to a Ms. Jessica Law, the CAFCASS reporter, who visited me at home for what she described as a preliminary interview. She was around my age, wearing subdued clothes, wire-rimmed glasses, and a sensibly direct manner. From the moment I opened the door, I could see that she was sizing me up, trying to work me out and see whether all the reports she had undoubtedly read about me tallied with how she herself perceived me. Her early enforced pleasantness—a tone of voice that said, “Let’s try to get through this uncomfortable business as reasonably as possible”—hinted that she was expecting a harridan, still in the throes of a major psychological rupture. I could also tell that she was taking in everything about my bearing, my manners, my dress sense (well-pressed jeans, a black turtleneck, black loafers), and my material circumstances. She noticed my collection of books and classical CDs, and the fact that I served her real French press coffee.

She then quickly let it be known that this was business.

“Now I know this can’t be the easiest of situations for you . . .” she said, sugaring her coffee.

“No, it isn’t,” I said, thinking: just about everyone I’ve met in the social services has used that expression—“this can’t be easy for you.” Is that an acknowledgment of my so-called “pain,” or their way of informing me: but there’s even more discomfort to come?

“I plan to see you two or three times in all before I submit my report. I would normally see you on the first occasion with your husband, but given the sensitivity of the situation, I decided against that in your case. I will see him separately. What I would like to point out is that in no way should our conversations be considered as cross-examinations. You’re not on trial here. My goal is simply to give the court an overall picture of your circumstances.”

You’re not on trial here . . . it’s just a little chat. How wonderfully English. I was, without question, on trial here—and we both knew it.

“I understand,” I said.

“Very good,” she said. She bit into a stem ginger biscuit, contemplated it for a moment before swallowing, then asked, “Marks and Spencer?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“I thought so. Delicious. Now then . . . I note from your file that you moved to London just under a year ago. So I suppose a reasonable first question might be: how are you finding life in England?”

When I recounted this question to Sandy later that night, she said, “You’ve got to be kidding me? She actually asked you that?”

“And they say Americans are deficient in the irony department.”

“Well, did you furnish her with the appropriate ironic answer?”

“Hardly. I was very polite, and moderately truthful—saying that it hadn’t been the easiest of adjustments, but that I had also been ill for the past few months and therefore couldn’t really judge the place from the standpoint of someone who wasn’t yet a functioning part of it. Which is when she asked me if it was my intention to become ‘a functioning part of England,’ to which I said, ‘Absolutely’—reminding her that I had been a journalist before coming to England, and had also been a correspondent here until my high blood pressure bumped me out of my job.

“ ‘I should be able to find work here,’ I said. ‘Because there’s so much journalistic work in London.’

“ ‘So, should you regain custody of your son,’ she asked, ‘or should the court agree to shared custody, you would plan to raise him in England?’

“ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘that would be the plan—because he would then have access to both parents.’ ”

“Smart answer,” Sandy said. “Did your interrogator approve?”

“I think so. Just as I also think she doesn’t disapprove of me. Which is something of a start. Still, the critical thing now is to find work—and show that I can once again be a functioning member of society.”

“But do you think you’re actually ready for work? I mean—”

“I know what you’re about to say. And the answer is: I have no choice. I need the money, and I also need to show the powers-that-be that I can work.”

But finding a job proved to be a complex task. To begin with, my professional contacts in London were nominal—two or three newspaper editors whom I’d met during my short stint as correspondent here, and a CNN producer guy named Jason Farrelly, with whom I had become moderately friendly when he did a four-month stint in Cairo around two years ago. He had since been downgraded to the business news ghetto in the London bureau. But he was the senior producer of CNN Business News Europe—which meant that making telephone contact with him wasn’t easy, as all senior news producers in big bureaus make it a point to be too busy to return your calls. So after leaving five messages, I decided to try my luck with one of the newspaper editors I’d met a few months earlier. Her name was Isobel Walcott. She was the deputy features editor of the Daily Mail. I’d taken her out to lunch when I was working on a piece about the decline and fall of London manners, as she had written a jokey little book on the subject. I remembered her as someone who combined a cut-glass accent with a propensity for dropping the word “fuck” into casual conversation; who drank about five glasses of sauvignon blanc too many, but who also told me toward the end of the lunch, “If you ever have a feature idea that might work for the Mail, do give me a bell.”

Which is what I decided to do now. I even managed to dig out the business card she’d given me, and found her direct number. But when she answered and heard my name, she asked curtly, “Have we met?”

“I was the Boston Post correspondent who took you out to lunch a couple of months ago, remember?”

Suddenly, her tone went from abrupt to dismissive.

“Oh, yes, right. Can’t really talk now . . .”

“Well, could I call you later? I have an idea or two for a feature, and as you did say that if I ever wanted to write for the Mail . . .”

“I’m afraid we’re rather top-heavy with features right now. But tell you what . . . email me the ideas and we’ll see. All right? Must dash now. Bye.”

I did email her the two ideas, not expecting to hear from her.

I expected right.

I also tried phoning someone who worked on the Sunday Telegraph magazine—a guy named Edward Jensen, whom I remembered as friendly—and had known Tony when they were both doing journalistic stints in Frankfurt. Once again, I had his direct number. Once again, I wasn’t received well. Only, unlike Walcott, he wasn’t curt—rather, somewhat nervous.

“You’ve caught me at a bad time, I’m afraid,” he said. “How’s Tony?”

“Well . . .”

“Oh, God, how foolish of me. I had heard . . .”

“You’d heard what?”

“That the two of you . . . uh . . . dreadfully sorry. And I gather you’ve been unwell.”

“I’m better now.”

“Good, good. But, uh, I’m due in conference any moment. Could I call you back?”

I gave him the number, knowing he wouldn’t call me back.

And he didn’t.

Judging from his embarrassed tone, it was clear that word had spread through Media London about our breakup. As Tony was the man with all the connections, the world was hearing his side of the story. Which meant that Edward Jensen had evidently been informed that I had gone ga-ga and threatened the life of my child . . . and should therefore be dodged at all costs.

At least, Jason Farrelly finally returned my calls. And, at least, he was outwardly friendly . . . though he made it known pretty damn fast that (a) he was super-busy, and (b) there was absolutely no hope of any work at CNN right now.

“You know the cutbacks we’ve suffered since the merger. Hell, I’m lucky to be still in a job . . . and, believe me, business news is not my idea of a good time. Still, so great to hear from you. Enjoying London?”

This was the American approach to the dissemination of bad news: be ultra-friendly, ultra-enthusiastic, ultra-positive . . . even though what you were actually communicating was ultra-negative. Whereas the English approach to giving inauspicious tidings was either bumbling mortification or sheer rudeness. Somehow I preferred the latter approach. At least you knew what you were getting—and your expectations weren’t raised by a surfeit of false bonhomie . . . like the sort that Jason Farrelly practiced.

“But hey, it would be great to see you, Sally. And you never know, maybe, I don’t know, maybe we can find something for you here.”

I was suspicious about this last comment, but as it was about the first halfway positive thing that anyone had said to me for a while, I wanted to believe that, perhaps, he could help me out.

“Well, that would be just terrific, Jason.”

“One problem,” he said. “I’m being dispatched to run the Paris bureau for the next three weeks . . . our head guy there had to rush back to the States after a death in the family . . . so I’m only here for another two days. And my schedule’s completely full.”

“Well, mine’s pretty empty—so if you could just find a half hour . . .”

“Would nine-fifteen tomorrow morning work?”

“Whereabouts?”

“You know a restaurant in the Aldwych called Bank? They do breakfast. I won’t have much time. Half an hour max.”

I got my one decent black suit dry-cleaned, and dropped £30 I couldn’t really afford to spend on a cut and a wash at a hairdresser’s on Putney High Street, and showed up fifteen minutes early at Bank. It was one of those ultrachic food emporiums—all chrome and glass and sleek lines and braying well-dressed clients, talking loudly over the din of the action, even at breakfast time. Jason had reserved a table in his name. I was shown to it, and ordered a cappuccino, and read the Independent, and waited.

Nine-fifteen came and went. Nine-thirty came and went . . . by which point I was genuinely anxious as I had to be back in Wandsworth at eleven for my weekly supervised visit with Jack. Which meant I simply had to leave the restaurant by nine forty-five. I kept asking the waitress if she’d received a message from him. Sorry, nothing at all.

And then, just as I was calling for the bill, he showed up. It was nine-forty-three. He looked a little frazzled, explaining that the Hang Seng had done this fantastic out-of-nowhere rally first thing this morning, it was a big-deal story, and, well, you know how it is, don’t you?

I did—but I also knew that I couldn’t stay. At the same time, though, I didn’t want to explain to him why I was leaving—and how I was now only allowed supervised contact with my son. I knew this was the one chance I’d have to pitch myself to him, and hopefully garner some sort of employment which, in turn, was crucial in terms of both earning a living and proving to the Wandsworth Social Services that I was a responsible person who could be trusted to bring up her son and attend to his needs.

So I decided to take a risk and splurge on a fast taxi directly to Garratt Lane after the meeting. And I explained to Jason that I really had to leave by ten-fifteen, no later. He ordered coffee, I joined him for a second cappuccino. For the first twenty minutes of our time together, he talked nonstop, telling me about the horrendous internal politics of CNN since the merger, and the number of layoffs, and how nobody who had been made redundant in Atlanta was finding jobs in the “news information sector,” and how his ex-boss was now selling books at a local branch of Borders, work was so tight. The situation at CNN Europe, however, was a little better—because all their bureaus were streamlined operations, giving them room to hire freelancers on a short-contract basis.

I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking: he’s going to offer me something. But then, suddenly, he changed the subject and said, “You know, Janie and I are separating.”

Janie was his wife of four years. Like Jason, she was just thirty. Blond, pert, aggressive, and (when I met her in Cairo) already voicing frustration that journalists made such dismal money (she had been a Realtor in Atlanta before her marriage).

“When she met me, she was in her mid-twenties, a Georgia girl who thought it was dead glamorous to have an Ivy League boyfriend who was already a CNN journalist at twenty-five. But she hated the moving around—you remember how she complained all the time in Cairo and then she truly loathed the French when we were in Paris . . . but hey, I can say this now, she’s the sort of American who always hates the French. And when London came up, I figured getting her back into the Anglophone world might help the marriage. Boy, was I wrong. The French were like fellow Confederates compared to the Brits. ‘The most depressing, ill-mannered, stenchful people I have ever had the misfortune to meet’ and please excuse the Scarlett O’Hara accent.”

“Did she actually say stenchful?” I asked, wanting to sound politely interested, but also becoming increasingly worried about the passage of time. I glanced at my watch. Ten-ten. I had to cut him off, and somehow make my pitch. But now he was going on about how, just three weeks earlier, she’d returned from a fortnight’s visit to Atlanta to inform him that she’d fallen in love with her former high school boyfriend . . .

“And no, his name’s not Bubba. But it is Brad. And he is one of the biggest property developers in Atlanta, and a keen golfer, and the sort of guy who probably drives a big white Merc, and—”

I cleared my throat.

“Oh, hell,” he said, “listen to me running off at the mouth.”

“It’s just . . . I really have to go in about two minutes.”

“How are things yourself?”

“My husband and I broke up.”

“You’re kidding me. But didn’t you just have a kid?”

“That’s right. Listen, Jason . . . you know I’m a very adaptable journalist. I’ve written copy, I’ve covered wars, I’ve run a bureau—”

“Sally, you don’t have to convince me. Hell, you taught me so damn much those couple of months I was in Cairo. The problem here is lack of budget. I mean, I’ve been told to cut two staff—”

“But you just said that CNN Europe was hiring freelancers . . .”

“They are. But not, for the moment, in London. If you wanted to try for six months in Moscow or Frankfurt, I’m pretty sure you’d have a very good shot at it.”

“I can’t leave London,” I said.

“Then there’s really nothing I can do.”

“All I’m asking for, Jason, is something even part-time. Two, three days a week. More if you can—but the thing is: I really need the work.”

“I hear you, Sal. And God knows, I’d love to help. But Atlanta has tied my hands in this regard. Anyway, like I told you on the phone, I’m off tomorrow to run the Paris bureau for a month . . .”

I glanced at my watch. Ten-eighteen.

“Jason, I have to leave.”

“Hey, no problem. And I’m really sorry. But let’s keep in touch, eh? Like don’t become a stranger on me, okay?”

“I won’t,” I said, and dashed for the door.

Outside, the traffic on the Aldwych was flowing freely. But there was a problem. I couldn’t find a cab. At least a dozen of the black beasts drove by me—all with their lights off. I waved frantically in their direction, hoping one of them might have forgotten to turn his light on. Not a chance. At ten-twenty-five, I realized emergency action was required, so I started running toward the Embankment Station—a ten-minute stroll at the best of times. My hope was to find a taxi heading down the Strand, and tell him to step on it. Around ten cabs passed me by, all with passengers. My gait now turned into a canter. As I ran, I used my cell to call information, and get the number for the Wandsworth contact center. But the operator couldn’t find a specific listing for a contact center under Wandsworth Council, so she gave me the general number for Wandsworth Council. But it rang around twelve times before someone answered and put me on hold, by which time I was at Embankment tube, my suit now drenched with sweat, my expensive hairstyle a shambles, and with only fifteen minutes to get to Garratt Lane. Even if a helicopter had been standing by, it’s doubtful I would have made it in time. But I had no choice but to hop the District line and fret like a lunatic all the way to East Putney—cursing Jason for his tardiness, and wasting my time by not being able to tell me over the phone what he already knew: there were no jobs going at CNN London.

And now . . . now . . . I was going to be desperately late for my one weekly hour with Jack. All the way south on the tube, I kept trying to use my phone—and managed to get connected to Wandsworth Council for a moment when the train briefly appeared above ground at South Kensington. But then the line went dead.

The next time I had a signal was when I alighted at East Putney station. It was eleven-twenty. I dashed down the steps, turned right and ran directly to a grubby little minicab dispatch office located on a parade of shops on the next street. The dispatch guy seemed a little bemused by my franticness, but he did find me a cabbie (in a battered Vauxhall) who couldn’t do much in the way of speed when faced with road works on the Upper Richmond Road, with the result that I finally reached Garratt Lane by eleven-forty.

The receptionist seemed to be expecting me.

“Wait here,” she said, then picked up the phone and dialed a number. After a moment, Clarice Chambers came walking down the hall.

“I cannot tell you how sorry I am,” I said as I followed her back down toward the contact room. “I was at a job interview in the West End, the guy was late, I couldn’t get a cab . . .”

However, instead of turning into the contact room, we veered left and entered a small office.

“Please shut the door and sit down,” she said. I did as requested, immediately feeling worried.

“Has something happened?” I asked.

“Yes, something’s happened,” she said. “You’re forty minutes late.”

“But I was trying to explain to you . . .”

“I know: a job interview. And judging from your clothes, I’m sure you’re telling the truth. But this one-hour period is your sole chance to spend time with your son during the week. And the fact that you’ve missed the second visit . . .”

“I haven’t missed it. I’m here.”

“Yes, but I sent your son home with his nanny ten minutes ago.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“But you weren’t here, and the child was having a touch of colic . . .”

“Bad colic?”

“Colic is colic. But he was kicking up a bit, and as you weren’t here . . . well, it seemed best to send them home.”

“But I tried calling.”

“I never received a message. I am sorry.”

“Not as sorry as me.”

“Next week will be here very soon,” she said.

“Couldn’t we arrange another visit before then?”

She shook her head. “That would be contravening the court order. None of us here can do that.”

I shut my eyes. I cursed myself for so botching this up.

“In the future,” Clarice said quietly, “it’s simply best to keep Wednesday morning completely free. You have to be here.”

This point was emphasized to me again two days later when Jessica Law came calling on me at home—buzzing me a half hour before her arrival to ask me if I wouldn’t mind her dropping by this afternoon. I knew what was coming—a verbal spanking, a “talking to.” But Jessica Law didn’t go all schoolmarmy on me.

On the contrary, she accepted a cup of coffee and several stem ginger biscuits, and then said, “Now I’m sure you realize why I decided to make this rather sudden visit.”

“If I could just explain . . .”

“Clarice did fill me in. And do understand: I am in no way trying to berate you for what was quite evidently a mistake . . .”

“The thing was,” I said, “I had this job interview, and it was the only time the man could do it, and he was so late and . . .”

“I have read Clarice’s report.”

This stopped me short.

“She wrote a report about this?” I asked.

“I’m afraid she had to. You didn’t make a supervised visit with your son, as specified by a court order. Now you know, and I know, that this happened because of circumstances somewhat beyond your control. The problem is, it is still a black mark against you—and one that your husband’s lawyers might try to use against you at the final hearing . . . but you didn’t hear that from me, now did you?”

“No, I didn’t. But what can I do to try to rectify the damage?”

“Never be late for a visit again. And I will write up a report of my own, stating that we’ve had this talk, and that you were delayed due to a job interview, and in my opinion, this one bit of tardiness shouldn’t be classified as ‘irresponsible behavior,’ especially as you were seeking employment at the time. How did the interview go, by the way?”

I shook my head.

“Keep looking,” she said, her way of telling me that without a job, my chances in the final hearing would be lessened. And given that there was enough going against me right now . . .

But my attempts to find work were fruitless ones. If you’re an outsider with few contacts, a vast global city like New York or London becomes an impenetrable fortress when you try to force your way into its economic structure. This is especially true when you have spent your professional life to date breathing the rarefied air of print journalism, but suddenly find yourself outside of your circle of contacts, not to mention your own country. And the great rule of thumb among all would-be employers in the media is always: when in doubt, discourage.

Well, I spent the next few weeks being constantly discouraged. I tried all the major American newspapers and networks, using my few contacts at NBC, CBS, and ABC. No sale. I tried the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and even my old stomping ground, the Boston Post. Once again, they had their own staffers running their bureaus. And when I called Thomas Richardson, the editor-in-chief of the Post, his assistant informed me that he was otherwise engaged, but he would get back to me. This he did a few days later, with a polite, to-the-point email:

Dear Sally:

As I haven’t heard from you in a while, I presume that you will not be taking up our offer of a position back in Boston. Naturally, I am personally disappointed that you won’t be returning to us—but wish you well in all future endeavors.

As soon as I received this email, I wrote him a reply, explaining that, as before, my newborn son was keeping me in London, but would the paper be willing to offer me a freelance contract for a few stories a month from this part of the world? I also played up the years of loyalty I had given to the paper, that I wasn’t asking for a staff position, and also intimated (in as subtle a way as possible) that I really needed the work.

Thomas Richardson was always efficient, and his response arrived on my computer a few hours later.

Dear Sally:

If it was my call, you’d still be one of our correspondents in London. But my hands are tied by the money men—and they are adamant: no additional staff or freelancers at any of our ever-dwindling foreign bureaus.

I’m truly sorry about this.

So that was that. I had no choice but to start working the British papers again. Here, the problem was that nobody knew who I was (and I certainly wasn’t going to play the “I’m Tony Hobbs’s estranged wife” card, as it might just blow up in my face). Still, after about a week of nonstop phoning, the features editors I managed to get through to at the Guardian and the Observer asked for ideas by email and samples of my work. Well, I sent off the requisite clippings and a couple of ideas. A week went by. I made the requisite follow-up phone calls. The editors were otherwise engaged. I followed up with reminder emails. No response. Which is what I expected—as journalism works that way. Especially if—in the eyes of the people to whom you’re trying to sell an idea—you’re a nonentity.

Even Margaret’s husband, Alexander, made a couple of transatlantic calls on my behalf, seeing if there was something for me at Sullivan and Cromwell in London. I sensed that guilt about steering me into the hands of Lawrence and Lambert was behind his efforts on my behalf (that—and Margaret probably screaming at him to redress the mess by helping me out). But as I told Alexander, I had no skills that would be of use in a law firm. His colleagues in London concurred. I was neither a legal secretary nor a legal writer, nor did I possess any qualification at all that allowed me to practice as an attorney. So all I could do was thank Alexander for his efforts on my behalf and tell him to stop feeling guilty about the incompetent Ginny Ricks. It wasn’t his fault.

But if the job search was bearing nothing, at least I seemed to be in the good books of my handlers from the Wandsworth contact center. I showed up for my weekly visits fifteen minutes early. Clarice told me that I seemed to be bonding well (that verb again) with Jack, and he was happily awake for all our sessions, which meant that I could feed him, and change his diaper, and try to get him interested in assorted infant toys, and hold him close, and wish to God that I didn’t have to hand him back at the end of the hour. I resolved not to cry anymore during these sessions, deciding that I needed to show a certain stability and equilibrium in front of Clarice, to prove that I was dealing with the enforced separation from my son, even though it was agony. But as soon as the session was over I would walk slowly out of the building, my head bowed, and stumble out into the gray, litter-strewn shabbiness of Garratt Lane, and find the nearest wall, and put my head against it, and cry like a fool for a minute or so, and then collect myself and try to get through the rest of the day.

At heart, all grief centers around the realization that you can never escape the bereavement that has stricken you. There may be moments when you can cope with its severity, when the harshness temporarily lessens. But the real problem with grief is its perpetuity. It doesn’t go away. And though you are, on one level, always crying for the loss you’ve sustained, you’re also crying because you realize you’re now stuck with the loss, that—try as you might—it’s become an intrinsic part of you, and will change the way you look at things forever.

I didn’t mention these cry-like-a-fool postvisitation moments to Jessica Law. All I would tell her was, “I find this situation desperately hard.”

She’d look at me with a mixture of professional coolness and personal compassion, and say, “I am aware of that.”

What else could she say—that, like a massive migraine, it would eventually abate? It wouldn’t. We both knew that. Just as we both knew that—given the evidence stacked against me—the best I could hope for at the time of the final hearing was some sort of shared visitation situation.

“I do hope that you keep your expectations about a future with Jack realistic,” she said during our third “chat.”

“In other words, I’m not going to get him back.”

“I didn’t say that, Sally. And a lot could happen in the four and a half months. But the truth is . . .”

She paused, trying to find the right neutral language. I decided to cut to the chase.

“I’ve been declared an unfit mother—and once that’s on the record, it’s hard to erase.”

“Yes, I’m afraid that’s exactly it. But that doesn’t mean that an arrangement can’t be worked out with the court. It may not be perfect. It may not give you the access you want. But it will be better than what you have now.”

After this conversation, I sensed that, in her own circumspect way, she was hinting that she didn’t consider me unsuited to motherhood. Just that she was gently compelling me to grasp the reality of my situation. Whereas Sandy kept telling me not to lose hope in order to move forward, Jessica Law was inverting that same sentence: in order to move forward, you have to lose hope.

As I made my way home from my fourth supervised visit with Jack, trudging through the rain down West Hill, the American in me didn’t want to accept the pragmatic pessimism that Jessica Law espoused, which struck me as so desperately English. I wanted to embrace that old hoary American fighting spirit. No wonder the English were so privately attracted to the pastoral. It was an antidote to all that hardheaded realism—the recognition that the Elysian Fields were merely the stuff of folklore, undermined by the merciless reality of class, personal limitations, and the crushing purposelessness of life which you must still somehow confront to give order and shape to the day.

Whereas, like most Americans, I was brought up on that stale mythological idea that with hard work and boundless optimism, you could be what you wanted to be—that the world was infinite in its possibilities and there for the taking.

In order to move forward, you have to lose hope.

The entire abstract logic of that statement was anathema to me. But as I turned into Sefton Street—and looked at the tidy terraces of middle-class houses, and saw a nanny loading her infant charge into the baby seat of a Land Rover, and remembered how Jack nuzzled his head against my cheek just ten minutes earlier, and realized that, like it or not, I would have to confront the letter that currently resided in the back pocket of my jeans (a letter from Tony’s solicitors, informing me that the twenty-eight-day grace period had passed, and they would now take legal steps within seven days to put our house on the market unless I accepted their financial offer)—I stopped moving. And I suddenly lost all hope.

I sat down on the hood of a car parked outside my house and started to cry again—fully cognizant that I was weeping on the street where I lived, and unable to get myself through the doorway and into the home that would soon be taken away from me.

“Sally?”

It took me a moment to realize that someone had just called my name. Because I wasn’t used to being called by my name on Sefton Street. I knew no one there. Except . . .

“Sally?”

I looked up. There was my neighbor, Julia Frank—the woman whom I’d met in Mr. Noor’s shop all those months ago. Now standing by me, her hand on my arm.

“Sally . . . are you all right?”

I took a deep breath, and wiped my eyes. “Just a bad morning, that’s all.”

“Can I help?”

I shook my head.

“I’ll be okay. But thank you.”

I stood up to leave.

“Cup of tea?”

“Please.”

She led me into her house, and down a corridor to her kitchen. She put the kettle on. I asked for a glass of water. I saw her watching me as I pulled my bottle of antidepressants out of my jacket pocket, removed a pill, and washed it down with the water. She said nothing. She didn’t try to make conversation. She just made the tea. And arranged cups and saucers, and milk and sugar, and a plate of cookies. She poured me a cup and said, “I don’t want to pry, but . . . has something happened?”

“Yes—something’s happened.”

Pause.

“If you want to talk about it . . .”

I shook my head.

“Fine,” she said. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Both, please.”

She poured in a dash of milk and one sugar. She handed me the cup. I stirred it. I put my spoon down. I said, “They took my son away from me seven weeks ago.”

She looked at me with care. And then I told her everything. She said nothing. She just sat there and listened. When I finished, the tea was cold. There was a long silence. Then Julia asked, “Are you going to let them get away with it?”

“I don’t know what to do next.”

She thought about this for a moment, then said, “Well, let’s find you someone who does know what to do next.”


ELEVEN

FROM THE MOMENT I walked into his office, I didn’t like the look of Nigel Clapp. Not that he appeared strange or threatening or abnormal. Actually, what first struck me about him was his absolute ordinariness—the sort of guy you would pass on the street and never register. He came across as a truly gray man who seemed like he was born at the age of forty, and had spent his entire life cultivating a gray functionary look, right down to the cheap gray suit he was wearing over a polyester white shirt and a grubby maroon knit tie.

I could have handled the bad clothes, the sallow countenance, the thinning black hair, the light, sleety accumulations of dandruff on both shoulders, and the way he never seemed to be looking at you while talking. “Don’t judge a book by its cover,” as my wonderful mom (who had a thing about needlepoint mottos) used to say.

No, what really bothered me about Nigel Clapp was his handshake. It was virtually nonexistent—a brief placement of four damp, limp fingers into your right palm. It not only made you feel like you’d been given a dead mullet, but also that the purveyor of this hand had no personality whatsoever.

This perception was exacerbated by his voice. Low, monotonic, with a slightly hesitant cadence. It was the sort of voice that almost forced me to cup my ear to discern what he was saying. Coupled with the permanently stunned expression on his face (one that made him look like he’d just tumbled into an empty elevator shaft), he certainly didn’t inspire confidence.

Which was something of a worry—considering that Nigel Clapp was my new solicitor, and my one hope of ever getting my son back.

Why did I end up with Nigel Clapp? Once again, I must recite another of my mother’s preferred platitudes:

“Beggars can’t be choosers.”

Actually, the way I found myself in the offices of Nigel Clapp was courtesy of a process that started in Julia Frank’s kitchen. After hearing my story, she called a friend who worked as a deputy editor at the Guardian, handling (among other duties) a couple of weekly law pages, which often dealt with family law cases. She outlined my situation, mentioning that I was married to a well-known journalist, but then playing coy about his name. The deputy editor told her that, as I had no income at present, I should qualify for legal aid—and gave her the number of a barrister named Jane Arnold, who specialized in family law cases. Julia called Jane. Who put her in touch with a friend named Rose Truman who happened to be an information officer at the Law Society (the registrar of all solicitors and barristers in England). Rose Truman in turn promised to post me out today a list of solicitors in my area who handled legal aid.

The speed at which Julia negotiated all this was dazzling. It also made me realize how little I understood about the way things worked here.

“Well, that’s sorted then,” she said, “though I know my friend at the Guardian would love me to drop the name of your husband to her.”

“I don’t want to spread gossip about Tony. I just want my son back. Anyway, as I told you, he’s no longer at the Chronicle. He’s a full-time father who’s also probably trying to finish his novel.”

“And the smart bastard found a wealthy patroness to subsidize his literary endeavors. I’d put serious money on your little boy being part of the Faustian pact they made.”

I stared into my teacup. “That thought had crossed my mind, yes.”

“You know what I also think?” she said.

“What?” I said, looking up.

“I think you need a very large drink.”

“So do I. But I’m on these pills . . .”

“Are they antidepressants?”

“Well . . . yes.”

“What kind?”

I told her.

“Then a large vodka won’t kill you.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I was on them during my divorce . . . and also because my sister’s a chemist. And she gave me the all-clear for a shot of Absolut every so often. You do like vodka, I hope?”

“Yes, that would be very welcome indeed.”

She opened the freezer compartment of her fridge, retrieved the bottle of vodka, then found two glasses and poured out two small shots.

“You sure about this?” I asked.

“It never did me any harm. But, then again, I am from Glasgow.”

“You don’t sound Scottish.”

“Glaswegian parents. Spent my first seven years there, then my father brought us south. Never went back—which probably means I’m completely deracinated.”

We clinked glasses. I took a tiny sip. I had forgotten how anesthetizing frozen vodka can be. I allowed the liquid to loll about my mouth for a few moments, before letting it delightfully burn the back of my throat. After it slipped down, I let out a little sigh.

“Do I take that as a sign of approval?” Julia asked.

“You have good taste in vodka.”

“It makes up for the bad taste in men,” she said, lighting up a cigarette. “You don’t mind if I indulge my filthy habit?”

“It’s your house.”

“Good answer. You can stay.”

She downed her vodka and poured herself another small finger.

“May I ask you a direct question?” I said.

“Try me.”

“Did you like antidepressants?”

“Enormously. And you?”

“I’d recommend them to anyone having their child taken away from them . . .”

I shook my head, took another small sip of the vodka, and said, “Sorry, that was crude.”

“But accurate.”

“How long were you on them for?”

“Nearly a year.”

“Good God.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not impossible to kick, especially if you’re taken off them slowly. But, I must say, anytime these days that I find myself fighting off the black dog, I do think fondly back to my extended antidepressant interlude.”

“What do you use instead nowadays?”

“Marlboro Lights and Absolut—neither of which really has the same efficacy as antidepressants when it comes to dealing with what you’re going through, which makes my ghastly divorce seem like a paper cut.”

“Paper cuts can be painful. Was your divorce really ghastly?”

“Anyone who says that they had an amiable divorce is a liar. But yes, it wasn’t a pleasant experience.”

“Had you been married long?”

“Nine years. And though it went through the usual ups and downs during that time, I was just a little surprised when Jeffrey announced he was moving in with this French cutie he’d been seeing on the sly. I think that’s the worst thing about discovering a long-term infidelity—being made to feel like such a slow-witted fool.”

“Never underestimate the male propensity for the clandestine . . . especially when it comes to sex. Were you devastated?”

“Yes, I was shattered. ‘The death of love’ and all that. I read somewhere—I think it was in some Irish novel—that a divorce is worse than a death. Because you can’t bury the bastard—and you know that he’s off somewhere else, having a life without you.”

“And have you had a life without him?”

“Good God, yes.”

“Anyone now?”

She took a deep drag on her cigarette.

“That’s a rather direct question.”

“I’m a bloody Yank,” I said, imitating her accent. “Direct’s my thing.”

“Well then to be bloody direct about it: yes, there was somebody. But it ended about six months ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.”

She then explained that around the time of her divorce, the small publishers for whom she worked as an editor were gobbled up by a major conglomerate, and she was one of the casualties of this merger-and-acquisition (“They blamed it all on ‘economies of scale,’ whatever that means”). At the time, she was living with her husband and her son Charlie in a large terraced house in Barnes. As part of the divorce settlement, Charlie resided with her, and she received just enough money to buy this cottage outright in Putney (“which puts me ahead of ninety-eight percent of the population of the planet, so I’m not complaining . . . even if the bastard only gives me £500 a month in child support”). But she had been able to find enough steady work as a freelance editor to pay the bills.

“I make enough to give Charlie and myself a good life. And though I might not have a chap on hand right now, the fact that I still have Charlie for the next few years makes everything . . .”

She stopped and said, “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me.”

“Don’t be sorry. What you said is true. Which is why this is so fucking hard.”

“Once that list arrives tomorrow from the Law Society, find yourself a solicitor who’s willing to fight in your corner.”

“Against a rich woman with a lot of money and a big fat dossier of evidence against me? I doubt any solicitor is going to want to take me on,” I said.

But the list arrived, and I discovered two things. Legal aid wasn’t entirely free. If you were destitute, with no assets, you could obtain legal representation without charge. But if, like me, you had no income, but did have part ownership of a house, then the system operated more like a loan—in which all the costs you ran up eventually had to be repaid (with low interest, but interest nonetheless) from the eventual sale of said property. In other words, I’d be running up another debt—and one that would probably have to be settled once the house was sold from under me. At least, the legal aid rates were nothing compared with those charged by a private incompetent like Ginny Ricks.

The second thing I found out was that there were more than two dozen solicitors within the borough of Wandsworth who handled legal aid cases. I didn’t really know which one to choose, or where to start—so I just began to ring up every name alphabetically.

The first four solicitors on the list were otherwise engaged that morning—and, judging from what their secretaries told me, tied up for most of the week. But when I reached name number five on the list—Nigel Clapp—his secretary said that, yes, he could see me tomorrow at ten-thirty.

But as soon as I saw Nigel Clapp, I thought: no way. It wasn’t just his spiritless appearance that I found disheartening. It was also his office. It was located in another sector of Wandsworth called Balham. As I was car-less and very conscious of costs, I decided to eschew a £10 minicab ride to this eastern corner of the borough, so I walked to the Putney rail station, changed trains at Clapham Junction, then rode two stops south to Balham. The trains were strewn with rubbish. The seats were stained. The carriages themselves were covered with graffiti. And the thing was, even though I still glanced with momentary distaste on such shabbiness, another part of me had come to be inured to such public squalor, to almost expect it as part of the territory. Is that what living in London did to you—make you accept the dilapidated, the shabby, as commonplace?

Balham High Road was the usual mixture of chain stores, and curious commercial left-behinds from the nineteen-sixties (a shop that sold used professional hairdressing equipment), and the occasional signs of encroaching gentrification (designer cappuccino bars, designer modern apartment buildings). Nigel Clapp’s office was located above a dry cleaner’s in an archetypal redbrick Victorian house. I entered his premises by a door on a side street, a door with old-style frosted glass, on which had been painted the name Clapp & Co—Solicitors. I negotiated a constricted, ill-lit stairwell, reached another door, and rang the bell. It was opened by a plumpish, matronly woman in her fifties, with what I had come to recognize as a pronounced South London accent.

“You the one here for the death cert?” she asked.

“I’m Sally Goodchild.”

“Who?” she said loudly, as if I was a little deaf. I repeated my name again. “Oh, yeah, right,” she said. “The legal aid case. Come in. He’s busy right now, but shouldn’t be too long.”

Clapp & Co. comprised two rooms and a small waiting area, which was actually a narrow corridor, with a cheap sofa, two plastic potted plants, and a magazine rack, filled with six-month-old copies of Hello! and assorted real estate magazines. The walls were painted a dirty shade of cream, the floors were covered in yellowing linoleum, the lighting was provided by two fluorescent tubes overhead. The sole decoration was a calendar on the wall from a local Indian takeout: With the Compliments of Bengal House, Balham High Road. The plumpish woman—Clapp’s secretary and general dogsbody—worked in a small cramped office without a door. As I waited in the hallway—idly browsing through a magazine for the local branch of Foxton’s Estate Agents, noticing with amazement that you could easily spend £750,000 on a family house around here—she answered a steady stream of phone calls with that brutish voice of hers, while working her way through an open packet of bourbon creams on her desk. After a few minutes, she got up and said to me, “See if he’s finally off the phone now.”

She walked over to the adjoining door, opened it without knocking, put her head inside it, and said, “Your client is here.”

Then I was ushered in to meet Nigel Clapp.

He did stand up when I entered. Then he offered me his dead mullet hand and motioned me into the cheap orange plastic chair opposite his steel desk, and started shuffling through papers, and avoided my gaze. I noticed a couple of framed family photos on his desk, as well as a framed law degree. He must have spent a good two minutes going through my file, saying absolutely nothing, the only noise in the office coming from the traffic on Balham High Road and the stentorian voice of his secretary next door. Clapp seemed oblivious to this high-decibel distraction—the way, I imagined, that people next to a railway track somehow became immune to the constant sound of rattling trains. My file was laid out across his desk. When he finally spoke, he didn’t look up from the documents.

“So your former solicitor,” he said in a voice so low and hesitant that I had to bend forward to hear him, “she never sought leave to appeal the order of the interim hearing?”

“We parted company immediately after the hearing,” I said.

“I see,” he said, his voice noncommittal, his eyes still focusing on the papers. “And this business with the house . . . can you remember the names of the solicitors who handled the sale?”

I told him. He wrote it down. Then he closed my file, and reluctantly looked at me for a moment.

“Maybe you’d like to tell me the entire story now.”

“When you say ‘entire’?”

“From . . . uh . . . I suppose . . . when you first met your husband to . . . uh . . . this morning, I suppose. The pertinent details only, of course. But . . . uh . . . I would just like an overall picture. So I can . . . uh . . . just have an overview, I suppose.”

I could feel my spirits tumble even further into despair. This man had the personality of a paper cup.

But still I took him through the complete tale of my marriage—from Cairo to London, to the early problems with the pregnancy, to the postpartum depression, to my extended stay in the hospital, and the nightmare that I had walked into upon returning from Boston. I was absolutely frank with him—telling him exactly how I made angry verbal threats against my son, and my difficult behavior in the hospital after his birth, the sleeping pills incident, my absurd decision to seek out Diane Dexter’s country home—in short, everything that Tony’s solicitors could use against me.

It took around twenty minutes to get through the entire story. As I spoke, Clapp pivoted his chair in such a way that he was staring at a spot on the wall behind his computer screen. He showed no emotion as I spoke, he didn’t interrupt, he didn’t react to any of the more dire aspects of the tale. His presence didn’t register at all. I might as well have been talking to a goldfish in an aquarium, considering the lack of reaction I was getting.

When I finally finished, there was another considerable pause—as if he didn’t get the fact that my narrative was finished. Then, when this dawned on him, he turned back to my file, shuffled the papers together, closed it, and said, “Uhm . . . right then. We have your address and phone number here, don’t we?”

“It’s on the first page of the forms.”

He opened the file again, peered inside, shut it.

“So it is,” he said. Then he stood up and said, “Well, uhm, emergency legal aid will be available right now, although a final certificate won’t be authorized until the forms have been processed. Anyway . . . uhm . . . we’ll be in touch.”

This threw me. Surely he was going to answer some questions, give me his legal point of view, speak about my chances in court, hint about the strategy he might adopt, anything. But instead, I was offered his dead mullet hand. And I was so flummoxed by this that I briefly squeezed his damp, flaccid fingers and left.

An hour later, I was in Julia’s kitchen, accepting another shot of Absolut. I needed one.

“This guy isn’t just diffident; he’s one of those people who seem to be missing in action while still sitting in the same room as you.”

“Maybe that’s just his manner,” she said.

“Damn right it’s his manner—and it’s a completely hopeless one. I mean, at first I thought: he’s just boring. Or to be more specific about it: he’s about the most boring person I’ve ever met in my life. But then—after taking him through every damn thing that’s happened to me for the last six months—what’s his reaction? ‘We’ll be in touch.’ And you should have seen this guy during my extended monologue. I’m positive he was doing Transcendental Meditation with his eyes open.”

“Are you certain he’s not just a little shy?”

“A little shy? He came across as pathologically shy . . . to the point where I can’t see how the hell he’s going to make any inroads for me.”

“Don’t you think you should give him a little time?”

“I don’t have much in the way of time,” I said. “Less than four months, to be exact. And they don’t call that final hearing final for nothing. I need someone who can, at the very least, attempt a little damage control here. I don’t expect miracles. But he’s like one of those freebie attorneys you read about in the States who get appointed to a capital murder case and end up sleeping through the prosecution’s summation.”

I paused. Julia just smiled at me.

“All right,” I said. “Maybe that’s just a little melodramatic. But—”

“I know what the stakes are, Sally. I really do. And even though Nigel is your lawyer, I gather that you can get permission from the legal aid authority to change your solicitor if you put forward a good enough reason. So if you have absolutely no confidence in this solicitor, then call up the other solicitors on the list and find out when they can see you.”

I did just that the next morning, leaving three messages for three different solicitors. One of them, Helen Sanders, rang back. She didn’t have time to see me face to face this week, but would be pleased to speak to me now. So, once again, I spent fifteen minutes telling this woman the entire saga—from beginning to end. Her verdict was stark and uncompromising.

“Whatever about the inherent unfairness of what happened to you,” she said, “the sad fact of the matter is: they do have a strong case against you. More to the point, as perhaps other solicitors have informed you, once a child is settled with one parent, the court is loath to relocate him again.”

This is exactly what the dreadful Ginny Ricks told me in the wake of the interim hearing disaster. So I asked Helen Sanders, “Are you saying that my case is hopeless?”

“I couldn’t make a judgment like that without studying all the relevant documents and court orders. But from what you’ve told me so far . . . well, I’m not going to lie to you: I can’t see how you’ll have any chance of winning custody of your son.”

She did offer to see me at her office next week, if I wanted to discuss matters further. But I simply thanked her for her time and hung up. What was there to discuss? Mine was a hopeless case.

“You mustn’t think that,” Julia said after I related this conversation to her.

“Isn’t it better to face up to the truth?”

“I’m sure the right solicitor could dig up the right dirt on your husband’s relationship with that Dexter woman, and how they set this whole thing up.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I really need someone out there now, tracking stuff down, trying to look into Dexter’s background to see if there’s any dirt worth digging. And three months isn’t really much time to pull all that together.”

“Don’t you have any mega-rich friends who could help you hire a private detective or someone like that to snoop around on your behalf?”

The only people I knew with any substantial money were Margaret and Alexander Campbell. But I felt that if I approached them now, it would seem as if I was demanding something back for referring me to Lawrence and Lambert. Like it or not, that would end things with Margaret. Once you’ve asked for money from a friend, the friendship is doomed.

“As I told you before, my only family is my sister. She’s broke. My parents were schoolteachers. Their only asset was their house—and thanks to what lawyers like to call ‘bad estate planning’ and the suddenness of their death, their one asset, their house, was largely consumed by the government. Then there was the lawsuit after their death.”

“What lawsuit . . . ?”

I paused for a moment, staring into my drink. Then I said, “The one against my dad. The autopsy report found that he was about two glasses of wine over the legal limit. Not a vast amount, but he still shouldn’t have been driving on it. And the fact that he hit a station wagon with a family of five in it . . .”

Julia looked at me, wide-eyed.

“Was anyone killed?”

“The mother, who was all of thirty-two years old, and her fourteen-month-old son. Her husband and their two other kids somehow managed to walk away.”

Silence. Then I said, “The thing was—the husband of the woman killed . . . he turned out to be an Episcopal minister, and one of those very principled types who really believed in Christian axioms like turning the other cheek and not seeking vengeance. So, when it came out that, technically speaking, my father was driving while intoxicated, he insisted that the whole thing be kept out of the papers, not just for the sake of Sandy and me, but also—he told me later—for his own sake as well. ‘There’s been enough tragedy already. I don’t want public pity, any more than I want to see you and your sister vilified because your father made a mistake.’

“I think he might have been the most extraordinary man I’ve ever encountered . . . though, at the time, I wondered if his goodness was some sort of posttraumatic disorder. Isn’t that an awful thing to think?”

“It’s honest.”

“Anyway, Sandy and I agreed that we should settle for whatever their insurers demanded. Which was essentially all our parents’ insurance policies, the house, and just about everything else. So we both came out of it with virtually nothing. Our own lawyers kept telling us we should fight—that giving them the insurance policies was enough. But we felt so desperately guilty, we handed it all over to the minister and his children . . . even though he actually called me once and said we didn’t have to go so far. Can you imagine someone saying that . . . not seeking revenge or retribution? But it convinced us even more that we had to give him everything. It wasn’t just penance. It was an act of contrition.”

“But you didn’t drive the car,” Julia said. “Your father did.”

I fell silent for a while, wanting not to say any more. But then: “You’re right, he drove the car. But before he got into the car, he was with my mom at a college graduation party for me. He was having a great time, talking with all my friends, being the usual nice guy that he was. Late in the evening, I handed him a glass of shitty Almaden wine, and he said he really couldn’t handle anything more, and I said—and I remember this so damn clearly—‘You going middle-aged on me, Dad?’ And he laughed and said ‘Hell no,’ and downed it in one go. And—”

I stopped. I looked down into the vodka glass. I shoved it away.

“I still can’t get over it. All these years later. It’s there, every hour of every day. And it’s now been with me so long that I just consider it part of my weather system—something that encircles me all the time.”

“What did your sister say when she found out?”

“That’s the thing—she never did find out. Because I couldn’t bring myself to tell her . . .”

“Whom did you tell?”

I didn’t answer. Finally she asked, “You never told anyone?”

“I spoke with a therapist about it. But—”

“You never said a word to your husband?”

“I considered telling him around the time I got pregnant. But I thought . . . I don’t know . . . I thought Tony would have belittled me for holding on to such guilt. He would have said I was being pathetic. Now I realize that, had I told him, he would have turned this admission against me in a court of law. Not just a misfit mother, but an accessory after the fact to a vehicular manslaughter.”

“But hang on—you don’t really believe that you were responsible for the death of that woman and child?”

“I gave my dad the glass of wine that sent him over the limit.”

“No—you just handed him the glass and then gently teased him about being middle-aged. He knew he had to drive after the party. He knew how much he’d drunk before you showed up with that last glass of wine.”

“Try telling my conscience that. Sometimes I think that the real reason I eventually fled overseas was that I was trying to put as much geography as possible between myself and all that lingering guilt.”

“The French Foreign Legion approach.”

“Exactly—and it kind of worked for a while. Or, at least, I learned how to cohabit with it.”

“Until they took Jack away from you?”

“I guess I’m that obvious. And yes, once this all happened, I was certain that this was some sort of cosmic retribution for causing that accident; that Jack had been taken away from me because I had given my father the drink that made him crash the car that killed a little boy.”

Julia reached over the table and put her hand on my arm.

“You know that’s not true.”

“I don’t know anything anymore. During the last few months, all logic’s been turned on its head. Nothing makes sense.”

“Well, one thing must make sense. You are not receiving some sort of divine punishment for your father’s accident—because you had absolutely no role in that accident, and because it just doesn’t work that way . . . and I speak as a semi-practicing Catholic.”

I managed a small, bleak laugh.

“God knows, I wish I’d confessed all this to my sister years ago.”

“But what good would that have done?”

“Recently, I’ve had this enormous need to confess all to her.”

“Promise me you’ll never do that. And not just because I truly believe that you have nothing to confess. It would just drop all the guilt you’ve been feeling for all these years right into her lap. And—this is the real Catholic in me talking now—there are many things in life that are far better left unsaid. We all want to confess. It’s the most human of needs imaginable. To ask for some sort of absolution for making a mess of things—which everyone before us has done, and everyone afterward will continue to do as well. Sometimes I think it’s the one great constant in all human history: the ability to screw it up for ourselves and others. Maybe that’s the most terrible—and the most reassuring—thing about life: the fact that everyone’s messed up like this before. We’re all so desperately repetitive, aren’t we?”

I thought about that later, as I sat at home staring at the list of alternative legal aid solicitors, supplied to me by the Law Society. There was an entire section of lawyers dedicated to family law—and all I could think was how, for these specialists in domestic dissolution, all stories must start to overlap or, at the very least, come down to a few basic plot points: He met somebody else . . . We fight about everything . . . He just doesn’t listen to me . . . She feels she doesn’t have a life beyond the house and the kids . . . He resents the fact I make more money than him. And all this dissatisfaction and disgruntlement and disappointment may, in part, be rooted in the usual bad matchups, the usual inability to cohabit. But Julia was right: it also stems from a need for turmoil, for change . . . all of which might be linked to that very human fear of mortality, and the realization that everything is finite. It is this knowledge that makes us scramble even harder for some sort of meaning or import to the minor lives that we lead . . . even if it means pulling everything apart in the process.

I narrowed my new solicitor possibilities down to four names—all of whom I chose because they were located within walking distance of my house. No doubt, they’d all tell me the same thing: you’re in a no-win situation. But I still had to find someone to represent me during the final hearing. I was about to start phoning up these four candidates, but it was now around five PM on Friday afternoon, which meant that I would either be talking to answering machines or secretaries who were itching to get home, and certainly didn’t want to be speaking to a legal aid case so late in the day. So I decided to start working the phones first thing Monday morning—and would now treat myself to an extended walk by the river. I was still reeling a bit from the disclosure I’d made to Julia. But I didn’t feel relieved or unburdened. Nor did I take great consolation in what she said. Though others can advise you to divest yourself of all guilt, the ability to do so is always impossibly difficult. The hardest thing in the world is forgiving yourself.

I found my jacket, put on a pair of shoes, and was heading toward the kitchen bowl where I always tossed my house keys when the phone rang. Damn. Damn. Damn. A part of me wanted to let the machine take it—because there was a break in the weather, and I really needed an extended stroll in the open air. But being a glutton for punishment, I reached for the receiver.

“Uh . . . I’d like to speak with Ms. . . . uh . . . Goodchild.”

Wonderful. Just wonderful. Exactly the man I wanted to hear from late on a Friday afternoon. But I maintained a polite tone.

“Mr. Clapp?”

“Oh, it is you, Ms. Goodchild. Is this a good time?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Uhm . . . well . . .”

Another of his awkward pauses.

“Are you still there, Mr. Clapp?” I asked, trying not to voice my impatience.

“Uhm, yes . . . Ms. Goodchild. And I just want to say that the court hearing went fine.”

Pause. I was genuinely confused.

“What court hearing?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Tell you that I applied for a court order this morning, insisting that your husband pay the mortgage on your house until the divorce settlement is finalized.”

This was news to me.

“You did?”

“I hope you don’t mind . . .”

“Hardly. I just didn’t know.”

“Well . . . uh . . . I just thought, considering that you were being threatened with eviction . . .”

“No need to apologize,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Uh, sure. Anyway, uh, it seems . . . well, the court decided to preserve the status quo.”

“I don’t understand?”

“I obtained the order this afternoon at three. And the judge presiding over the hearing . . . well, over the strong objections of your husband’s solicitor, the judge decreed that your husband must continue to pay the mortgage until you have worked out a mutually agreed financial settlement.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“Does this mean that the house can’t be sold out from under me?”

“Uh . . . that’s right. And if your husband doesn’t make the mortgage payments, he will be considered in contempt of court. Which means that he could actually be imprisoned for failing to meet his commitments to you.”

“Good God,” I said.

“One other thing,” he said. “His solicitor said that he wants to make an offer vis-à-vis interim financial support for you.”

“He did? Really?”

“I think he was rather nervous about the idea that, under the circumstances, the judge might instruct his client to pay you a substantial sum a month. So they offered you £1,000 a month in interim maintenance.”

“You’re kidding me?”

“Is that too low?”

“Hardly. I don’t want a penny of it.”

“Oh, right. But how about the mortgage?”

“That’s different—because the house is a shared investment. But I certainly don’t want to be supported by her money.”

“Well, uh, that’s your choice. And if, uh, you want me to continue handling this matter, I will inform them of your decision.”

Was he always so self-denigrating? I paused for a nanosecond’s worth of reflection, then said, “I’m very pleased to have you in my corner, Mr. Clapp.”

“Oh . . .” he said, sounding somewhat bemused. And then added, “Uhm . . . thanks.”


TWELVE

I DIDN’T HEAR FROM Nigel Clapp for another week. But he did send me a copy of the court order he obtained against Tony, along with a follow-up letter from Tony’s solicitor confirming that his client would continue to pay the mortgage payments on our jointly owned house until such time as a legally binding agreement was reached on the disbursement of mutually owned assets. The letter also confirmed that I had turned down an offer of £1,000 per month in maintenance, and let it be known that, in light of this refusal to accept said offer, his side would enter into no subsequent negotiations in regard to interim maintenance payments until such time as the final financial settlement blah, blah, blah, blah . . .

“You should have taken the money,” Sandy said after I read her this letter on the phone. “I mean, he’s got his sugar mama covering everything. An extra grand to you a month would have bought you a reduction in financial pressure, and the ability to hire better legal counsel . . .”

“Like I told Clapp: there’s no way I’m going to live on her money.”

“You and your dumb pride. I mean, welcome to divorce—where the object of the exercise is to stick it to the other party. Which is precisely what the wonderful Tony and his rich bitch are doing to you. Which is why I think you were insane to turn down the dough. You have hardly anything left to live on, and also because, from what you’ve told me, the legal eagle representing you isn’t exactly Mr. High Powered, Mr. Perry Mason. The other side will eat him alive once this goes to trial. And just think of the nonevent he’ll entice to be your barrister. I mean, all courtroom lawyers are actors, right? So no big-shot ‘actor’ is going to work with a cipher like him.”

“I think you’re being a little hard on the guy.”

“Hey, I’m just repeating what you told me.”

“True—but that was before he won the mortgage payment thing . . . which, let’s face it, has saved me from the street and kept me in the house. And yeah, you’re right: he’s like dealing with the world’s greatest wallflower, which does worry me. But given how that upscale ineptitude at Lawrence and Lambert messed me over, I’m just a little suspicious of high-flying law firms right now.”

“But that was just one up-her-ass limey bimbo. Surely there are some excellent divorce lawyers in London.”

“Yeah, but I can’t afford one now. And you’re right—it’s my own damn fault for turning down Tony’s money. But the thing is: for the first time since this extended bad dream started, I’ve actually won an argument. And that’s due to my very peculiar solicitor. So why turn my back on a guy who’s trumped Tony?”

Still, Sandy was right about one point: dealing with Nigel Clapp was like dealing with the number zero. It was impossible to fathom him, or to work out his legal methodology. After his success on the mortgage front, he vanished for seven days. Then, out of nowhere, he made contact with me again.

“Uhm . . . ,” he said after I answered the phone.

“Mr. Clapp?”

“I’d like to speak with Ms. Goodchild.”

“That’s me.”

“Really?”

“I’m pretty sure of that, yeah.”

“Oh, right. Well . . . uhm . . . names.”

“Names?”

“Yes, names.”

“I really don’t follow you.”

“I need the name of everyone who’s dealt with you from the social services.”

He paused—as if the effort of getting that one sentence out without an uhm had been overwhelming. Then he continued. “I also need the names of any nannies or nurses whom you might have used.”

“Fine, no problem. Shall I email you them today?”

“Yes, uhm, email is all right.”

“You know that my first lawyer took witness statements from just about everybody—with the exception of my health visitor who was in Canada at the time.”

“Yes. I know that. Because I have the statements.”

“You do?”

“Uhm, yes.”

“How’d you get them?”

“I obtained copies of all court documents.”

“Sure, sure. But if you’ve got all the witness statements, why do you need the names of everyone again?”

“Because, uhm . . . well, I would just like to speak with them all again.”

“I see,” I said. “Is that necessary?”

“Well . . . uhm . . . yes, in fact.”

Later that day, while reporting this conversation to Julia over coffee in her kitchen, I said, “You know, I think that was the first assertive thing he’s ever said to me.”

“You shouldn’t worry about him so much. He seems to know what he’s doing.”

Four days later, I was woken up by a phone call around one in the morning. At that hour, the sound of a phone ringing can only mean two things—(1) a drunken wrong number, or (2) very bad news. In this case, however, it was a youngish-sounding woman with a London accent who—judging from the static on the line—was calling from far away.

“Hello, Ms. Goodchild . . . Sally?”

“Who’s this?” I asked, half-awake.

“Jane Sanjay.”

“Who?”

“Your health visitor, remember?”

“Oh, yes, of course. Hello, Jane. Aren’t you supposed to be out of the country?”

“I am out of the country,” she said. “In Canada. Ever heard of Jasper National Park? Way up in Alberta. Amazing place—and a long way from South London. But listen, your solicitor, Mr. Clapp, tracked me down.”

“Mr. Clapp found you?”

“That’s right. And he explained what you’ve been going through—and asked me if I’d be prepared to testify on your behalf. Which, of course, I’m most willing to do, especially as I’ll be back working for Wandsworth Council in just over two months’ time. But the reason I’m calling—and I can’t talk for much longer, as my phone card’s about to run out—is just to tell you that I am so shocked that they took Jack away from you. From what he explained to me, they’ve done a complete stitch-up job on you. He also told me about the postpartum depression—which, in itself, should have got you off the hook. I mean, so what if you said something threatening when you were exhausted and suffering from a clinical condition? So what if you accidentally breast-fed your son while taking sleeping pills? We’ve had far worse cases in the borough—and I’m talking about genuine child abuse, where the mother still didn’t have the child taken away from her. So as far as I’m concerned, this is outrageous. And I just wanted to let you know that I’m completely behind you, and will help in any way I can . . .”

I was so pleasantly stunned—and touched—by this out-of-nowhere transatlantic call that I mumbled a huge thank-you, and asked her to come over for lunch as soon as she was back. Then I called Sandy in Boston and told her the news.

“That is amazing,” she said, genuinely excited. “I mean, the fact that she saw you at home with Jack is going to count for an enormous amount. And since it is her job to see how mothers are coping with their newborns, her opinion is going to carry a lot of professional weight. By the way, how did it go with Jack yesterday?”

Leave it to my sister to remember exactly when I had my supervised visit with Jack.

“He seems to recognize me now,” I said. “Or maybe I’m deluding myself.”

“No—babies do get a sense of who’s around them.”

“Which means that Jack most certainly thinks of that woman as his mom.”

“He’s only a few months old,” Sandy said. “He doesn’t know who’s who yet.”

“You’re trying to humor me.”

“Yes. I am,” she said. “But the fact that he seems to know who you are . . . well, isn’t that a great sign that you’re bonding . . . ?”

Bonding. That word again.

“Yes, we’re bonding all right . . . considering that we only have an hour a week to bond. Still, Clarice—the woman who supervises the visits—seems pleased. So does Jessica Law—who’s doing . . .”

“I know: the CAFCASS report for the court . . .”

“You do impress me.”

“Hey, I hang on to every detail you give me. But here’s a question you should ask Ms. Law the next time you see her: why hasn’t Tony once contacted you?”

“That’s a simple one,” I said. “Because he’s a total coward.”

“Without question. But why you should ask Ms. Law about it is because, as she’s interviewing both parties in this case, she’s probably in pretty regular contact with Tony. And if you sense she thinks you’re all right . . . well, why not tell her that you’re a little surprised not to have received any sort of communication from your husband? In the future you will have to be in close consultation about Jack’s upbringing, no matter which one of you ends up getting custody. You see what I’m getting at here?”

I did—and so did Nigel Clapp. Without prompting from me, he raised exactly the same point the next day, when I called him to congratulate him on tracking down Jane Sanjay.

“Oh, right,” he said.

“But you must have spent so much time trying to figure out where she was. I mean, the legal assistant at Lawrence and Lambert didn’t seem to have any luck whatsoever, since Jane was moving around Canada all the time.”

“Moving around? Really?” He sounded even more bemused. “Because what she told me was that she had been working at the Jasper Park Lodge for the past four months. And, uhm, finding her was . . . well, it took two phone calls. The first to the council. I explained who I was, and why I needed to speak with her. And although they didn’t know where to find her, they said they’d call her mother on my behalf—since mothers usually know where to find their daughters. Which, uhm, turned out to be the case here. The council gave Mrs. Sanjay my number. She called me. We talked. She gave me her daughter’s number in Canada. I called her. We talked. And she agreed to be a witness on your behalf at the final hearing. Oh, and . . . uhm . . . just in case she gets delayed in Canada or can’t make it to the hearing on the day in question, I contacted the Law Society of Canada, and found the name of a solicitor in the town of Jasper, and spoke with him yesterday. He’ll be taking a sworn affidavit from Ms. Sanjay later in the week—which he’ll also have notarized, to make certain it’s admissible in an English court of law. But that’s just a precautionary measure on my part.”

Then, with what almost seemed like a slight laugh, he said, “I am just a bit on the cautious side.”

He also informed me that almost all the other people I had listed in my email had been interviewed by Mrs. Keating.

“Who’s Mrs. Keating?” I asked.

“Oh, you don’t know Mrs. Keating?”

“Uh, no . . . ,” I said, stopping myself from adding: “surely if I knew her, I wouldn’t be asking you.”

“Maybe I didn’t introduce you?”

“But where would I have met her?”

“At my office. You were here how many times?”

“Once.”

“Is that all?”

“Absolutely.”

“Rose Keating is my secretary.”

Well, that took some effort to get out of him.

“And she interviewed all the social services people?”

“Uh, yes. She’s very good at that sort of thing.”

“I’m sure she is,” I said. “Are you happy with the new statements?”

“Happy?” he asked, as if he didn’t understand the meaning of the word. “I think they’re fine, yes. But happy . . . ?”

There was a long existential pause on the telephone line as he pondered the semantic implications of “happy.” God, this man was work. From our brief association to date, I could see that I would probably never understand him, let alone get to know him. After our initial meeting, all business was conducted by phone—and on the one or two occasions when I suggested I stop by and see him for a chat, he sounded almost horrified, telling me, “No need to trouble yourself coming all the way to Balham.” I sensed he was very aware of his profound social awkwardness, his verbal hesitancy, his almost autistic inability to make even the most minor emotional connection with a client. But I now knew that he was very good at what he did—exceptionally thorough and considered. I was certain that behind all the awkwardness, there was a private man of some emotional complexity and feeling—he did have a wife and kids, after all. But he would never let me (or probably any other client) be privy to that side of him. It wasn’t as if he was one of those much doted-upon English eccentrics who played to the gallery when it came to their idiosyncrasies. No, Nigel Clapp wasn’t quaint or quirky—he was downright strange. Unnervingly so . . . given that he was my one hope out of this nightmare.

And yet, little by little, I was beginning to trust him.

“Mr. Clapp, are you still there?” I asked.

“I suppose so,” he said. “So there was something else to discuss, wasn’t there?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Clapp,” I said respectfully. “You called me.”

“That’s right, I did. Now . . . uhm . . . I think you should write a letter. You don’t mind me saying that, do you?”

“No, if it is your professional opinion that I should write a letter that would be beneficial to my case, I’ll write the letter. I just need to know to whom I should write the letter.”

“To your husband. I’d like to establish . . . uhm . . . that you want contact with him as regards your son’s well-being in his new home . . . as regards how this Ms. Dexter is treating him, and what his plans are for the future. I’d also like to suggest that you propose a face-to-face meeting . . . just the two of you . . . to discuss Jack’s future.”

“But I really don’t want to meet him right now, Mr. Clapp. I don’t think I could face him.”

“I can appreciate that. But . . . uhm . . . unless I am mistaken . . . and I could be mistaken, I have been mistaken in the past, I do make mistakes . . . uhm . . . I don’t think he’ll want to see you. Guilt, you see. He’ll feel guilty. Unless I am wrong . . .”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think you’re wrong. In fact, my sister had a similar idea.”

“About what?” he asked. And I dropped the subject before things got more confused.

But that evening I did write the letter.

Dear Tony,

I cannot begin to articulate the grief you have caused me. Nor can I fathom how you could have betrayed me and your son in such a ferocious, self-serving way. You used my illness—a temporary clinical condition, from which I am now largely recovered—as a means by which to snatch my son from me, and reinvent your life with a woman whom you were obviously seeing while I was pregnant with your son. The fact that you then manipulated the facts of my postpartum depression to claim that I was a danger to Jack is unspeakable in both its cunning and its cruelty.

But it is another, more pressing matter that compels me to write you. I am troubled by the fact that, as Jack’s mother, I have been deliberately kept in the dark as to who is looking after him, whether he is being properly cared for, and if he is getting the proper maternal attention that an infant needs.

There are also questions about his upbringing—no matter what the final custody arrangements turn out to be—which we must decide together.

That is what I want to most emphasize now—the fact that, despite the desperate anguish I feel by being unfairly separated from my son, and despite my anger at your terrible betrayal, my primary concern is Jack’s welfare and his future happiness. For this reason, I am willing to put aside my anguish to sit down with you for the first of what must be an ongoing series of conversations about our son and his future. For his sake, we should put all our animosities to one side and talk.

I look forward to hearing from you shortly, proposing a time and place when we should meet.

Yours

“My, you are clever,” Julia said after I showed her the final draft.

“You can thank Mr. Clapp for that. He made me write three different drafts before he was happy with the letter.”

“Are you serious? Mr. Clapp—the original Mr. Tentative—actually edited you?”

“Not only that—but he kept emailing me back with assorted suggestions as to how we could push the knife in deeper . . . though, of course, he would never be so crude as to suggest that we were attempting to trip up my estranged husband, even though that was precisely the object of this exercise.”

“Well, I must say that it is a most cunning letter. Because it points up your victimization without falling into self-pity. At the same time, it sticks it to him about two-timing you, and also raises all sorts of questions about his real motivations behind all this. And you then show tremendous graciousness about putting your anger to one side in order to do what’s best for your son . . .”

Three days later, I received a letter from Tony.

Dear Sally,

Considering the threats you made against the life of our son—and considering your complete lack of maternal interest in him following his birth—I find it rather extraordinary that you write me now, speaking about how I betrayed you. Especially when it is you who so betrayed an innocent baby.

As to your accusation that I was betraying you while pregnant, you should know that Diane Dexter has been a close friend of mine for years. And I turned to her as a friend for support when your mental health began to decline during your pregnancy. Our friendship only turned into something else after your breakdown and your irresponsible, endangering behavior against our son.

She could not be a better surrogate mother to my son—and has provided Jack the safe, calm environment he needs in these early days of his life. I am most certainly aware of the fact that you—as Jack’s mother—should have an important input into decisions about his future. But until I am certain that you are no longer a danger to him, I cannot sit down with you to “talk things out.” I do hope that you are on the road to mental recovery—and have begun to face up to your injurious behavior against our son. Do understand: I hold no grudge against you whatsoever. And I only wish you the best for the future.

Yours sincerely

Tony

c.c. Jessica Law, Wandsworth DHSS

The letter shook in my hands as I read it. I immediately faxed a copy to Nigel Clapp, and then knocked on Julia’s door. She offered coffee and commiseration.

“You know a lawyer worked with him on this,” she said.

“Just like my letter.”

“Only yours was, at least, in your own voice. This missive . . . it sounds downright Victorian in places. ‘Your injurious behavior against our son.’ Who uses language like that nowadays?”

“It’s certainly not Tony’s prose style—which is tight and clipped. And he never goes in for touchy-feely stuff, like: ‘I hold no ill will against you whatsoever. And I only wish you the best for the future.’ He holds complete ill will against me, and hopes I’ll walk under a bus at the earliest possible convenience.”

“It’s a divorce. And in a divorce, it always turns ugly. Especially when the stakes are so high.”

Late that afternoon, Mr. Clapp rang me.

“Uhm . . . about your husband’s letter . . .”

“It has me worried,” I said.

“Oh, really?”

“Because it’s allowed that bastard to refute everything I said in the first letter. And because it also allowed him to put on the record his contention that she ‘saved’ my son . . . which besides being a total lie is also totally offensive.”

“I could see how . . . uhm . . . you might be upset by such a comment. But as regards the damage the letter might do . . . it’s what I expected.”

“Seriously?”

“Oh yes, I am being quite serious. It’s what I expected and wanted.”

“You wanted this sort of reply?”

“Uh, yes.”

Then there was another of his signature pauses, hinting that he wanted to move on to another topic of conversation.

“May I ask you if you’ve had any further success finding work?”

“I’ve been trying, but I just don’t seem to be having much luck.”

“I spoke with Dr. Rodale, your . . . uhm . . .”

He cleared his throat, obviously not wanting to say the embarrassing word. So I helped him out.

“Psychiatrist.”

“Yes, your psychiatrist. She told me that she will write a report, stating that, in light of your . . . uhm . . .”

“Depression.”

“Yes, your depression, she considers you still unfit for full-time employment. That will, at the very least, cover us in case your husband’s barrister raises the issue of your lack of work at the hearing. But if you could find some sort of job, it would reflect favorably on your recovery from the . . . uhm . . .”

“Depression.”

“That’s the word.”

A couple of days later, I received a phone call from Julia. She explained that she was in the office of an editor friend. I’d mentioned to her in one of our early chats that I had spent my summer holidays during college working as a proofreader at a Boston publishing house.

“And when my editor friend here said he urgently needed a proofreader for a big job—and his two usual proofreaders were otherwise engaged—I immediately thought of you. If, that is, you’re interested . . .”

“Oh, I’m interested . . .”

The next day, I took the tube to Kensington High Street and spent an hour in the office of an editor named Stanley Shaw—a thin, quiet, rather courtly man in his mid-fifties. He worked in the nonfiction division of a major publisher and largely handled big reference volumes, including their Guide to Classical CDs, which was published every other year and was a vast door-stopping paperback of some fifteen hundred pages.

“Are you at all knowledgeable about classical music?” he asked me.

“I can tell the difference between Mozart and Mahler,” I said.

“Well, that’s a start,” he said with a smile, then quizzed me about my proofreading background—and whether I could adjust to Anglicisms, and technical musical terminology, and an extensive number of abbreviations that were a component part of the guide. I assured him that I was a fast learner.

“That’s good—because we’re going to need the entire guide proofread within the next two months. It is going to be technically demanding—as it is a critical compendium of the best recordings available of works by just about every major and minor composer imaginable. Put badly, it’s a huge job—and, to be honest about it, not one which I would hand over to someone who’s been out of practice as a proofreader as long as you have been. But I am desperate—and if Julia Frank believes you can do it, then I believe you can. That is, if you believe you can do it, and can have it all to me within two months.”

“I can do it.”

We shook hands on it. The next day, a motorcycle messenger arrived at my house with a large, deep cardboard box—and over fifteen hundred pages of proofs. I had cleared the kitchen table for this task—already installing an Anglepoise lamp and a jam jar filled with newly sharpened pencils. There was a contract along with the page proofs. Before signing it, I faxed it over to Nigel Clapp. He called me back within an hour.

“You’ve got a job,” he said, sounding surprised.

“It looks that way. But I’m worried about something—whether my fee will invalidate me for legal aid.”

“Well . . . uhm . . . you could always have them redraft the contract, guaranteeing you full payment upon publication, which is . . . according to the contract . . . eight months from now. So we could show the court that you have been working, but that you’ll be remunerated after the final hearing, which would keep you qualified for legal aid. That is, if you can manage to afford not to draw a salary right now.”

The hearing was in ten weeks’ time, and I was down to the equivalent of £1,500. It would be insanely tight.

“Say I asked Stanley for a third of the fee up-front?”

“Yes—that would still put you well within the legal aid threshold.”

Stanley Shaw was only too willing to redraft the contract, pointing out that, “In the thirty years I’ve been a publisher, this is the first time that a writer or an editor has asked for a delayed payment . . . which, of course, I’m most happy to facilitate.”

That evening, I did a bit more simple mathematics. I had a total of sixty-one days to do the job. Fifteen hundred by sixty-one equals 24.5 pages per day, which divided by eight made three.

Three pages per hour. Doable. As long as I stuck to the task at hand. Didn’t allow my mind to wander. Didn’t dwell on the ongoing agony of missing Jack. Didn’t succumb to the perpetual fear that the judge at the final hearing would side with Tony, and limit me to an hour a week’s visit until . . .

No, no . . . don’t contemplate that. Just go to work.

It took me four days to cross the threshold of the A composers (Albinoni, Alkan, Arnold, Adams) into the Bs—and gradually move through the Bach family. And, my God, there was an enormous amount of works under review. Then there was the critical pros and cons—the way the editors of the guide discussed whether, in the recording of the B Minor Mass, you should opt for the traditional kappelmeister approach of Karl Richter, or the leaner, reduced period forces of John Eliot Gardiner, or the interpretive brilliance of Masaki Suzuki, or . . .

That was the most intriguing thing about working on this guide (especially to someone with as little musical knowledge as myself)—the discovery that, in musical performance, interpretation changes with every conductor, every instrumentalist, every singer. But though you can play games with metronomic markings and tempi, you can’t really deviate too much from the score. Whereas all stories are always open to speculation, conjecture, even reinvention . . . to the point where, in the retelling, you begin to wonder where the original narrative has gone, and how the plot line has been hijacked by the two principal protagonists, both of whom are now presenting diametrically different versions of the same tale.

“You must be going crazy, reading all that musicological stuff, word by word,” Sandy said one evening during our daily phone call.

“Actually, I’m rather enjoying it. Not just because I’m finding it interesting, but also because it’s given me something I’ve been craving for months: a structure to the day.”

Three pages an hour, eight hours per day—the work broken up into four two-hour sessions, with a half-hour break between each period. Of course, I had to work this schedule around my weekly visit with Jack, my biweekly talk with Jessica Law, my biweekly consultations with Dr. Rodale. Otherwise, the work defined my time. Just as it helped me mark time, and accelerate the agonizing wait for the final hearing. Yes, I did find such intensive proofreading to be frequently exhausting. I was also simultaneously bored and overwhelmed by the enormity of the task. But there was also a certain pleasure in pushing my way deeper and deeper into the alphabet. After three weeks, Berlioz was a distant memory, as I’d just polished off Hindemith and Roy Harris. Getting through the entire recorded corpus of Mozart was a bit like a drive I once took across Canada—during which I kept thinking: this has got to end sometime. Then, in the middle of week five, I began to panic. I was just entering the big S section, with wildly prolific composers like Schubert and Shostakovich to work through. Stanley Shaw (another S!) checked in with me once, reminding me that the deadline was just two and a half weeks off. “Don’t worry—I’ll make it,” I told him, even though I myself was beginning to wonder how I’d do it. I increased my workday time from eight to twelve hours. This paid off—as midway through the sixth week, I had managed to finish off Telemann and was dealing with Tippett. And during my subsequent session with Dr. Rodale, she informed me that I was now appearing so much more balanced and in control that she was going to begin the gradual reduction of my dose of antidepressants. A week later, while reading the section covering all complete sets of Vaughan Williams symphonies (the Boult was the favored recording), I received word from Nigel Clapp that we had an exact date for the final hearing—June 18.

“Uhm . . . the barrister I want to instruct . . . and who does this sort of case very well . . . and . . . uhm . . . is also on the Legal Aid register . . . well, her name is . . .”

“Her?” I said.

“Yes, she is a woman. But perfect for your situation . . . sorry, sorry, that sounds all wrong.”

“I know what you’re saying. What’s her name?”

“Maeve Doherty.”

“Irish?”

“Uhm . . . yes. Born and raised there, educated at Oxford, then she was part of a rather radical practice for a while . . .”

“I see . . .”

“Did a lot of . . . uhm . . . substantial work. Especially in the family law area. She’s available. She does legal aid. She will respond to the predicament you are in.”

“And say she ends up facing a traditional judge who can’t stand her politics?”

“Well . . . uhm . . . one can’t have everything.”

I didn’t have time yet to dwell on this potential problem, as Vaughan Williams gave way to Verdi and Victoria and Vivaldi and Walton and Weber and Weekes and—twenty-four hours to go—I was still working on Wesley, and drinking nonstop cups of coffee, and assuring Stanley Shaw that he could have a courier at my door at nine tomorrow morning, and I was negotiating the complete organ works of Widor, and somewhere around midnight, I reached the last listing (Zwillich), and suddenly the sun was rising, and I tossed the final page on top of the pile, and smiled that tired smile that comes with having finished a job, and ran a bath, and was dressed and awaiting the courier when he showed up at nine, and received a phone call an hour later from Stanley Shaw congratulating me on making the deadline. An hour after that, I was holding my baby son under the increasingly less watchful eye of Clarice Chambers, who told me that she was going to leave us alone this morning, but would be down the corridor in the tea room if we needed her.

“How about that, Jack?” I said after she headed off. “We’re on our own at last.”

But Jack was too busy sucking down a bottle to respond.

I crashed out that night at seven, and slept twelve straight hours without interruption. I woke the next morning, feeling less burdened than I had felt in months. This lightening of mood carried on into the next week—when Stanley Shaw rang me and asked, “I don’t suppose you’re free to do another job?”

“As a matter of fact, I am.”

“Tremendous. Because it is another doorstopper of a book. Our film guide. Currently clocking in at fifteen hundred thirty-eight pages. It needs to be fully proofed in nine weeks. Same terms as before?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Well, come by the office tomorrow around noon—and I’ll take you through the basic parameters of it, and then I can buy us both lunch somewhere pleasant, if that’s agreeable.”

“You’re on,” I said.

Two days later, I was back at work, slowly inching my way through this fat critical compendium. And when Sandy asked me how I could mentally handle long stretches of such detailed work, I said, “I just fall into it—and black everything else out for the next couple of hours. So it’s a bit like novocaine—a temporary, fast-acting anesthetic, which keeps everything else numb for a short amount of time. The pay’s not bad either.”

Around three weeks into this job, I received a phone call from Maeve Doherty. Whatever about her childhood in Dublin, her accent was Oxbridge, tempered by a pleasant phone manner. She explained that Nigel Clapp had given her the brief. As she liked to be instructed well before the date of the hearing and always met the individuals she would be representing, she would also like to meet me as soon as our mutual schedules permitted.

Four days later, I took an afternoon off. I hopped the underground to Temple, walked up to Fleet Street, and entered a passageway called Inner Temple, which brought me into what seemed to be a miniature Oxbridge college, of mixed Tudor and Gothic design: a small, calm enclave of the law, hidden away from London’s continuous din. I came to a door, outside of which was a wooden board, upon which had been painted, in immaculate black letters, the names of fifteen barristers who made up this practice. Miss M. Doherty was near the top of the list.

Her office was tiny. So was she, with petite features to mirror her small stature. She wasn’t pretty—in fact, she almost could be described as plain—but there was an attractive studiousness about her, and the hint of a deeply strong resolve that she had latched on to as a way of countering her diminutive size. Her handshake was firm, she looked me directly in the eye when talking to me, and though she was all business, she was likably all business.

“Let me say from the start that I do think you’ve been unfairly vilified. And I gather from Mr. Clapp that the barrister who acted for you during the interim hearing was only briefed on the case around a half hour before the actual hearing. What was his name again?” she asked, rummaging through the file. “Ah yes, Mr. Paul Halliwell . . .”

“You know him?” I asked, picking up the hint of contempt in her voice.

“It’s a small world, the law. So, yes, I do know Mr. Halliwell.”

“Well, the culpable party really was my solicitor, Virginia Ricks, of Lawrence and Lambert . . .”

“No, formerly of Lawrence and Lambert. She was let go last month after fouling up a very big divorce proceeding involving a very substantial Dubai client. She’s now considered an untouchable.”

She then talked strategy for the better part of a half hour, quizzing me intensely about my marriage to Tony, about his personal history, focusing on the way he shut himself away in his study all the time after the baby was born, the late nights out on the town, the fact that he was so evidently involved with Diane Dexter during my pregnancy.

“I saw that letter you wrote your husband just a few weeks ago, as well as his reply. Very adroit strategy—especially as it got him to state, in writing, that theirs was just a platonic relationship. And if Nigel Clapp’s investigations into her background yield what we hope they’ll yield, then we really should have an interesting case to present against them.”

“Nigel Clapp is having the Dexter woman investigated?”

“That’s what he told me.”

“By whom?”

“He didn’t say. Then again, as you’ve probably gathered by now, Mr. Clapp is someone who, at the best of times, has difficulty with compound sentences. But, whatever about his interpersonal skills, he just might be the best solicitor I’ve ever worked with—utterly thorough, conscientious, and engaged. Especially in a case like this one—where he feels, as I do, that our client has been seriously wronged.”

“He told you that?”

“Hardly,” she said with a smile. “But we’ve worked together often enough that I know there are times when he’s passionately committed to seeing things set right. This is definitely one of those instances. Just don’t expect him to admit that to you.”

I certainly didn’t expect such an admission—though when I did ask him, during our next phone call, if he had hired a private investigator on my behalf, he suddenly turned all different and defensive, saying, “It’s . . . uhm . . . just someone who looks into things for me, that’s all.”

His anxious tone persuaded me to ask no further questions.

In the coming weeks, I concentrated on what I had to do: get this damn manuscript finished. Long days of work, the weekly visit with Jack, the twice-monthly consultations with Dr. Rodale and Jessica Law, the occasional phone call from Nigel Clapp, in which he would give me an update of how the case was proceeding—and also informing me that, as things stood now (and after consultation with Tony’s legal team), it looked as if the final hearing would last around two days. I had two further telephone conversations with Maeve Doherty, in which she cleared up a few points with me, and also assured me not to worry about whatever judge would be hearing the case—we wouldn’t know his name until the afternoon before the hearing.

Then, just two weeks before the date of this final hearing, I received a call from Nigel Clapp. It was nearly eight at night—an unusually late time for him to be calling me.

“Uhm . . . sorry to be phoning so late.”

“No problem. I was just working.”

“How’s work?” he said, in an awkward attempt to make conversation.

“Fine, fine. Stanley is actually talking about another proofing job to follow this one. It looks like I might have a steady income soon.”

“Good, good,” he said, sounding even more distracted then ever. This was followed by another telltale Clapp pause. Then, “If you were . . . uhm . . . free tomorrow afternoon . . .”

“You want to see me?”

“Well, I don’t have to see you. But . . . I think . . .”

He broke off. And I knew something was very wrong.

“You need to tell me something face to face?” I asked.

“It would be better . . .”

“Because it’s bad news?”

An anxious silence. “It’s not good news.”

“Tell me now.”

“If you could come to my office in Balham . . .”

“Tell me now, Mr. Clapp.”

Another anxious silence. “Well . . . if you insist . . .”

“I do.”

“Uhm . . . it’s twofold difficult news, I’m afraid. And the first part of it has to do with Ms. Law’s CAFCASS report . . .”

I felt a cold hand seize the back of my neck.

“Oh, my God, don’t tell me she ruled against me?”

“Not precisely. She actually reported herself very impressed with you, very impressed with the way you have handled yourself in the wake of being separated from your son, very impressed as well with your recovery from your depression. But . . . uhm . . . I’m afraid she was also very impressed with your husband and Ms. Dexter. And although it isn’t her business to make a recommendation, she has let it be known that the child is in very good hands with his father and surrogate mother.”

I felt the phone trembling in my hand.

“Do . . . uhm . . . understand that this doesn’t mean she’s advised that the child stay with Ms. Dexter—”

“And the second piece of bad news?”

“Well, this only arrived around an hour ago and . . . uhm . . . I’m still trying to digest it. It’s a letter to me from your husband’s solicitor, informing me that your husband and Ms. Dexter are professionally relocating to Sydney for the next five years, where Ms. Dexter has been engaged to start up a major new marketing concern.”

“Oh, God . . .”

“Yes . . . and their solicitor informs me they’re planning to take Jack with them.”

I was now rigid with shock.

“Can they legally do that?” I managed to say.

“If the hearing goes their way and they make an application . . .”

He broke off. I said, “Finish the sentence, Mr. Clapp.”

“I’d really rather . . .”

“Finish the sentence.”

On the other end of the line, I could hear him take a deep steadying breath before saying, “If the hearing goes their way—if they convince the judge that you are an unfit mother and an ongoing danger to your son—then you will have no say in the matter. They can take your son wherever they want to take him.”
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THE ISSUE HERE,” Maeve Doherty said, “comes down to one central question: where does the child best belong? That’s what the court will be deciding—and because there have already been two legal decisions made in favor of the child’s father, it’s going to be our job to convince the judge that, at the very least, the child’s best interests are served by joint custody between his mother and father, preferably with him spending more time with his mother.”

“But if Tony wins custody?” I asked.

“Then you’ll have no say about where the child lives with his father,” Maeve said. “So if—as your husband’s solicitors have indicated—he and his new partner are planning to settle in Sydney for several years, then they can most certainly take him there, even if you do object to being so geographically separated from your son. Naturally, should this happen, we can argue, and probably win you, visiting rights—but that will hardly be satisfactory. Unless, of course, you’re willing to move to Australia.”

“Without a visa or a job? Sure.”

“Well, hopefully that won’t come to pass. The problem here, however, is that two court orders have indicated that you could be considered an unfit mother, and that your alleged behavior after the child’s birth indicated that the child could potentially be harmed by you. Which is what they are going to argue again. Now we can certainly call a variety of professional witnesses who can vouch for your mental stability, your fitness as a mother, and the fact that you were suffering from clinical depression at the time. How many statements do we have now, Nigel?”

“Eight altogether,” he said. “And . . . uhm . . . they’re all very favorably disposed toward Ms. Goodchild.”

“Which means we can count on eight favorable witnesses. The big sticking point, however, is the CAFCASS report. The court always pays attention to this report. It inevitably wields a considerable amount of influence on the final decision—as it can only be commissioned by the court, and it’s also looked upon as the definitive statement on the case from the social services. Which is why I’m rather worried about this report. Because it doesn’t come down firmly on your side, Sally. You concur with my worries, don’t you, Nigel?”

We were sitting in Nigel’s office. It was two days after the bombshell letter had arrived from Tony’s solicitors, announcing his intentions to move to Australia. Though she was trying to juggle around four briefs at the same time, Maeve Doherty considered the situation serious enough to find a free hour to get down to Balham for a meeting with the three of us. Which is how I found myself making only my second visit to Nigel Clapp’s office since he had started representing me.

“Uhm . . . in my experience,” Nigel said, “if the CAFCASS report doesn’t challenge the status quo, the court will usually allow the status quo to be maintained. Which . . . uhm . . . I’m afraid to say might mean that custody will be granted to your husband, but with more generous and unsupervised visiting privileges. Which still means that they can take him to Australia. So, uhm, I’m in agreement with Ms. Doherty . . . we need to strive for some sort of joint residence arrangement . . .”

“But Nigel,” Maeve said, “the problem here is not having any real ammunition against either Tony or his partner. Unless your ‘detective’ has turned up something.”

Nigel almost managed a small embarrassed smile at the mention of his “detective.”

“Shall I bring her in here to see what she’s managed to uncover?” he said.

“Your detective’s a she?” I asked.

Nigel started to blush.

“It’s . . . uhm . . . Mrs. Keating.”

“You’re kidding me?” I said, then suddenly saw that this comment made him anxious.

“She’s really rather good at it,” he said.

“I can confirm that,” Maeve said.

“Sorry, sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to imply . . .”

“Why don’t you get her in here?” Maeve said.

Nigel reached for the phone and dialed a number. From next door, we could hear Mrs. Keating answer her phone with a loud, “Yeah?”

“Would you mind coming in here for a moment, Rose—and could you please bring the Goodchild file with you.”

“Oh, yeah, right.”

She showed up a moment later. As she came in, I noticed brownish crumbs on her large floral dress. The remnants of bourbon creams, no doubt. Nigel reintroduced us. Though she had let me into the office only ten minutes earlier, she still looked at me as if I was some stranger whom she had never laid eyes on before. Nigel said, “Ms. Goodchild and Ms. Doherty would like to hear the results of your investigation into Ms. Dexter.”

“You want to read the report, or you want me to give you the condensed version?” she asked.

“Let’s . . . uhm . . . hear the condensed version, then we can make photocopies for both of them of your report.”

“Fine by me,” she said, parking herself in a chair, and opening the file. “Got all her specs here. Diane Dexter, born Leeds, 15 January 1953. Father worked for the local gas board, Mum was a housewife. She went to the local grammar school, a state primary. Bright girl—won a place at Leeds University in economics. Went to London after getting her degree. Ten years in advertising. Worked for some big firms—including Dean Delaney, and John Hegarty. Then got headhunted by Apple UK to run their marketing division. Five years with them. Branched into market research. Cofounded a company—Market Force Ltd.—in 1987 with a partner named Simon Chandler, with whom she was romantically linked for a time. When they broke up in 1990, he bought out her share of the firm, which she used to set up Dexter Communications, which has become super-successful over the last ten years, to the point where she’s now worth around ten million pounds, with houses in . . . well, you know all that from the earlier Lawrence and Lambert report in the file.

“Now, here’s what little dirt I could find on her. Two months’ hospitalization in 1990 at the Priory for ‘psychotropic dependence’—better known as cocaine misuse. The bad news is that there were no arrests for drug possession, in fact nothing criminal whatsoever, bar a couple of points on her driving license for speeding. And she’s been totally clean since the Priory stint in ’90. In fact, she’s actually given talks to youth groups about her past addiction, and has also raised money for a charity that sponsored drug education programs in and around Leeds.”

Great, I thought. A reformed druggie who’s remained clean for thirteen years—and now does good charitable work as a way of making amends for her wayward past. Oh, and she’s wildly successful and rich to boot.

“The cocaine angle is an interesting one,” Maeve Doherty said. “There might be something there. Anything else?”

“Besides the relationship with Simon Chandler, there have been two failed marriages: a two-year quickie to a chap she married out of university, and whom she divorced in ’75. He’s now a schoolteacher somewhere in Yorkshire. Then there was a six-year stint with a television director named Trevor Harriman, which ended when she met Simon Chandler in ’85. In fact, Chandler was named as corespondent in the divorce petition by her erstwhile husband. Since she and Chandler parted company in 1990, there have been a few affairs—including one with that thriller writer fellow, Philip Kimball, but nothing solid. Until she met Tony Hobbs in 1999.”

I interrupted here. “Now Tony insisted that, from the outset, they were just friends.”

“Well,” Rose Keating said, “they may have been ‘just friends,’ but she took him on a South African holiday in ’99, then scuba-diving on the Great Barrier Reef the following year, then spent a month with him in Cairo in 2001.”

“What month in 2001?” I asked.

“September.”

“That makes sense. We first hooked up in October of that year.”

“Hate to tell you this, but it was she who dropped him in September—on account of the fact that he wouldn’t come back to London to live with her.”

Maeve Doherty came in here.

“Did you manage to find out when they started seeing each other again?”

She nodded. “About twelve months ago—shortly after Mr. Hobb’s return from Cairo.”

I sucked in my breath. And asked, “How do you know that?”

“Ms. Dexter’s ex-housekeeper told me. He came over one afternoon to see her.”

Maeve Doherty asked, “But did the ex-housekeeper state whether he was just visiting her or actually visiting her?”

“Oh, it was definitely the latter. He stayed with her until about one in the morning . . . and they didn’t emerge from her bedroom until it was time for him to leave.”

 . . . and to go home and tell me he’d been out boozing late with his chums.

Now I asked, “And according to the housekeeper, was he regularly at her place thereafter?”

“According to the housekeeper, yeah,” Rose Keating said. “He was over there all the time.”

Maeve Doherty asked, “I suppose Mr. Hobbs’s barrister could question the validity of the housekeeper’s testimony . . . especially as she was an ex-employee.”

“That’s right,” Rose Keating said. “Fired for alleged stealing.”

“Oh, great,” I said.

“Yeah, but the housekeeper got legal advice and forced Ms. Dexter’s hand. Turns out not only did she receive a written apology from her, saying the whole charge was false, but she also got a check for a year’s wages as a way of saying sorry.”

“And will this housekeeper be willing to testify?” Maeve Doherty asked.

“Oh, yes. She don’t think much of Ms. Dexter, that’s for sure. And she also told me where and when the two of them slipped out of town for a little romantic rendezvous over the past six months. Twice in Brussels, once in Paris. Got the names of the hotels, called them up, they confirm that Mr. Hobbs had company on both occasions. In fact, the concierge at the Hotel Montgomery in Brussels told me it was the same woman both times.

“Oh . . . one final important thing. Seems Ms. Dexter miscarried a child when she was big into cocaine. The year afterward, she tried IVF. Didn’t take. Tried it again in ’92 and ’93, by which time she was forty, and the game was kind of over. The thing is—according to the ex-housekeeper—having a kid has become something of an obsession with her, to the point where, in the mid-nineties, she considered adopting for a while until business stuff superseded . . . seems she ran into a little corporate financial problem for a while . . .”

I looked at Rose Keating, amazed. “How the hell did you find all this stuff out?”

She gave me a coy smile. “I’ve got my ways, dear.”

Maeve Doherty said, “The fact that they were carrying on while he was also married to you is good stuff. The fact that he has written that theirs was a friendship until your illness—and we have proof otherwise—is also good stuff. And the fact that she’s been desperate for a baby all these years . . . well, we can certainly put two plus two together on that one.”

But then she looked at me directly and said, “However, I have to be honest with you here, Sally. In my opinion, while all this evidence is useful, it still doesn’t contradict, or undermine, the dirt they have against you.”

I suddenly felt in need of an extra dose of antidepressants. Just as I suddenly saw myself down at the Aldwych, lining up with other would-be emigrants at Australia House, explaining to some bored consular official how my ex-husband and his new wife won custody of my child, and I wanted a visa for the Land of Oz so I’d be able to have my weekly visit with my little boy. To which the consular official would undoubtedly ask, “And why did your husband receive custody of your little boy?”

“Uhm . . . Ms. Goodchild?”

I snapped back to terra firma.

“You all right, dear?” Rose Keating asked me.

“I’m trying to be.”

“The problem is,” Maeve Doherty said, “the final hearing is in twelve days. And unless . . .”

Nigel Clapp came in here. “Uhm . . . I think what Ms. Doherty is getting at is . . . uhm . . . well, to be completely direct about it, we need to find something else on either your husband or Ms. Dexter. As Ms. Keating has done such a thorough job sifting through Ms. Dexter’s life—”

“Can you think of anything about your husband that might be useful?” Maeve asked me.

“You mean, besides the fact that he dodged marriage for years and told me he never wanted kids?”

“But he still brought you with him to London when you became pregnant,” Maeve said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “His life was pretty much work and the occasional girlfriend before I came along. I can’t say he told me much about all that. In fact, the only time I found out anything about his old private life was when some journo in Cairo told me . . .”

At that moment, I heard a tiny little ping in the back of my brain, a single line of conversation that had been spoken to me around seven months ago. Something which, in my confusion at the time, I hadn’t even picked up on. Until now. When, out of nowhere, it was yanked up from the dustbin of my brain and placed in front of me.

“Are you all right, dear?” Rose Keating asked me.

“Could I use your phone, please?”

I called information for Seaford. The number I wanted was listed, but the person I needed to speak with wasn’t there. I left a message, asking her to call me at home in London urgently. Then I went back to Nigel’s office and explained whom I was trying to contact, what she said to me some months earlier, and why it might prove useful.

“It’s a bit of a long shot,” I explained, “because what she said was pretty damn vague. But it’s worth finding out what she meant by it.”

“Uhm . . . do you think you could track her down and talk to her?” Nigel Clapp asked. “We have just twelve days.”

Twelve days. That deadline kept looming in my mind. As did the realization that Maeve Doherty had been speaking the truth: without some new evidence, the court would probably find for Tony. The record spoke for itself.

Twelve days. I rushed home to Putney and checked my messages. Just one—from Jane Sanjay, informing me she was back in the country, but was down visiting friends in Brighton for a week before starting work again. “We’ll do that lunch sometime in the future . . . and, of course, I’ll see you at the high court for the hearing. Hope you’re somehow keeping calm . . .”

Hardly. I redialed the Seaford number. Once again, I was connected to the answering machine. Once again, I left a message. Then I went back to work on the Film Guide. But unlike my previous proofreading stints, this time I was unable to fall into the rabbit hole of work and cut off from the outside world for a two-hour stretch. This time, I kept glancing at the phone, willing it to ring. Which it didn’t.

So I called back and left another message. Then I started calling at three-hour intervals.

At the end of the day, the phone did ring. I jumped. But it was Rose Keating.

“Just called to see if there was any news?” she asked.

“She hasn’t rung me back yet.”

“Keep trying, dear,” she said, though I also grasped the subtext of what she was saying: we need something new.

By midnight, I must have called another eight times. I slept fitfully and eventually found myself at the kitchen table around five that morning, proofing some more pages. At seven, I tried the Seaford number. No answer. I tried again at ten, at three, at six. Then, when I phoned at eight-thirty, the unexpected happened. It was actually answered. When Pat Hobbs heard my voice, she became indignant.

“Was that you calling me all the time yesterday?”

“Ms. Hobbs . . . Pat . . . please hear me out . . .”

“Don’t you go calling me by my name. I don’t know you.”

“I’m Tony’s wife . . .”

“I bloody well remember. You bothered me all those months ago . . .”

“It’s an urgent situation.”

“Is he dead or dying?”

“No, but . . .”

“Then it’s not urgent.”

“If you’d just let me explain . . .”

“Don’t think I will.”

“It’s just one simple question.”

“Which I’m not going to answer, no matter what it is. And I don’t want you disturbing me again.”

She hung up. I rang back. The line was busy. I called back again ten minutes later. Still busy. Half an hour later. Still busy. She’d taken it off the hook. I paced the kitchen with worry. I glanced at the clock on the wall. Then I found myself reaching for the phone and calling National Rail information, and finding out that if I caught the 9:32 from Putney to Clapham Junction, and changed for the 9:51 to Eastbourne, I would arrive in Seaford at 11:22.

I threw a few things into an overnight bag—thinking that, as it was a seaside town, there must be a few bed-and-breakfasts down there. Then I ran for the train.

As I walked out of Seaford station two hours later, I caught that iodine smack to the air that hinted that the sea was near. There was one lone cab outside. I showed him the address—garnered from information.

“It’s just three minutes’ walk from here,” he said, pointing toward a Safeway supermarket opposite the station. I thanked him and started walking. The streets were empty. The lamplight was low, so all I could discern was a small main street with a jumble of Edwardian and modern buildings—including a very modern, boxy branch of Safeway. I turned right before it, and found myself on a street of low-lying shops, at the end of which were a handful of pebble-dashed bungalows. Number 26 was the second from the end. It was painted cream. It had lace curtains in the windows. It also had a wooden sign above the door, informing the world that this house had been named: Sea Crest. My plan had been to seek out the house, then find a B&B nearby, and set the little travel alarm I brought with me for six-thirty, in order to be at her door by seven. She might hate the early morning wake-up call, but at least I’d have a chance of catching her before she went off to work (if, that is, she did work). But when I reached her front door, I saw that all the lights were on. So, figuring it was best to incur her wrath while she was still awake, I approached the door and rang the bell.

After a moment, the door opened slightly. It was attached to a chain. Behind the chain, I could see a woman with a very lined face and scared eyes. But the voice was as angry as before.

“What do you want at this time of night?”

I quickly put my foot into the space created between the open door and the door frame, saying, “I’m Tony’s wife, Sally Good—”

“Get out of here,” she said, trying to slam the door.

“I just need five minutes of your time, please.”

“You don’t leave right now, I’m calling the police.”

She tried slamming the door again.

“Just hear me out . . .”

“At bloody midnight? No way. Now get going or . . .”

“He’s taken my child from me.”

Silence. This obviously gave her pause, and it showed.

“Who’s taken your child from you?”

“Your brother.”

“You have a child with Tony?”

“A son—Jack. He’s about nine months old now. And Tony has . . .”

I put my hand to my face. I felt myself starting to get shaky again. I didn’t want to cry in front of this woman.

“He’s what?” she asked, the voice not so hard now.

“He’s run off with another woman. And they’ve taken my son . . .”

I could see a mixture of concern and ambivalence in her eyes.

“I haven’t had anything to do with my brother for nearly twenty years.”

“I understand. And I promise you I won’t take up more than ten minutes of your time. But please—the situation is rather desperate. Believe me, I wouldn’t be here at midnight if . . .”

I heard her undoing the chain.

“Ten minutes, no more,” she said. And she opened the door.

I stepped onto a patterned, wall-to-wall carpet. It continued down a hallway papered in a brownish floral print. The living room was off this corridor. More Axminster carpet, a three-piece suite in beige vinyl, an elderly television and video recorder, an old mahogany sideboard, on which sat a half-drunk bottle of Bailey’s Irish Cream, and a half liter of inexpensive-looking gin. There were no decorations on the walls—just a different patterned floral wallpaper, sepia-toned and fading. There was a distinctive whiff of damp in the air.

“So what do you want to tell me?” she asked.

Like so many times over the past months, I worked my way through the entire story again. Pat Hobbs sat there throughout the telling, impassive, smoking one Silk Cut after another. I knew she was around ten years older than Tony—and though she wasn’t chunky, her deeply ridged face and sad eyes and the elderly floral bathrobe that loosely covered her frame made her seem almost geriatric. Somewhere halfway through the story, she interrupted me, asking, “You drink gin?”

I nodded. She got up and filled two glasses with gin, then added some flat tonic from a bottle on the sideboard. She handed me a glass. I took a sip. The flat tonic was pretty vile. Ditto the metallic taste of the cheap gin. But it was alcohol, and it helped.

It took about another ten minutes to bring her fully up to date. She smoked another two cigarettes during that time. And finally said, “I could have told you my brother was a bastard. A charming bastard, but a bastard nonetheless. So, besides saying sorry for your troubles, what can I do about this?”

I took another steadying sip of gin, knowing that if I didn’t win her over now, this entire late-night visit would come to naught. Then I said, “Remember when we spoke sometime ago, and I mentioned that Tony had just left me, and you asked me . . .”

I encapsulated the conversation for her, even though I remembered it, word for word.

“How long have you two been married now?” she asked me.

“Around a year.”

“And he’s already abandoned you? That’s fast work, right enough. Mind you, I’m not surprised. He’s the abandoning sort.”

“You mean, he’s done this before?”

“Maybe.”

I looked at her directly now and asked, “What did you mean by ‘maybe.’ ”

She lit up another cigarette. I could see that she was weighing this all up, wondering if she should involve herself at all in my story. I was asking her to betray her brother. And though she mightn’t have spoken with him for twenty years, her brother was still her brother.

She took a deep drag of her Silk Cut, then exhaled.

“I’ll tell you—on one condition. You never heard this from me. Understand?”

I nodded. Now it was her turn to tell a story. Two stories in fact, though they were all part of the same central narrative. Then, when she reached the end of her tales, she stood up and went out into the hallway, and returned with an address book, and a scrap of paper and a pen. She found two numbers. She wrote them down. She said, “Now you can deal with them. But understand: I’m to be kept out of the picture.”

I assured her that I’d say nothing about her involvement, then thanked her profusely for helping me out, letting her know that I realized what a difficult thing she had just done.

“It wasn’t difficult at all.”

She stood up, indicating it was time for me to leave.

“Must get up for work in the morning,” she said.

“What do you do?”

“Cashier for a building society here in town.”

“You like it?”

“It’s a job.”

“I can’t thank you enough . . .”

She waved me off. She didn’t want gratitude.

“All right then,” I said, picking up my overnight bag. “But I still appreciate everything.”

She gave me a brusque nod, then opened the door. I was going to ask her where I could find the nearest B&B, but thought better of it. I didn’t want to engage her further. Especially as she had already done so much.

I headed up the street in the direction of town, not particularly worried if all the B&Bs in Seaford were full or shuttered for the night. If I had to sleep on a bench in the station, so be it. The gamble had paid off. A sleepless night was well worth what I had come away with. But halfway down the street, I heard Pat Hobbs’s voice calling, “Where are you going now?”

I turned around. She was standing in the doorway of her house.

“I don’t know. Figure there must be a B&B or a hotel open now.”

“At nearly one AM in Seaford? Everyone’s in bed. Come on, I’ve got a spare bedroom.”

The room was narrow and musty. So too was the bed. There was a small, sad collection of old children’s dolls on a windowsill. She didn’t say much to me, except that the bathroom was down the hall and there was a spare towel in the linen closet. Then she wished me good night.

I undressed and crawled between the sheets. I fell asleep within minutes.

Then it was morning and she was tapping on my door, telling me it was eight and she had to be at work in an hour. Pat was dressed for the building society in a navy-blue uniform with a blue blouse and a blue-and-white scarf depicting the corporate logo of the conglomerate that employed her. An old-style brown teapot was on a metal warmer. There was a steel toast rack with two slices of white toast awaiting me, as well as a jar of marmalade and a tub of margarine.

“Thought you might like a little breakfast,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Tea all right? I don’t drink coffee.”

“Tea’s fine.”

I sat down at the table. I reached for a slice of toast and spread it with marmalade. Pat lit up a cigarette.

“Made those calls for you already,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“Them two numbers I gave you last night. I called them both already. They’re both willing to see you. What are you up to today?”

“I’m free,” I said, genuinely pleased and just a little surprised by such a gesture.

“That’s good, because the first person—the one who lives in Crawley—said she’s around this morning. And I called the rail station—there’s a train from here to Gatwick Airport at 9:03, but you have to change in Brighton. You get to Gatwick at 10:06, and then it’s ten minutes in a cab to her house. The other woman can’t see you today. But she’s free tomorrow morning. However, she lives in Bristol. She’s expecting you at eleven, which means you’ll need to be on a train from London around nine. All right?”

“I don’t know what to say, except that I’m rather overwhelmed . . .”

“That’s enough,” she said, evidently wanting to avoid any more of my effusiveness. “Hope it goes well for you, and that’s all I’m going to say about it.”

We lapsed into silence. I tried to make conversation.

“Lived in Seaford long?”

“Twenty-three years.”

“That’s long. And before that?”

“Amersham. Lived with my parents until they both died. Then felt like a change. Didn’t want to be rambling around their house without them. So I asked the building society to transfer me somewhere different. They offered Seaford. Kind of liked the idea of being near the water. Came here in 1980. Bought this place with my share of the Amersham house. Never moved anywhere since.”

“Were you married or—”

“No,” she said, cutting me off. “Never did that.”

She stubbed out her cigarette. I had crossed the frontier into the personal, and the conversation was now closed.

She walked me to the station. When we reached the entrance, I said, “Thanks for putting me up again. Hope I wasn’t too much trouble.”

“First time I’ve had anyone to stay in about seven years.”

I touched her arm. “Can I call you, tell you how things worked out?”

“Rather you didn’t,” she said. And with another curt nod of the head, she quickly said “Good-bye” and headed off.

While waiting to board the train to Gatwick, I found myself studying a map of East Sussex on the wall of the station. As my eye moved slightly northeast of Seaford, I noticed the town of Litlington—scene of my infamous arrival at Diane Dexter’s gate. Using my index finger, I gauged the distance between the two towns, then held my finger up against the mileage indicator at the bottom of the map. Tony was now spending weekends just three miles from where his sister lived.

I changed trains at Brighton. At Gatwick I took a cab to a modern house on a modest estate in Crawley. The woman there granted me thirty minutes of her time, told me everything I wanted to hear, and said that, yes, she would agree to an additional interview by one of my legal team. Then I took a cab back to the railway station. While waiting for the train, I called Nigel Clapp, excitedly blurting out everything that had happened in the last twelve hours. He said nothing while I rambled on. And when I finally concluded with the comment “Not bad, eh?” he said, “Yes, that is rather good news.”

Which, from Nigel Clapp, ranked as something approaching high optimism.

He also said he’d make arrangements to dispatch Rose Keating down to Crawley to take a witness statement.

Around noon the next day, I called him from Bristol with more good news: I had heard exactly what I wanted to hear from my second Pat Hobbs contact, and she too was ready to make a witness statement. Once again, he was enthusiasm itself: “You’ve done very well, Ms. Goodchild.”

Maeve Doherty concurred, ringing me two days later to say how pleased she was with my detective work.

“It is certainly very interesting testimony,” she said, sounding cautious and guarded. “And if carefully positioned in the hearing, it might have an impact. I’m not saying it’s the smoking gun I’d like—but it is, without question, most compelling.”

Then she asked me if I was free to drop by her office for an hour, so we could go through how she was planning to examine me when I gave evidence at the hearing, and what I should expect from Tony’s barrister.

Though she only needed to see me for sixty minutes, the round-trip journey to Chancery Lane ate up two hours. Time was something of which I was in short supply right now—as I had lost more than a full working day on my assorted expeditions to Sussex and Bristol, and as the Film Guide proofs had to be in before the hearing began. Once inside her office, I found myself kneading a piece of paper in my hands as we did a run-through of my testimony. She told me that kneading a piece of paper was something I must definitely avoid doing while being questioned, as it made me look hyper and terrified. Then she did a practice run of a potential cross-examination, terrorizing me completely, coldly haranguing me, attacking all my weaknesses, and undermining all my defenses.

“Now you have me scared to death,” I said after she finished.

“Don’t be,” she said. “Because you actually did very well indeed. The thing to remember is that she will do more than her level best to trip you up, and to make you seem like a complete and utter liar. She will also try to make you angry. The one trick here is: do not take the bait. Keep your answers brief and concise. Avoid eye contact with her. Keep repeating the same thing, again and again. Do not deviate from your story and you’ll be just fine.”

I doubted that—but, thankfully, the terror of the hearing was briefly superseded by the more immediate terror of not making the deadline. I was actually grateful for the pressure, as it did block out the fear I had. It also forced me to work fourteen-hour days for the last week. Bar the occasional trip to the supermarket for food—and a fast thirty-minute canter along the towpath by the river—I didn’t leave the house . . . except, of course, for my weekly visit with Jack. He was crawling now, and making a wide variety of sounds, and liked being tickled, and especially enjoyed a routine I did which involved holding him above me while I lay on the floor, and then going, “One, two, three, boom,” and pulling him straight down on top of me. In fact, he thought this hilarious, and in his own monosyllabic way, kept indicating that he wanted me to repeat it, over and over again. Which, of course, I was only too willing to do. Until Clarice walked in and informed me that our hour was up.

As always, this was the hardest moment. The hand-over. There were days when I clutched Jack to me and fought tears. There were other days when he would look a little disconcerted and perturbed by having to end our fun together, and I fought tears. There were days when he’d fallen asleep or was having a crying jag or just generally feeling out of sorts, and I fought tears. Today was no different. I picked us both up off the floor. I put his head against mine. I kissed him. I said, “Next week, big guy.”

Then I handed him to Clarice. She disappeared into the next room. I sat down in one of the molded plastic chairs and—for the first time since our initial supervised visit—I broke down. Clarice came in. She sat down beside me, and put her arm around me, and allowed me to bury my head in her shoulder as I let go. To her infinite credit, she said nothing. I think she understood the pressure I had been under—both to behave correctly and calmly in her presence, and to withstand the enforced separation of the last months with a necessary equanimity, in order not to be judged a troublemaker. Just as she also understood what I was facing in just three days’ time. And how, if it didn’t go my way . . .

So she held me and let me cry. And when I finally subsided, she said, “I hope that, by this time next week, these supervised visits will just be a bad memory for you, and you’ll be back with your little boy.”

Meanwhile, I had a job to finish—and I was determined to have it done before the start of the hearing, in order to allow me a decent night’s sleep before heading to the high court.

A few days before the hearing Sandy called me.

“So, Tuesday morning’s the big day, right?”

“That’s right.”

“I wish I was a Catholic. I’d have Mass said for you.”

“Divine intervention isn’t going to help me now.”

“You never know. Anyway, promise you’ll call me Tuesday evening.”

“You’ll definitely be hearing from me.”

I hung up. And worked that night until three, then fell into bed, and got up again at seven, and worked straight through (with an hour’s nap somewhere in the middle of the day) until seven next morning. At which time, I sat in a bath, and congratulated myself on finishing this endless proofreading job.

The manuscript went off by motorcycle courier at nine. I headed off to the public pool in Putney shortly thereafter and spent an hour doing laps. Then I went off and had my hair done, and took myself to lunch, then crossed the road to the local cinema and sat through some romantic drivel starring Meg Ryan, then collected my one suit from the dry cleaner’s, and was home by five, and received a phone call from Maeve Doherty—telling me that she had just been informed of the judge who would be hearing the case.

“His name is Charles Traynor.”

“Is he a reasonable judge?” I asked her.

“Well . . .”

“In other words, he’s not reasonable.”

“I would have preferred someone else besides him. Very old school. Very play-it-by-the-book. Very traditional . . .”

He sounded exactly like the last guy I faced. I asked, “Are you saying that he hates women?”

“Now to call him a misogynist might be just a tad extreme. But he does have a rather orthodox viewpoint on family matters.”

“Wonderful. Did you ever argue a case in front of this Traynor guy?”

“Oh, yes. And I have to say that, when I came up against him five years ago, Charles Traynor struck me as the worst sort of Old Etonian: stuffy, conceited, and someone who clearly couldn’t stand everything I stood for. Yet, by the end of the hearing, I completely respected him. Because—whatever about his High Tory demeanor and his questionable attitudes toward women, especially those who work for a living, he’s also scrupulously fair when it comes to the application of the law. So I certainly wouldn’t fear him.”

I decided to put all such fears on hold for the night—because I knew they would all come rushing in at daybreak. So I forced myself into bed by nine and slept straight through until the alarm went off at seven the next morning.

As I snapped into consciousness, there was a moment or two of delicious befuddlement until the realization hit:

This is it.

I was at the high court just after ten-fifteen. I didn’t want to get there too early as I knew I’d just loiter with intent outside the main Gothic archway, getting myself into an advanced stage of fear. As it was, I was clutching the Independent so tensely on the underground journey to Temple that it had started to fray. The court was already in full swing by the time I arrived, with bewigged barristers walking by, accompanied by solicitors lugging hefty document cases and anxious-looking civilians, who were either the plaintiffs or defendants in the legal dramas taking place within this vast edifice. Nigel Clapp appeared, pulling one of those airline pilot cases on wheels. Maeve Doherty was with him, dressed in a very conservative black suit—having explained to me during our meeting the previous week that, like the interim hearing, there would be no wigs, no robes. Just dark suits and (as she dryly noted) “the usual dour formalities.”

“Uhm . . . good morning, Ms. Goodchild,” Nigel said.

I attempted a smile and tried to appear calm. Maeve immediately detected my anxiousness.

“Just remember that it will be all over in a few days—and we stand a very good chance now of changing the situation. Especially as I spoke with those two witnesses yesterday on the phone. You did very well, Sally.”

A black cab pulled up in front of us. The door opened—and for the first time in more than eight months, I found myself looking at the man who was still, legally speaking, my husband. Tony had put on a little weight in the interim, but he still looked damnably handsome, and had dressed well for the occasion in a black suit, a dark blue shirt, and a tie which I’d bought on impulse for him at Selfridges around a year ago. When he caught sight of me, his hand covered his tie for a moment, before he gave me the smallest of nods, then turned away. I couldn’t look at him either and also deflected his glance. But in that moment, an image jumped into my brain: climbing aboard that Red Cross chopper in Somalia, and catching sight of Tony Hobbs seated opposite me on the floor, giving me the slightest of flirtatious smiles—one that I met in turn. That’s how our story started—and this is where it had now brought us: to the steps of a court of law, surrounded by our respective legal teams, unable to look each other in the eye.

Tony’s barrister, Lucinda Fforde, followed him, along with the same solicitor she used for the interim hearing. And then Diane Dexter emerged from the cab. Viewed up close, she did not contradict the image I had of her: tall, sleek, elegantly dressed in a smart business suit, tight black hair, a face that was wearing its fifty years with relative ease. I wouldn’t have described her as a beautiful woman, or even pretty. She was handsome in a quietly formidable way. Having caught sight of me on the steps of the high court, she looked right through me. Then, en masse, the four of them walked by us into the building, the two barristers exchanging pleasantly formal greetings with each other. It then struck me that with the exception of Nigel Clapp, who was in his usual shade of mid-gray, all the other participants in this little drama were dressed in black, as if we were all attending a funeral.

“Well,” Maeve said, “it looks like we’re all here. So . . .”

She nodded toward the door and we all walked in. Maeve led us through the high court’s vast foyer. We turned left, crossed a courtyard, and entered the Thomas More Building, which, according to Maeve, was largely used for family law cases. Then, it was up two flights of stairs until we reached Court 43, a large chapel-like courtroom in bleached wood, much like the one in which the interim hearing was held. There were six rows of benches. The judge’s bench was positioned on a raised platform. The witness stand was to its immediate left. Beyond this was a doorway, which (I presumed) led to the judge’s chambers. As before, we were on the left side of the court, Tony and company to the right. There was a court stenographer and a court clerk positioned at the front. Maeve had already explained to me that, as Tony was making “application” to retain custody of Jack, he had been (legally speaking) cast in the role of applicant . . . and since I was being forced to “respond” to this application, I would be known in court as the respondent. Tony’s team would be opening the case and presenting their evidence first. His barrister would have already submitted her skeleton argument to the judge (as Maeve had submitted hers). Witnesses would be called, largely to corroborate the statements they had made. After each “examination in chief” Maeve would be permitted to cross-examine the witnesses, then Lucinda Fforde could reexamine, if she desired.

“We’ve largely gone over to the French inquisitorial model when it comes to family law,” Maeve explained to me when we met in her office, “which means that, unlike the States, neither side can interrupt the other’s examination of a witness unless it is absolutely crucial.” After the applicant’s case had been presented, we would give our evidence. Then after our case was presented, there would be closing arguments. We’d go first, with Tony’s barrister to follow. Then Maeve would be allowed to make a response, after which Tony’s barrister would have the final word.

“And I know what you’re going to say: that is completely unfair if you happen to be the respondent. Which is, I’m afraid, absolutely right. But that’s how the system works—and there’s precious little any of us can do about it. Except to make absolutely certain that they won’t be able to pick apart anything we’ve presented to the court—which is my job.”

Whereas my job was to sit there and wonder if I’d ever live with my son again.

Maeve Doherty positioned herself in the front row of the courtroom. I sat with Nigel Clapp directly behind her. Tony’s side had exactly the same seating arrangements. I glanced at my watch. 10:31 AM. The judge had yet to arrive. I knew already from Maeve that the hearing would be closed to members of the public, so the visitors’ pews at the back of the court would remain empty. But then, suddenly, the main door opened and I heard a very familiar voice say my name.

The voice was that of my sister, Sandy. I turned around. There she was, looking tired and disorientated, and dragging a roll-on suitcase behind her. I stood up, stunned. I said, “What are you doing here?”

My tone wasn’t wildly enthusiastic—and she picked up on this immediately.

“I just thought I should be here.”

Tony craned his neck, and appeared stunned to see her in court.

“What are you looking at?” she snapped at him, and he instantly turned away. Then she turned to me and whispered, “Aren’t you pleased I’m here?”

I gave her a quick hug and whispered, “Of course, of course. It’s just a shock, that’s all. Did you just arrive?”

“Yep. Just took the subway in from Heathrow. I suppose you can find a bed for me for a couple of nights.”

I managed a small smile. “I think that can be arranged. Who’s looking after the kids?”

“You know my neighbors, the Fultons? Their two are away at summer camp, so it was no sweat for them to . . .”

But we were interrupted by the court clerk announcing: “Please stand.” I motioned Sandy to find a seat, and I went racing back to my spot next to Nigel Clapp. He was already standing.

“My sister,” I whispered to him.

“Oh . . . uhm . . . right,” he said.

The rear door opened, and Mr. Justice Charles Traynor walked in. He was in his early sixties. Large. Imposing. Well-upholstered. With a full head of steel hair and an imperial bearing that immediately let it be known he thought a great deal of himself. His three-piece black suit was immaculate. So too were his white shirt and a school tie, which I guessed to be Eton (and which Maeve later confirmed to be correct). He took his place on the bench. He bowed to us, we bowed to him. He nodded for us to sit down. He removed a pair of half-moon spectacles from the breast pocket of his suit and placed them on his nose. He cleared his throat. The clerk called the court to order. Traynor peered out at us. I could see him catch sight of the lone visitor in the back row.

“And who might you be?”

Nigel quickly whispered an explanation to Maeve Doherty, who rose and said, “My Lord, that is the sister of the respondent, who has just arrived from the States to be with Ms. Goodchild for the hearing. We ask the court’s permission to allow her to stay.”

Traynor looked toward Lucinda Fforde.

“Does the applicant’s counsel wish to raise any objections to this visitor?”

“One moment, please, My Lord,” she said, then leaned back and had a quick sotto voce conversation with Tony and his solicitor. After a moment, she stood and said, “We have no objections, My Lord.”

“Very well then—the visitor may stay.”

I avoided turning around and looking at Sandy right then—for fear she’d do something mildly triumphalist and well-meaning, like giving me the thumbs-up.

Traynor cleared his throat. Then, without any fancy preamble or explanatory comments, he asked the applicant’s barrister to begin presenting her client’s case.

Lucinda Fforde stood up with a little bow of the head toward the bench, and began to speak.

“My Lord, having been in receipt of my statement, you are in no doubt aware that this is, without question, a desperately sad and tragic case . . .”

With that, off she went, painting a picture of an intensely successful professional man—Anthony Hobbs, “one of the outstanding journalists of his generation”—who had found himself involved with a woman about whom he knew very little, and who became pregnant only a few short weeks into their liaison. Of course, Mr. Hobbs could have played the cad and turned his back on this woman. Instead, upon learning of his transfer back to London, he asked if she would like to accompany him—and, in fact, regularize their situation through marriage. Now, though there’s no doubt that Ms. Goodchild had a most difficult pregnancy, and also had to cope with a most severe postpartum depression, her behavior became exceptionally erratic, to the point where . . .

And then—as in her opening at the interim hearing—she listed and embellished everything they had against me. My initial anguished statement in hospital that I didn’t care if Jack lived or died. My increasingly erratic behavior while at the Mattingly. My threat to kill him. The sleeping pill poisoning incident. My incarceration in the psycho ward. The wondrous steadfastness of my husband through all of this . . .

At which point, in the back of the court, there was a loud angry exhalation of breath. Sandy. Lucinda Fforde stopped in mid-speech, and craned her neck to see who caused this interruption. So did Maeve and Nigel Clapp, while Mr. Justice Traynor simply peered over his bifocals and asked, “Did somebody say something?”

Sandy hung her head, avoiding all those accusatory eyes.

“See that it doesn’t happen again,” the judge said crisply, in a tone that indicated the next time he would not be polite about it. Then he asked Lucinda Fforde to continue.

She picked up from where she left off, outlining Tony’s decency, and how he stood by me even after I spoke of murdering our son, and how he turned, in despair, to his old friend, Diane Dexter, who offered shelter from the maniacal . . .

And so forth. And so on. I had to hand it to her: she was brisk. She was concise. She was tough. She left the listener in no doubt that I had turned infanticidal—and that, as horrible as it was to separate a mother from her child, there was no choice in this instance. To allow the child back with its mother now, she argued, would only put him back in renewed jeopardy—something, she was certain, the court didn’t want to facilitate. Especially as the child was so happily settled with his father and Ms. Dexter.

Now I had heard most of these arguments before. But it still didn’t lessen the impact of hearing them again. Like all good barristers, Lucinda Fforde was a brilliant persuader—and one who, in clear, precise, rational language, turned me into a terrifying wretch who so didn’t know what she was doing that she seriously considered killing her son.

It was now Maeve’s turn to outline our case, and she did so with impressive lucidity and compactness—brevity (she told me) being one of the virtues that Traynor preferred. She began by quickly reminding the judge of my journalistic background, my long-standing work as a foreign correspondent with the Boston Post, my ability to cope admirably as a journalist and a woman in the Middle East. She then detailed, in about three sentences, my whirlwind romance with Mr. Hobbs, becoming pregnant at the age of thirty-seven, reaching that “now or never” juncture that a woman approaching forty reaches on the question of motherhood, deciding to come with him to London, and then being hit with a nightmare pregnancy.

She took him through my decline and fall—her language economic, rigorous, and devoid of melodramatic pity for what had befallen me. She was a first-rate storyteller—and she had Traynor’s full attention as she pressed forward to the end of her opening statement.

“Though Ms. Goodchild has never denied that—while in the throes of a clinical depression—she once expressed lack of concern about the child’s survival, and once uttered a threat against her son, she never carried out this threat or committed any violent action against him. She also openly admits that, while suffering from sleep deprivation and her ongoing postpartum depression, she did accidentally breast-feed her son while taking sedatives—an incident for which she still feels ongoing remorse.

“But those three incidents I’ve just outlined are the entire sum total of the ‘crimes and misdemeanors’ that my client has been accused of committing by the applicant. And out of these three incidents, the applicant manipulated the facts to initially obtain an emergency ex parte order against Ms. Goodchild—a hearing that conveniently took place while she was out of the country at a family funeral. The applicant has since further exploited these incidents to win the interim order, granting him custody of the child, essentially condemning Ms. Goodchild as an unfit mother, and, with the exception of one pitiful hour a week, separating my client from her infant son for the past six months. I say that the applicant has acted in a ruthless, opportunistic fashion against his wife—and all for his own gain.”

She sat down. There was a moment’s pause. Then Lucinda Fforde stood up and called her first witness: Mr. Thomas Hughes.

In he marched, dressed in an excellent suit, his demeanor every bit the arrogant Harley Street specialist. He stepped into the witness box, took the oath, and then nodded with a certain old-boy politeness to Mr. Justice Traynor. It was at that moment that I noticed they were wearing the same school tie.

“Mr. Hughes, you are considered, are you not, one of the leading obstetrics specialists in the country,” Ms. Fforde began, and then reminded the court that his witness statement had been submitted earlier. But just to verify the details of this statement, was it his opinion that Ms. Goodchild’s behavior was abnormally extreme while under his care at the Mattingly Hospital?

He launched into this subject with reasoned relish, explaining how, in all his years as a consultant, I was one of the most aggressive and extreme patients he had encountered. He then went on to explain how, shortly after the birth of my son, the nurses on the ward had reported to him about my dangerously “capricious and volatile behavior.”

“Desperate stretches of crying,” he said, “followed by immoderate bouts of anger, and an absolute lack of interest in the welfare of her child—who, at that moment, was resident in the pediatric intensive care unit.”

“Now, in your witness statement,” Lucinda Fforde said, “you emphasize this latter point, noting how one of the nurses reported to you that Ms. Goodchild said—and this is a direct quote: ‘He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care.’ ”

“I’m afraid that is correct. After her son was recovering from jaundice, she became extremely unsettled in front of the entire maternity ward, to the point where I had to verbally calm her down and inform her that her behavior was most unacceptable.”

“Now it has been clinically argued that Ms. Goodchild was in the throes of a postpartum depression during this time. Surely, you have dealt before with other patients suffering from this sort of condition?”

“Of course. It is certainly not an atypical condition. However, I have yet to deal with a patient who reacted in such a profoundly aggressive and dangerous manner—to the point where, when I heard that her husband had sought a court order to remove the child from her, I was not at all surprised.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Hughes. No further questions at this juncture.”

Maeve Doherty now stood. Her voice was cool, level.

“Mr. Hughes . . . I’d like to ask you when you had Ms. Goodchild bound to her hospital bed.”

He looked startled. “I never ordered that at all,” he said, his tone indignant.

“And when did you have her heavily tranquilized?”

“She was never heavily tranquilized. She was on a modest antidepressant to deal with the postoperative shock she suffered from her emergency caesarean . . .”

“And when you had her committed to the psychiatric wing of the Mattingly . . .”

“She was never committed, she was never heavily tranquilized, she was never bound to her bed.”

Maeve Doherty looked at him and smiled.

“Well sir, having stated that, how can you then say that she was a dangerous patient? Surely if she had been a dangerous patient, you would have ordered her to be bound . . .”

“It is true that she did not commit acts of physical violence, but her verbal behavior . . .”

“But, as you just said, she was suffering from postoperative shock, not to mention trying to cope with the fact that her son was in intensive care. And there was an initial worry about whether the child had suffered brain damage during the delivery. Now, surely, under such circumstances, one might expect the patient to be rather agitated.”

“There is a large difference between agitation and . . .”

“Rudeness?”

Traynor came in here.

“Please refrain from putting words in the witness’s mouth.”

“Apologies, My Lord,” Maeve Doherty said, then turned back to Hughes.

“Let me put it to you this way: if we have agreed that Ms. Goodchild wasn’t violent or so extreme in her behavior, then how can you justify your claim that she was one of the most extreme patients you have ever dealt with?”

“Because, as I was trying to say earlier, before you interrupted me, her verbal abusiveness was so immoderate.”

“In what way immoderate?”

“She was thoroughly rude and disrespectful . . .”

“Ah,” Maeve said loudly. “She was disrespectful. Toward you, I presume?”

“Toward me and other members of the staff, yes.”

“But specifically, toward you, yes?”

“She did act in an angry manner toward me.”

“Did she use obscene language, did she hurl insults at you, or call you names . . . ?”

“No, not exactly . . . But she did challenge my medical judgment.”

“And that is extreme verbal abuse, in your book?”

Hughes glanced at Lucinda Fforde, like an actor asking for a prompt.

“Please answer my question,” Maeve Doherty said.

“My patients usually don’t question me like that,” he said.

“But this American one did—and you didn’t like it, did you?”

But before he could reply, she said, “No further questions, My Lord.”

The judge turned to Lucinda Fforde and asked if she’d like to reexamine.

“Please, My Lord,” she said, standing up. “Mr. Hughes, please repeat for me the comment which one of your nurses reported as being said by Ms. Goodchild when told about her son.”

Hughes’s lips twitched into a relaxed smile. Then he wiped that off his face and stared at me with cold ire.

“She informed me that Ms. Goodchild said: ‘He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care.’”

“Thank you, Mr. Hughes. No further questions.”

He looked to the judge, who informed him that he could step down. Then, glowering at Maeve Doherty, he left the court.

Next up was Sheila McGuire—the ward nurse who had reported me to Hughes about the breast-feeding incident. She seemed desperately nervous and ill at ease on the stand, and had a handkerchief between her hands, which she continued to knead. Maeve knew she was going to be the second witness, and told me that a useful passive-aggressive tactic against someone who would be testifying against me was to catch her eye, and simply stare at her throughout her testimony. I did just that—and it did have the desired effect, as her discomfort level increased proportionately. But she still managed to recount the entire story about how I yanked Jack off my breast in anger while feeding him, and had to be restrained from throwing him across the room.

During cross-examination, Maeve Doherty cornered her on her use of the word “yanking.”

“Now, explain this to me clearly,” Maeve said. “Ms. Goodchild just suddenly yanked the child off her breast in fury at having been bitten . . .”

“Well, it wasn’t exactly a yank.”

“By which you mean what?”

“Well, she yanked, but she didn’t intentionally yank . . .”

“I’m sorry, I don’t follow.”

“Well . . . Ms. Goodchild had been suffering from acute mastitis . . .”

“Otherwise known as inflammation of the breast which can calcify the milk flow, yes?”

“It doesn’t always calcify, but it can cause a terrible blockage which can be deeply painful.”

“So her breasts were profoundly swollen and painful, and then her son clamped down on her swollen nipple, and she reacted the way anyone would react if suddenly subjected to sudden pain.”

“Do please desist from leading the witness,” Traynor said.

“Apologies, My Lord. I will rephrase. Nurse McGuire, would you say that Ms. Goodchild jumped in pain after her son bit down on her nipple, yes?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“So the yank you speak about—it wasn’t a deliberate, premeditated movement, was it? It was, in fact, nothing more than a shocked reaction?”

“That’s right.”

“So if we agree that she had a shocked, instinctive reaction to pull her son off her breast, then can we also agree that, for a moment, it seemed like she was about to hurl the child.”

“Absolutely.”

“But she stopped herself, didn’t she?”

“Well, we were there to . . .”

“Did you make a grab for the baby?”

“Uh . . . no.”

“So Ms. Goodchild stopped herself. No further questions.”

There was a short ten-minute adjournment after McGuire stepped down, during which Sandy came hurrying up to where I was conferring with Nigel and Maeve.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, sounding deeply contrite. “It’s just, when that woman started painting that bastard as some sort of noble knight . . .”

I put my hand on her arm, signaling her to stop. Then, turning back to Nigel and Maeve, I said, “I’d like you to meet my sister, Sandy, in London on a surprise visit from Boston.”

Nigel stood up and gave her his usual dead mullet handshake. Maeve smiled tightly and said, “I can understand why you reacted the way you did. But if you want to help your sister, please take heed what the judge said, and don’t do that again.”

The second half of the morning was taken up with testimony from two other nurses from the Mattingly, both of whom confirmed Mr. Hughes’s opinion that I had been trouble incarnate while on the ward. Maeve managed to puncture some of their criticisms—but the point was still made that, in the eyes of the hospital nurses and my consultant, I had been seriously bad news.

Then, just before lunchtime, came my great friend, Jessica Law, author of the CAFCASS report which essentially let it be known that, though I was on the road to recovery, Tony Hobbs and Diane Dexter had provided an exemplary environment for Jack.

“I have no doubt in my mind,” she said under questioning from Lucinda Fforde, “that Sally Goodchild is conscious of the fact that she went through a desperately traumatic period, which made her do and say things that she regretted saying. I also have no doubt that when she recovers fully from her condition, she will be a most conscientious and caring mother. The reports I have received from Clarice Chambers—who has supervised all of her visits with her son—have been nothing short of exemplary. Ms. Goodchild has also managed to find work as a freelance proofreader, and is beginning to find her way in this new endeavor. In short, I am most impressed by the courage and the tenacity she has shown under exceptionally difficult circumstances.”

But then she began to wax lyrical about Chez Dexter. How the Divine Ms. D. stepped into the breach and “magnificently” provided for Jack’s needs. How Mr. Hobbs appeared to her as a most caring and devoted father who was also clearly most happy in his relationship with Ms. Dexter, and had put his career on hold to care for his son on a full-time basis. How there was also a full-time nanny to supplement Mr. Hobbs’s child care. How she could not find fault with this arrangement, and how she was certain that Jack was—and this was the killer comment—“in the best place he could be right now.”

I expected Maeve Doherty to take her apart, to make her reiterate her positive assessment of my condition, and then question her about the real workings of the Hobbs-Dexter household.

But instead, she just posed one question.

“Ms. Law, in your considered opinion, doesn’t Jack Hobbs deserve to be raised by both his parents?”

“Of course he does. But . . .”

“No further questions.”

I was stunned by the brevity of this cross-examination, and by the way Maeve didn’t look at me on the way back to her place. Then Lucinda Fforde rose to reexamine.

“And I too just have one question for you, Ms. Law. Would you mind confirming that the last sentence you spoke during my examination-in-chief was: ‘I am certain Jack is in the best place he could be right now.’ ”

“Yes, that is what I said.”

“No further questions, My Lord.”

And we broke for lunch.

Once Mr. Justice Traynor was out of the room and Tony and Co. swept out, looking most pleased with themselves, I turned to Maeve and said, “May I ask you why—?”

She cut me off.

“Why I didn’t try to pull Jessica Law apart? Because Traynor immediately gets his back up if anyone attacks a CAFCASS report or the author behind it. Though he may be an Old Tory, he does have a strong respect for professional opinion. And yes, what she said just now was harmful to us. But it would have been more harmful if I began to question her judgment, or insinuate that she had been entranced by the other side . . . which is obviously the case. Trust me here—Traynor would have turned against us on the spot.”

“But what about the damage she’s done?” I asked.

“Let’s see what this afternoon brings,” she said. Then she said that she and Nigel needed to go over a few things during lunch.

So Sandy and I retreated to a nearby Starbucks.

“Just like home,” she said, looking around. “Except for the prices. Jeez, how do you afford it?”

“I don’t,” I said wearily.

“Please don’t tell me how heavy I look,” she said, wolfing a fudge brownie, washed down with sips of a mocha latte with whipped cream. “I know how heavy I am—and I am going to be addressing that issue just as soon as the summer is over.”

“That’s good, Sandy,” I said, staring into my paper espresso cup.

“You should eat something,” she said.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You know, I think your barrister did a great job with that awful doctor and that Irish idiot of a nurse. But I still don’t understand why she just let that social worker woman off with just—”

“Sandy, please . . .”

She looked at me with a mixture of jet lag, confusion, and hurt.

“I shouldn’t have come, should I?”

“I’m not saying that.”

“No, you’re right. I’m just shooting my fat old mouth off . . .”

“Stop that,” I said, taking her by the hand. “I am very pleased you’re here.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“No, really. Because you could not have been a better sister to me during this entire horrible business. Without you, I would have gone under. But . . .”

“I know, I know. The tension’s unbearable now.”

I nodded.

“That’s why I decided I had to come over here,” she said. “Because I would have found it absolutely unbearable to be sitting in Boston, wondering how the hell this was going.”

“Not good, is what I’m thinking right now.”

“All right, maybe she didn’t score with the social worker, but look how she dismembered Mr. Big Shot Consultant . . .”

“The ‘social worker,’ as you call her, counts for everything in this case. Her report is like the alpha and the omega to the court—because it is court commissioned. You heard what Maeve said—the judge takes her word more seriously than anyone else’s. Which is why this is looking so bad. Not that I didn’t know that from the moment I read the CAFCASS report. But I really thought Maeve would stick it to her.”

“Especially since, I bet you anything, Ms. Social Worker walked around Ms. Rich Bitch’s designer house, saw the photos of her with Tony and the Missus at Downing Street, was probably flattered to death to be taken so seriously by such a player, that she turned all starfucky . . . excuse my American.”

“You’re excused,” I said. “And I think you’re right.”

“Who’s up next this afternoon?”

“My wonderful husband.”

“I can’t wait.”

I had to hand it to Tony, his testimony was masterful—a true performance, of the convincing sort I used to see him trot out in front of some heavyweight Arab foreign minister, from whom he wanted something. Tony in the witness box became Anthony Hobbs of the Chronicle: erudite, serious, a man of gravitas, yet also one of great compassion, especially when it came to dealing with his tragically wayward wife. Encouraged to wax humanitarian by Lucinda Fforde, he took her through the entire story of my breakdown, how he tried so hard to help me through it, how I rejected his support, and how he still stuck by me even after I threatened the life of our son.

Then he went into his “friendship” with Diane Dexter—that, yes, it had always been a flirtatious friendship, but it had never been anything other than that until his marriage began to disintegrate and he began to fear for the safety of his son. And then he made an impassioned “new man” spiel about how fatherhood had been the best thing that had ever happened to him, how he had never really understood the remarkable joy and pleasure that having a child could bring to your life, just as he could not ask for a more remarkable (yes, he used that word twice) partner than Diane Dexter (and he looked directly at her as he sang her praises), and he was desperately, desperately distressed by the fact that he had no choice but to take Jack away from my “self-destructive rampage,” but he did hope that—once I found my equilibrium again—I could perhaps play a role in his life. For the moment, however, he was fully committed to being Jack’s “principal carer,” which is why he had decided to give up his job on the Chronicle, and how—when they moved to Australia next month—he would also not be seeking full-time employment for at least another year or so, in order “to be there for Jack.”

As Tony went on with this at one with his inner child routine, my growing sense of rage was only mitigated by the fear that Sandy might start making nauseated sounds in the back row.

Then Maeve Doherty stepped up to the plate. She looked at him with cool detachment.

“Now then, Mr. Hobbs,” she began. “We’ve just heard your appreciation of the joys of fatherhood. Which, of course, is most commendable. Just out of interest, sir, why did you wait so long before having children?”

“My Lord,” Lucinda Fforde said, sounding truly annoyed. “I really must object to this line of questioning. What on earth does this have to do with the matter at hand?”

“Let the witness answer the question,” Traynor said.

“And I’m happy to answer it,” Tony said. “The reason I didn’t have children until I met Sally was because of the nature of my profession, and the fact that, because I was a nomadic journalist—wandering from war to war, foreign capital to foreign capital—I simply never had the chance to meet someone, settle down. But then I met Sally—and her pregnancy coincided with my return to London and the foreign editorship of the Chronicle. So this seemed like the ideal moment to make a commitment both to her and to fatherhood.”

“And before this, you simply had no experience of fatherhood?”

“No, none whatsoever.”

“You’re obviously making up for lost time.”

“Ms. Doherty . . . ,” Traynor said witheringly.

“I withdraw the comment. Now Mr. Hobbs, let’s turn to another pertinent issue here . . . your decision to leave the Chronicle. You worked for the Chronicle for over twenty years. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“One of their most distinguished foreign correspondents, covering, as you mentioned, a goodly number of wars, not to mention being the Chronicle’s man in Washington, Tokyo, Frankfurt, Paris, Cairo. And then, just over a year ago, you were recalled to London to become the foreign editor. Were you pleased about this recall?”

“My Lord, I must object again,” Lucinda Fforde said. “This is deviating from the . . .”

“Do let us complete this witness’s cross-examination,” Traynor said. “Please answer the question, Mr. Hobbs.”

“It was . . . yes, I’ll admit it . . . it was rather difficult to adjust at first to office life again. But I did settle in . . .”

“Even though, some months later, you not only quit the foreign editorship, but also resigned from the paper. And during this same week, you also decided to end your marriage to Ms. Goodchild, to seek an emergency court order in order to gain custody of your son, and move in with Ms. Dexter. Quite a number of life-changing decisions in just a matter of days, wouldn’t you agree?”

“The decisions I made were all predicated on the danger I perceived my son to be in.”

“All right, let’s say you did decide it was important that you be at home with Jack for a while. Surely the Chronicle has a reasonably enlightened management, and surely, had you gone to them and said you wanted a leave of absence for personal matters, they would have been sympathetic. But to quit your job just like that, after over two decades with the paper? Why did you do that?”

“It wasn’t ‘just like that,’ it was a decision that had been building for some time.”

“Ah then, so you really didn’t readjust to life behind a desk at Wapping . . . ?”

“Not precisely. It was just time to move on . . .”

“Because?”

“Because I had discovered other ambitions.”

“Literary ambitions, perhaps?”

“That’s right. I was writing a novel.”

“Ah yes, your novel. In her witness statement—which you have undoubtedly read—Ms. Goodchild reports that after your son came home from hospital, you became increasingly preoccupied with your novel, locking yourself up in your study, sleeping up there as well, making your wife deal with the broken nights, the four AM feeds, and all the other messy bits of child care.”

Tony had anticipated this question and was completely prepared for it.

“I think that is a profoundly unfair interpretation of the situation. After Sally lost her job . . .”

“Didn’t your wife have no choice but to give up work because of a medical condition that threatened her pregnancy?”

“All right. After my wife was forced to give up work, I was the family’s only source of income. I was putting in nine- to ten-hour days at the Chronicle, a newspaper at which I was no longer happy, and I was also attempting to fulfill a long-standing ambition to write fiction. On top of that, I was also coping with my highly unstable wife who was in the throes of a major depression . . .”

“But who was still coping with all the difficult business of child care. You didn’t have a nanny at home, did you, Mr. Hobbs?”

“No—but that’s because finances were a little tight.”

“So your wife had to handle all that herself. And for someone in the throes of a major postpartum depression, she handled all that rather remarkably, wouldn’t you agree?”

“She spent nearly two months in a psychiatric ward.”

“Where your son was looked after as well. Leaving you plenty of time to develop your friendship with Ms. Dexter into something else . . .”

Traynor let out one of his exasperated sighs.

“Miss Doherty, please resist the temptation to conjecture.”

“Apologies, My Lord. Now when your wife did leave the hospital—and it should be pointed out that, recognizing that she did have a problem, she remained in that psychiatric unit of her own accord—did you not find her a calmer, more rational person?”

“From time to time, yes. But she was also prone to terrible mood swings.”

“As befitting anyone battling with clinical depression.”

“She worried me constantly.”

“Even though there wasn’t a specific incident in which you thought that the child’s life was in danger?”

“You don’t think that breast-feeding a child while on an extremely high dosage of sedatives is endangering a child?”

“Mr. Hobbs,” the judge said, “you are not asking the questions here.”

“Nevertheless I will answer it, My Lord,” Maeve said. “Though it is true that your son ended up in the hospital after this incident, it’s also very clear that a mistake had been made on the part of your wife. A mistake made when she was suffering from both depression and extreme sleep deprivation. A mistake she made while you were getting your eight hours, fast asleep on the sofa in your study.”

She paused for emphasis. Then her voice lost its steely chill and she became dangerously pleasant again.

“A very simple question, sir: did Ms. Goodchild do anything after her return from hospital to make you fear that the child’s life was in danger?”

“As I said before, she suffered from severe mood swings which made me fear that she might lash out.”

“But she didn’t lash out, did she?”

“No, but . . .”

“And on the subject of her earlier outbursts, let me ask you this: have you never said something foolish in anger? An anger fueled by postoperative shock and clinical depression?”

“I’ve never suffered from either of those conditions.”

“That is fortunate. But you’ve never said something in anger?”

“Of course I have. But I’ve never threatened a child’s life . . .”

“Returning to your book . . .”

This sudden veering away from the subject immediately worried me. It showed that Maeve had conceded a point to him and was trying to cover her tracks by moving on as quickly as possible.

“Now, I gather you have received an advance for your novel?”

Tony looked surprised that she knew this information.

“Yes, I’ve recently signed a contract with a publisher.”

“Recently—as in four months ago?”

“That’s right.”

“So, up until that point, what did you do for income?”

“I had very little income.”

“But you did have Ms. Dexter . . .”

“When she knew that Jack was in danger, Ms. Dexter . . . Diane . . . did offer to take us in. Then when I decided to look after Jack full-time, she offered to take care of our day-to-day running expenses.”

“Now you say you’re looking after Jack ‘full-time.’ But isn’t it true that Ms. Dexter has hired a full-time nanny to look after Jack?”

“Well, I do need time to work on my book.”

“But you said the nanny is full-time. So how many hours a day do you write?”

“Four to five.”

“And what does the nanny do the rest of the time?”

“All the other duties associated with child care.”

“And so, after the four to five hours of writing time, you’re with your son.”

“That’s right.”

“So you really didn’t leave the Chronicle to look after your son full-time. You left the Chronicle to write your novel. And Ms. Dexter was there to conveniently subsidize that endeavor. Now, Mr. Hobbs, your advance for this novel of yours. It was twenty thousand pounds, if I’m not mistaken?”

Again, Tony looked thrown by the fact that she knew this sum.

“That’s right,” he said.

“Not a vast sum—but about average for a first novel. And if I’m not mistaken, Ms. Dexter hired Jack’s nanny from a firm called Annie’s Nannies, just down the road from you in Battersea.”

“I think that was the name of the firm, yes.”

“You think? Surely a committed father like yourself would have been in on this nannying decision from the start. Now I checked with Annie’s Nannies—and it seems that the average cost of a full-time nanny is, before tax, around twenty thousand pounds per annum. Which means your advance just about covers the cost of your son’s child care, but nothing else. Ms. Dexter does all that, doesn’t she?”

Tony looked at Lucinda Fforde for guidance. She indicated that he had to answer.

“Well . . . I suppose Diane does cover the bulk of the costs.”

“But you yourself bought your wife’s air ticket to the States when she had to rush back after her brother-in-law’s death.”

“Ex-brother-in-law,” Tony said.

“Indeed. But your wife rushed back to comfort her sister, is that not right?”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“Did you encourage her to return to the States?”

“I thought her sister needed her, yes.”

“Did you encourage her. Mr. Hobbs?”

“Like I said, it was a family emergency, so I thought that Sally should be there.”

“Even though she was very worried about being away from her son for several days?”

“We had child care . . . our housekeeper.”

“Answer the question, please. Was she concerned about being away from her son for several days?”

Another nervous glance toward Lucinda Fforde.

“Yes, she was.”

“But you encouraged her to go. You bought her ticket. And while she was out of the country, you went to court and obtained the ex parte court order that temporarily granted you custody of your son. Is that the correct sequence of events, Mr. Hobbs?”

Tony looked deeply uncomfortable.

“Please answer the question,” Traynor said.

“Yes,” Tony said, in a low voice, “that’s the correct sequence of events.”

“One final question. Did you buy your wife an economy class ticket to Boston?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Really? Because I have the ticket here, and it’s a higher-priced business class ticket. You don’t remember buying her this more comfortable class of travel?”

“I let my travel agent handle the details.”

“But surely you instructed him about which class she should travel in? I mean, the difference between an economy and a business class ticket is over three hundred pounds.”

“He might have offered me the business class ticket as an option, and—”

“Because you wanted her to be comfortable on her flight to and from Boston, you approved the extra expenditure?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

“And having flown her business class to the States, you then went to court to obtain the order effectively barring her from seeing her son . . . ?”

Lucinda Fforde was on her feet. But before she could say anything, Maeve cut her off.

“No further questions,” she said.

Tony did not look happy. Though he’d managed to deflect a few of her attacks, he was also someone who hated to be wrong-footed. And I thought she’d done a rather good job of that.

“Reexamination?” Traynor asked in that slightly bored voice of his.

“Yes, My Lord,” Lucinda Fforde said. “And it is just one question, Mr. Hobbs. Please remind us again why you felt it necessary to seek an emergency order, taking custody of your son.”

“Because I feared that she might fall into one of her dangerous moods again and, this time, actually carry out her threat to kill him.”

I gripped my hands tightly together, trying to force myself to stay silent. I had to admire Lucinda Fforde’s supremely clever tactical logic: after all the palaver of a cross-examination, return to just one central point and undermine all the other points scored earlier against her client by one reiteration of an absolute fucking lie.

When Tony was told he could step down, he returned to his seat next to the Dexter woman. She gave him a little hug and whispered something into his ear. Then her name was called to enter the witness box.

She looked very impressive, standing up there. Poised, assured, just a little regal. I could understand what Tony saw in her. She possessed a certain glamour quotient that I knew he always craved. Just as I also knew that he probably took one look at her property portfolio—and her taste in interior decor—and realized that she was a great catch. Just as she—a woman who had recently edged into fifty—would have admired his professional accomplishments, his worldliness, his sardonic wit, and his need to flee the entrapments of home and office. And then there was the little fact that he came accompanied by a child . . .

But as Lucinda Fforde took her through a review of her witness statement, it was clear how she was playing this game: the great friend who found herself falling in love with her great friend, but knew she couldn’t break up his marriage (especially right after he-and-his had just had a baby). But then, his wife had her “mental crisis,” Tony was desperately worried about little Jack’s safety, she offered a room in her house, one thing led to another, and . . .

“I must emphasize,” she said, “that this wasn’t a coup de foudre. I think I can speak for Tony when I say that we both had these feelings for each other for quite a number of years. Only we never had the opportunity for involvement before now.”

Then Lucinda Fforde took her through these newfound maternal feelings: how she felt completely committed to Jack, how she only wanted the best for him, and how she was taking a considerable amount of time off work to be with him.

“This is possibly the central reason I decided to relocate to Sydney for several years. My company is opening a new office there. I could have farmed out the job of getting it up and running to one of several colleagues. But I felt that it would be good to take myself out of the London rat race for a few years, and also give Jack the opportunity of being raised in Sydney.”

She would also be working her schedule to make sure that she would have ample time with him. And she went on to describe the house she had rented in Point Piper—right on the water and near excellent schools (when that time came). As she went on in this real estate agent vein, I found myself clutching my hands together again in an attempt to keep myself under control. Because I wanted to tell her just what a lying bitch I thought she was.

But then, finally, she came around to the subject of me.

“I’ve never met Sally Goodchild. I certainly hold nothing against her. On the contrary, I feel so desperately sorry for her, and can only imagine what the horror of the past few months must have been like. I’m certain that she regrets her actions. And God knows, I do believe in rehabilitation and forgiveness. Which is why I would never bar her from Jack, and would welcome an open visiting arrangement in the future.”

As soon as she said that, I had a picture of myself, jet-lagged out of my brains after a twenty-six-hour flight to the bottom of the world, staying in some fleabag motel, then taking a bus out to her palatial harborside house, to be greeted by a little boy with a thick Aussie accent, turning to the Dexter woman and saying, “But, Mum, I don’t want to go off with her for the day.”

Diane Dexter finished off her testimony for Lucinda Fforde with the statement: “I do hope that Ms. Goodchild will make a full recovery—and that, one day in the future, perhaps we can be friends.”

Absolutely. In fact I’ll tell you exactly when we can be friends. On the twelfth of never.

Maeve Doherty stood up and smiled evenly at the woman in the witness stand.

“You’ve been married twice in the past, haven’t you, Ms. Dexter?”

She didn’t like that question and it showed.

“Yes, that’s right,” she said.

“And did you try to have children during these marriages?”

“Yes, of course I tried to have children during these marriages.”

“And you did have a miscarriage around 1990?”

“Yes—I did. And I know what your next question will be and I’d like to answer it . . .”

The judge came in here. “But you must first let Ms. Doherty pose the question.”

“I’m sorry, My Lord.”

“But yes, I would be very pleased to know what you thought my next question would be?” Maeve said.

Dexter looked at her with calm, steely anger: “ ‘Did you, Ms. Dexter, miscarry the baby because of drug abuse?’ To which my answer would be: Yes. I was seriously abusing cocaine at the time, and it provoked a miscarriage. I sought professional help after this tragedy. I spent two months at the Priory Clinic. I have not used or abused drugs since then. If I now drink a glass of wine in the course of an evening, it’s an event. And my charitable work on drug education in schools is well known.”

“And you also attempted several IVF treatments in 1992 and 1993, both of which failed?”

Again, Dexter was taken aback by the revelation of this information. “I don’t know how you found out those facts, but they are correct.”

“Just as it’s also correct that the Harley Street specialist you were seeing at the time then told you there was no chance of you conceiving again?”

She looked downward. “Yes, he did tell me that.”

“And since then, you did try to adopt in . . . when was it? . . . 1996, but were turned down because of your age and your single status?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

“And then Tony Hobbs appeared in your life again, now back in London, now a new father with an infant child, and a wife who was suffering from profound clinical depression . . .”

Dexter looked at Maeve with barely contained rage.

“As I made clear earlier . . .”

“Now let me ask you this, Ms. Dexter: if an acquaintance was to run into you on the street where you live, and saw you pushing Jack along in his pram, and ask, ‘Is he your child?’ how would you respond?”

“I’d say yes, I’m his mother.”

Maeve folded her hands across her chest and said nothing, letting that comment fill the silence in the courtroom. A silence that the judge broke.

“But you are not his mother, Ms. Dexter,” he said.

“Of course, I’m not his biological mother. But I have become his surrogate mother.”

The judge peered at her over his half-moon spectacles and spoke in that half-weary voice he so preferred.

“No, you haven’t. Because it has yet to be legally determined whether or not you will be assuming the role of surrogate mother. The child in question has a mother and a father. You happen to live with the father. But that does not give you the right to state that you are the child’s mother, surrogate or otherwise.

“Any further questions, Ms. Doherty?”

“No, My Lord.”

“Reexamination, Ms. Fforde?”

She looked seriously disconcerted. “No, My Lord.”

“Then we’ll reconvene after a ten-minute adjournment.”

Once he was out of the court, Maeve sat down next to Nigel and myself and said, “Well, that wasn’t bad at all.”

“Why did the judge so jump on her comment about considering herself his mother?” I asked.

“Because if there’s one thing Charles Traynor hates more than barristers who try to attack a CAFCASS report, it’s the new partner of someone in a divorce dispute, going on as if she’s the newfound parent. It goes completely against his sense of propriety or familial fair play, and he always jumps on anyone who tries to play that card.”

“Which is why you walked her into it?”

“Precisely.”

Sandy came down and joined us.

“You were brilliant,” she said to Maeve. “You really shoved it in the face of that nasty little—”

“That’s fine, Sandy,” I said, cutting her off.

“Sorry, sorry,” she said. “I think I’m suffering from Tourette’s today.”

“Otherwise known as jet lag,” I said.

Maeve turned to Nigel and said, “Hobbs did score one off me, didn’t he?”

“I think you actually . . . uhm . . . did rather well there, considering . . .”

“That he won the point with that ‘I’ve never threatened a child’s life’ comment.”

“I don’t think it was a hugely damaging blow,” he said. “Especially after what you did to Ms. Dexter.”

“What now?” I asked.

“I . . . uhm . . . think that’s it for the witnesses. So I presume the judge will reconvene just to formally end the proceedings and tell us all to be here at nine tomorrow morning.”

But when the judge returned, Lucinda Fforde had a little surprise for us.

“My Lord, we have a last-minute witness we would like to call.”

Traynor didn’t looked pleased—as he probably pictured himself at home an hour from now. Instead . . .

“And why has this witness been called at the last minute?”

“Because he’s resident in the United States—in Boston, to be specific about it—”

I turned around and looked at Sandy, wondering if she had any idea whom they were planning to call. She shook her head, looking as nervous as I now felt.

“—and we were only able to obtain his statement the day before yesterday and fly him in last night. We apologize to the court for the lateness of his arrival. But he is crucial to our case and—”

“May I see his statement, please?” the judge asked, cutting her off. “And please give a copy as well to Ms. Doherty.”

She handed the statement to Traynor and to Maeve. My barrister scanned the document and didn’t look pleased. In fact, she noticeably stiffened. The judge looked up from his copy of the statement and asked, “And is Mr. . . .” He peered down at the document again. “. . . Mr. Grant Ogilvy here now?”

Grant Ogilvy. The name rang a distant bell somewhere.

“Yes, My Lord,” Lucinda Fforde said. “He can testify immediately.”

“Well, what say you, Ms. Doherty? You can raise all sorts of objections to this, should you wish to . . . and I would be obliged to back you up.”

I watched Maeve—and could see her thinking fast. She said, “My Lord, with your permission, I’d like a five-minute consultation with my client before I make a decision.”

“Five minutes is fine, Ms. Doherty. Court will stand in recess.”

Maeve motioned for me and Nigel to follow her outside. She found a bench. We grouped around it. She spoke in a low voice.

“Did you ever see a therapist named Grant Ogilvy?” she asked.

I put my hand to my mouth. Him? They found him?

I suddenly felt ill. Now I was certain to lose Jack.

“Ms. Goodchild,” Nigel said, his voice filled with anxious concern, “are you all right?”

I shook my head and sat down on the bench.

“Can I read what he told them?” I asked.

“Read it fast,” Maeve said, “because we need to make a decision in about four minutes.”

I read the statement. It was what I expected. Then I handed it to Nigel. He lifted his glasses and glanced right through it.

“Uhm . . . isn’t there some sort of patient-doctor confidentiality agreement about this sort of thing?” he asked.

“Yes, there is,” Maeve said, “except when—as in this case—there is a child protection issue. Then the cloak of confidentiality can be breached. But I’m sure we could challenge it, and hold things up for weeks, and incite Traynor’s ire in the process. And the other thing is: from what I’ve read here, this all happened so damn long ago that I can’t imagine Traynor will consider it substantive evidence against your character. You look skeptical, Nigel.”

“In . . . uhm . . . all honesty, it is a risk. And I’m sorry to say this, Ms. Goodchild, but it could call into question aspects about your character. Even though, personally speaking, I don’t find that it changes my perception of you whatsoever.”

“The problem here,” Maeve said, “is that tomorrow, we want to spring two surprise witnesses on them—which I always thought was going to be a tricky maneuver, but which Traynor will more readily allow if we’ve already accepted their surprise witness. It is a gamble—but one which I think is worth taking, as our witnesses will have far more bearing on the case than theirs will have. But, ultimately, it has to be your decision, Sally. And, I’m afraid, you need to make it right now.”

I took a deep breath. I exhaled. I said, “All right. Let him testify . . .”

“Good decision,” Maeve said. “Now you have exactly three minutes to tell me everything I need to know about what happened back then.”

When we returned to the courtroom, Maeve explained our position to Mr. Justice Traynor.

“In the interests of expediting the hearing, and not causing any further delays, we will accept this last-minute witness.”

“Very well,” Traynor said. “Please call Mr. Ogilvy.”

As he walked in, I thought: fifteen years on and he still looks almost the same. He was in his mid-fifties now. A little heavier around the middle, somewhat grayer, but still wearing that same sort of tan gabardine suit that he was sporting in 1982. The same blue Oxford button-down shirt and striped tie. The same horn-rimmed glasses and brown penny loafers. He kept his line of vision aloft as he walked to the witness stand, so as not to see me. But once he was on the stand, I stared directly at him. He turned away and focused his attention on Lucinda Fforde.

“Now Mr. Ogilvy—to confirm your statement, you have been a practicing psychotherapist in the Boston area for the past twenty-five years.”

“That’s right.”

“And after the death of her parents in a car accident in 1988, Ms. Goodchild was referred to you as a patient?”

He confirmed this fact.

“Well then, could you also please confirm what Ms. Goodchild told you in the course of one of her sessions.”

For the next ten minutes, he did just that—recounting the story in just about the same way that I recounted it to Julia. He didn’t try to embellish or exaggerate anything. What he said was a reasonable, accurate rendering of what I told him. But—as my eyes bored into him—all I could think was: you haven’t just betrayed me, you have also betrayed yourself.

When he finished, Lucinda Fforde looked at me and said, “So, put rather baldly, Ms. Goodchild gave her father the drink that sent him over the limit and caused him to crash the car—”

“I thoroughly object to this line of questioning, My Lord,” Maeve said, genuinely angry. “Counsel isn’t simply surmising, she is also writing fiction.”

“I concur. Please rephrase, Miss Fforde.”

“With pleasure, My Lord. Though Mr. Goodchild informed his daughter that he was over the limit, she still gave him the glass of wine. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“And later that night, he crashed his car into another vehicle, killing himself, his wife, a young woman in her thirties, and her fourteen-month-old son?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“And did Ms. Goodchild share this information with anyone else but you?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Not with her one sibling, her sister?”

“Unless she did so in the last two decades, no. Because, at the time, one of the central themes of her conversations with me was the fact that she couldn’t confess this fact to her sister. She couldn’t confess it to anyone.”

Suddenly, I heard a long choked sob behind me. Then Sandy stood and ran out the back door of the court. As soon as she was outside, her crying reverberated in the hallway. I started to stand up, but Nigel Clapp did something very un–Nigel Clapp. He grabbed my arm and caught me before I could give pursuit, whispering quickly, “You mustn’t leave.”

Back up front, Lucinda Fforde continued on.

“What therapeutic advice did you give Ms. Goodchild at the time, sir?”

“I told her she would be better off making a clean breast of things with her sister.”

Lucinda Fforde turned toward the back of the courtroom. “Wasn’t that Ms. Goodchild’s sister leaving the court just now?”

Then, after the requisite dramatic pause, she said, “No further questions, My Lord.”

Maeve Doherty stood up and simply stared at Grant Ogilvy. She held this glare for a good thirty seconds. He tried to meet her contemptuous gaze, but eventually turned away. Mr. Justice Traynor cleared his throat.

“You won’t be kept here much longer, Mr. Ogilvy,” Maeve said. “Because I really don’t want to spend much time talking to you.”

She too paused for effect before commencing her cross-examination.

“How old was Ms. Goodchild when she saw you as a patient?”

“Twenty-one.”

“How old was her father when he died?”

“Around fifty, I think.”

“Ms. Goodchild handed him a drink at that party, yes?”

“Yes.”

“He refused.”

“Yes.”

“She said, ‘How middle-aged.’ And he drank the drink. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“And you believe, because of that, she should be held culpable for the fatal accident he had several hours later?”

“I have never been asked to comment on her culpability.”

“But you’ve been brought all this way across the Atlantic to sully her character, haven’t you?”

“I was brought here simply to relate the information she told me.”

“While she was a patient of yours, yes?”

“That’s right.”

“Aren’t there laws in the United States about patient-doctor confidentiality?”

“I’m not a doctor. I’m a therapist. And yes, there are laws. But they mainly have to do with criminal malfeasance.”

“Now if Ms. Goodchild didn’t speak with anyone else about this, how on earth did Mr. Hobbs’s people find you after all these years, and why did you agree to be brought over here?”

“Because they asked me to testify, that’s why.”

“And what are they paying you for your trouble?”

“My Lord, I do hate to interrupt yet again,” Lucinda Fforde said, “but this is improper.”

“Oh, please,” Maeve hissed. “He’s obviously not over here for altruistic reasons . . .”

“We are running out of time, Ms. Doherty,” Traynor said. “Is this line of questioning likely to take matters further?”

“I have no further questions for this . . . gentleman.”

Traynor heaved a huge sigh of relief. He could go home now.

“The witness is dismissed. Court is adjourned until nine tomorrow morning.”

As soon as Traynor had left the court, I was on my feet, racing out the back door in search of Sandy. I found her on a bench in the hallway, her eyes red, her face wet. I tried to touch her shoulder. She shrugged me off.

“Sandy . . .”

The door of the courtroom opened, and out came Grant Ogilvy, accompanied by Tony’s solicitor. Before I could stop her, Sandy was in his face.

“I’m going back to Boston in two days,” she yelled, “and the first thing I’m going to do is make certain everyone who counts in your profession knows what you did here today. You understand? I am going to fucking ruin you. Because you fucking deserve it.”

A court usher, hearing her raised voice, came running toward the scene. But Tony’s solicitor shooed him away.

“It’s over now,” he whispered, and hustled a wide-eyed and deeply distressed Grant Ogilvy out of the building.

I turned toward Sandy, but she walked away from me. Maeve and Nigel were at the door of the courtroom, looking on.

“Is she going to be all right?” Maeve asked.

“She just needs to calm down. It’s a dreadful shock for her.”

“And for you too,” Nigel added. “Are you all right?”

I ignored the question and asked Maeve, “How much damage do you think he did?”

“The truth is, I don’t know,” she said. “But the important thing now is: go deal with your sister, try to stay calm, and—most of all—get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow will be a very long day.”

I noticed Nigel had Sandy’s roll-on bag beside him.

“She left this behind,” he said. “Anything I can do?”

I shook my head. He awkwardly reached over and touched my arm.

“Ms. Goodchild . . . Sally . . . what you were just put through was so dreadfully wrong.”

Then, almost shocked by this show of emotion, he nodded good-bye to me.

As I went off to find Sandy, I realized that that was the one time Nigel Clapp had ever called me by my first name.


FOURTEEN

SANDY WAS WAITING outside the court, leaning against a pillar.

“Let’s get a cab,” I said.

“Whatever.”

In the ride back to Putney, she didn’t say a word to me. She just leaned against one side of the taxi, exhausted, spent, in one of those dark states that I got to know during childhood. I didn’t blame her for being in such a black place. As far as she was concerned, I had betrayed her. And she was right. And now I didn’t have a clue about how I should (or could) make amends for such a huge error of judgment.

But I also knew enough about Sandy to realize that the best strategy right now was to let her get through the big monstrous anger phase of this freeze-out. So I said nothing to her on the way out to Putney. When we reached the house, I made up the guest bed and showed her where the bathroom was, and let her know that there was plenty of microwavable food in the fridge. But if she wanted to eat with me . . .

“What I want is a bath, a snack, and bed. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Well, I’m going to take a walk then.”

What I wanted to do was knock on Julia’s door and ask her to pour me a vodka and allow me to scream on her shoulder for a bit. But as I approached my front door, I saw a note that had landed on the inside mat. It was from her, saying:

Desperate to know how it went today . . . but had to go out to a last-minute business thing. I should be home by eleven. If you’re still up then and want company, do feel free to knock on the door.

Hope you got through it all.

Love, Julia

God, how I needed to talk to her, to anyone. But instead, I took what solace I could from a walk along the river. When I got back I found that Sandy had indeed eaten a chicken madras and had taken her jet lag and her anger to bed early.

I picked at a microwaved spaghetti carbonara. I stared blankly at the television. I ran myself a bath. I took the necessary dose of antidepressants and sleeping pills. I crawled into bed. The chemicals did their job for around five hours. When I woke, the clock read 4:30 AM—and all I could feel was dread. Dread about my testimony today. Dread about yesterday’s debacle with Sandy. Dread about the influence that Grant Ogilvy would have on the judge’s decision. Dread, most of all, that I was now destined to lose Jack.

I went down to the kitchen to make myself a cup of herbal tea. As I walked by the living room, I saw that the light was on. Sandy was stretched out on the sofa, awake, lost in middle-of-the-night thought.

“Hi,” I said. “Can I get you anything?”

“You know what really kills me?” she said. “It’s not that you gave Dad that last drink. No, what so fucking upsets me is that you couldn’t tell me.”

“I wanted to, but . . .”

“I know, I know. And I understand all your reasons. But to keep that to yourself for all these years . . . Jesus Christ, Sally . . . didn’t you think I’d understand? Didn’t you?”

“I just couldn’t bring myself to admit . . .”

“What? That you’ve been carrying fifteen years’ worth of guilt for no damn reason? I could have talked you out of your guilt in a heartbeat. But you chose not to let me. You chose to keep stagnating in the fucking guilt, and that’s what really staggers me.”

“You’re right.”

“I know I’m right. I may just be a fat little suburbanite . . .”

“Now who’s trading in self-hate?”

She laughed a cheerless laugh. And said, “I don’t know about you, but I’ve always hated my last name. Goodchild. Too much to live up to.”

She pushed herself up off the sofa. “I think I’ll try to get two more hours of sleep.”

“Good idea.”

But I couldn’t sleep. I just took up her place on the sofa, and stared at the empty grate in the fireplace, and tried to fathom why I couldn’t bring myself to tell her what I should have told her, why I dodged the absolution I so craved. And why every child wants to be a good child—and never can really live up to the expectations of others, let alone themselves.

Somewhere over the next few hours, I did nod off—and then found myself being nudged by Sandy, who had a mug of coffee in one hand.

“It’s eight AM,” she said, “and this is your wake-up call.”

I slurped down the coffee. I took a fast shower. I put on my good suit again. I did a little damage control with foundation and blusher. We were out the door and on the tube by nine-fifteen. It was a brilliantly bright, sundappled day.

“Sleep all right?” Maeve asked me as we settled down in the front left-hand row of the court.

“Not bad.”

“And how is your sister?”

“A bit better, I think.”

Just then Nigel showed up, accompanied by Rose Keating. She gave me a little hug.

“You didn’t think I was going to miss this, did you?” she asked. “Who’s the woman in the back row?”

“My sister,” I said.

“All the way over here from the States to support you? Good on her. I’ll sit with her.”

“How are our last-minute witnesses?” Maeve asked.

“Due here this afternoon, as requested,” she said.

“They know how to get to the high court?” Maeve asked.

“It’s all arranged. Nigel’s meeting one of them at Paddington during the lunch break, and I’m going to Victoria for the other one.”

Tony and Co. then arrived—his lawyers nodding at their counterparts on this side of the court, their client and his new partner avoiding my gaze as before. Just as I also didn’t want to make eye contact with either of them.

Then the court clerk stood up and asked us to do so as well. Mr. Justice Traynor entered, sat down, greeted us with a brief “Good morning,” and called the hearing to order.

It was now Maeve’s turn to present our case. And so she called her first witness: Dr. Rodale.

She didn’t smile at me from the witness stand. She seemed to be deliberately ignoring my presence—perhaps because that would give her testimony more weight.

Maeve got her to recite her professional qualifications, her long-standing association with St. Martin’s, the fact that she’d had two decades’ experience of treating women with postpartum depression, and had written several medical papers on the subject. She then had her outline, briefly, the emotional and physiological roller-coaster ride that was this condition, how it sneaked up on its victims unaware, how it often caused those in its vortex to do uncharacteristic things like uttering threats, becoming suicidal, refusing to eat or wash, committing violent acts . . . and how, with rare exceptions, it was always treatable.

Then she detailed my clinical case.

When she had finished Maeve asked her, “In your opinion, is Ms. Goodchild fully capable of resuming the role of full-time mother?”

She looked straight at Tony and said, “In my opinion, she was fully capable of that role when she was discharged from hospital nearly ten months ago.”

“No further questions, My Lord.”

Lucinda Fforde stood up.

“Dr. Rodale, during the course of your twenty-five-year career, how many women have you treated for postpartum depression?”

“Around five hundred, I’d guess.”

“And, of these, how many documented cases can you remember of a mother threatening to kill her child?”

Dr. Rodale looked most uncomfortable with this question.

“When you say ‘threatening to kill a child . . . ’?”

“I mean, just that: someone threatening to kill a child.”

“Well . . . to be honest about it, I only remember three other reported instances . . .”

“Only three other instances, out of five hundred cases. It’s obviously a pretty rare threat to make then. And let me ask you this: of those three cases . . . actually four, if you include Ms. Goodchild, how many of those actually went on to murder their child?”

Dr. Rodale turned to the judge.

“My Lord, I really find this line of questioning . . .”

“Doctor, you must answer the question.”

She looked straight at Lucinda Fforde.

“Only one of those women went on to kill her child.”

A triumphant smile crossed the lips of Lucinda Fforde.

“So, given that, one of those four women actually killed her child, there was a twenty-five percent chance that Ms. Goodchild would have killed her child.”

“My Lord—”

But before Maeve could utter anything more, Lucinda Fforde said, “No further questions.”

“Reexamination?”

“Absolutely, My Lord,” Maeve said, sounding furious. “Dr. Rodale, please tell us about the patient who killed her child.”

“She was suffering from extreme schizophrenia, and one of the worst cases of manic depression I’ve ever treated. She had been committed—and the murder happened on a supervised visit with her child, when the supervisor became physically ill and had to leave the room for no more than a minute to seek help. When she returned, the mother had snapped her child’s neck.”

There was a long silence.

“How rare is this sort of case in postpartum depression?” Maeve asked.

“Rarer than rare. As I said, it’s the one instance in five hundred or so cases I’ve treated. And I must emphasize again that, unlike all the other cases, this was one where the patient was essentially psychotic.”

“So there is absolutely no relation whatsoever between the condition suffered by the woman who killed her child and that of Ms. Goodchild?”

“Absolutely none whatsoever. And anyone who attempts to make that sort of comparison is guilty of a monstrous manipulation of the truth.”

“Thank you, doctor. No further questions.”

Next up was Clarice Chambers. She did smile at me from the witness box and, under gentle, brief questioning from Maeve, told her how well I had “bonded” with Jack, the grief I had displayed at our first supervised visit, and the way I had been able to establish a genuine rapport with him during our hourly visits each week. And then Maeve asked her virtually the same question she had posed to Dr. Rodale.

“As you have been the one and only person to have watched the interaction of Ms. Goodchild and her son over the past months, is it your professional opinion that she is a caring mother?”

“A completely caring mother, in whom I have the greatest confidence.”

“Thank you. No further questions.”

Once again, Lucinda Fforde played the “I have just one question for you” game. And the question was, “In your experience, don’t all mothers who have been legally prevented from unsupervised contact with their child—due to worries about the child’s safety—don’t they always express terrible grief in front of you?”

“Of course they do. Because—”

“No further questions.”

“Reexamination?”

“Ms. Chambers, is it true that, for the past six weeks, you have allowed Ms. Goodchild to have unsupervised contact with her child?”

“That is completely correct.”

“And why have you permitted this?”

“Because it’s clear to me that she is a normally functioning person, who presents no danger whatsoever to her child. In fact, I’ve actually felt that way about her since the beginning.”

“Thank you very much, Ms. Chambers.”

Moving right along, Jane Sanjay took the stand. She explained that she had been my health visitor—and had seen me several times after I had come out of hospital with Jack. And she reported that she had no doubts about my competence as a mother. Maeve asked, “However, this was before the full-scale effects of the postpartum depression had afflicted her, is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s true—but she was, at the time, obviously suffering from exhaustion, postoperative stress, not to mention ferocious worry about her son’s condition. The exhaustion was also exacerbated by sleep deprivation, and the fact that she had no help at home. So, under the circumstances, I thought she was coping brilliantly.”

“So, there was nothing in her behavior to indicate a woman who could not deal with the day-to-day business of child care?”

“None at all.”

“You know, of course, that she did accidentally breast-feed her son while taking a sedative. Is that, in your professional experience, a rare occurrence?”

“Hardly. We must have a dozen of those cases a year in Wandsworth. It’s a common mistake. The mother isn’t sleeping, so she’s on sleeping pills. She’s told, ‘Don’t breast-feed while taking the pills.’ The child wakes up in the middle of the night. The mother is befuddled. She breast-feeds the child. And though the child goes floppy for a bit, he or she simply sleeps it off. And in the case of Sally . . . sorry, Ms. Goodchild . . . the fact that this happened didn’t have any bearing whatsoever on my opinion that she was a thoroughly competent mother.”

“No further questions.”

Up came Lucinda Fforde.

“Now, Ms. Sanjay, didn’t the breast-feeding incident of which you speak happen after your dealings with Ms. Goodchild?”

“That’s right. She entered hospital for a time thereafter.”

“She entered a psychiatric unit thereafter . . . the breast-feeding incident being the event that brought her to hospital. So how can you say that you know that this incident was just a common mistake if you weren’t there?”

“Because I’ve dealt with these sorts of cases before.”

“But you didn’t specifically deal with this one . . .”

“I dealt with Ms. Goodchild . . .”

“But before the incident, is that not right?”

Pause. Jane was cornered, and she knew it.

“Yes, I suppose that’s right.”

“As for your claim that ‘though the child goes floppy for a bit, he or she just sleeps off the drugs,’ I have a clipping here from the Scotsman, dated 28 March of this year—a short news item, detailing a death of a two-week-old boy in a Glasgow hospital after his mother breast-fed him while taking a similar sedative. No more questions.”

“Reexamination, Ms. Doherty?”

“Yes, My Lord. Ms. Sanjay, have you ever dealt with a death like the one just described?”

“Never—but I am certain it could happen. But only if the mother had ingested far beyond the normal dose of sedatives. I’d be interested to know if that mother in Scotland had been a drug addict—because many addicts mainline high doses of the drug. And if you then breast-fed a baby after mainlining an overdose of sedatives, well . . . a tragedy like that can happen.”

The judge came in here.

“Just out of interest, was the Glaswegian mother a drug addict, Ms. Fforde?”

Ms. Fforde looked profoundly uncomfortable.

“She was, My Lord.”

After Jane was dismissed, the moment I was dreading had arrived. Maeve Doherty called my name. I walked down the aisle, entered the witness box, took the oath. I looked out at the courtroom and had that same sensation I had the one and only time I appeared onstage in a school play: the sheer terror of having all eyes upon you, even if the audience (in this case) was such a small one.

Maeve was brilliant. She stuck to the script. She didn’t ooze sympathy (“That won’t play with Traynor”), nor did she lead me by the nose. But, point by point, she got me to explain the whirlwind nature of my relationship with Tony, my feelings about being pregnant in my late thirties, my difficult pregnancy, the horror of discovering that Jack was in intensive care after his birth, and the fact that I began to feel myself mentally slipping into a black swamp.

“You know the expression ‘In a dark wood’?” I said.

“Dante,” Mr. Justice Traynor interjected.

“Yes, Dante. And an apt description of where I found myself.”

“And in those moments of lucidity when you reemerged from this ‘dark wood,’ ” Maeve asked, “how did you feel about shouting at doctors, or making those two unfortunate comments about your son, or accidentally breast-feeding him while on sleeping pills?”

“Horrible. Beyond horrible. And I still feel horrible about it. I know I was ill at the time, but that doesn’t lessen my guilt or my shame.”

“Do you feel anger toward your husband about how he has behaved?”

“Yes, I do. I also feel that what’s happened to me has been so desperately unfair, not to mention the most painful experience in my life . . . even more so than the deaths of my parents. Because Jack is my son. The center of my life. And because he’s been effectively taken away from me—and for reasons that haven’t just struck me as unjust, but also trumped up.”

I gripped the rail of the witness stand as tightly as I could during this final statement. Because I knew that if I let go, the entire court would see my hands shaking.

“No further questions, My Lord,” Maeve said.

Lucinda Fforde now looked at me and smiled. The smile of someone who wants to unnerve you, wants you to know they’ve got you in their sights and are about to pull the trigger.

“Ms. Goodchild, after being told of your son’s critical condition while at the Mattingly Hospital, did you say: ‘He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care’?”

I gripped the rail tighter.

“Yes, I did.”

“Did you, a few weeks later, call your husband’s secretary at work and say: ‘Tell him if he’s not home in the next sixty minutes, I’m going to kill our son’?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Did you breast-feed your son while taking sedatives after being specifically told not to do so by your GP?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Did your son end up in hospital after this incident?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Were you hospitalized for nearly two months in a psychiatric unit after this incident?”

“Yes, I was.”

“In 1988, did your father attend your commencement party at Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Did you give him a glass of wine at that party?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Did he tell you that he didn’t want that glass of wine?”

“Yes, he did.”

“But you made the comment, ‘How middle aged,’ and he downed the wine. Was that the correct sequence of events?”

“Yes.”

“Did he then drive off later that evening, killing himself, your mother, and two innocent passengers in another car?”

“Yes, he did.”

“I thank you, Ms. Goodchild, for confirming that all the major accusations against you are correct ones. No more questions, My Lord.”

“Reexamination, Ms. Doherty?”

“Yes, My Lord. But before I begin, I would like to take issue with the fact that counsel used the word ‘accusations’ in the context of my client. It should be noted that Ms. Goodchild is not on trial here.”

“Noted,” Traynor said, with a bored sigh.

“Ms. Goodchild, did you mean what you said when you said: ‘He is dying—and I don’t care. You get that? I don’t care’?”

“No, I didn’t mean it at all. I was suffering from postoperative shock.”

“Did you mean what you said when you threatened the life of your child?”

“No—I was suffering from clinical depression.”

“Did you ever commit any violent act against your child?”

“Never.”

“Did you ever breast-feed him again while taking sedatives?”

“Never.”

“Are you now over your postpartum depression?”

“I am.”

“Did you give a glass of wine to your father on the fateful June night in 1988?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Now even though you didn’t force it down his throat—and, in fact, made nothing more than a flippant comment—do you still feel guilty about giving him that glass of wine?”

“Yes, I do. I’ve always felt guilty about it. And I’ve lived with that guilt, day in, day out, for the last fifteen years.”

“But do you think you deserve that guilt?”

“Whether or not I deserve it, it is there.”

“I think that’s called having a conscience. Thank you, Ms. Goodchild, for so clearly stating the real facts of this case. No more questions.”

I stepped down from the bench. I walked down the aisle. I sat down next to Nigel Clapp. He touched my shoulder and said, “Well done.”

High praise from Mr. Clapp. But I still thought that Fforde had scored serious points against me—and had pointed up, for Traynor, the fact that I had validated all the accusations against me.

There was one more witness before lunch. Diane Dexter’s former housekeeper—the Hispanic woman I had met on that day I had rushed to Dexter’s house. Her name was Isabella Paz. A Mexican, resident in the United Kingdom for ten years. In Ms. Dexter’s employ until four months ago. And she confirmed that Mr. Hobbs had been a regular guest to her residence since 1998 . . . and no, they did not sleep in separate rooms during these occasional visits that occurred when he was back in London from assorted overseas postings. She confirmed that Ms. Dexter had gone on holiday with him in 1999 and 2000, and that she had spent a month with him in Cairo in 2001. And yes, he had been regularly visiting Ms. Dexter since then—and, in fact, all but moved into her house for around eight weeks this past year . . . which, as Maeve Doherty helpfully added, was the eight weeks when Jack and I were resident in the psychiatric unit of St. Martin’s.

“In other words, Mr. Hobbs and Ms. Dexter had been carrying on an occasional romance since 1999, and a rather steady romance since his return to London in 2002?”

“That was how I saw it, yes,” she said.

During her cross-examination, Lucinda Fforde said, “Weren’t you fired by Ms. Dexter for theft?”

“Yes—but then she took back what she said and paid me money.”

“And before Ms. Dexter, didn’t you work for a Mr. and Mrs. Robert Reynolds of London SW5?”

“Yes, I did.”

“And weren’t you fired from that job as well? For theft again?”

“Yes, but—”

“No further questions.”

“Reexamination?”

“A very fast question, Ms. Paz,” Maeve said. “Were you ever charged with theft by Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds? Officially charged, that is?”

“No.”

“So you don’t have a criminal record?”

“No.”

“And if the court wanted proof of the dates of, say, the holidays Ms. Dexter took with Mr. Hobbs, how could they obtain proof?”

“She keeps a diary by the phone, writes everything in it. Where she’s going, who with. Once the year is finished, she puts the diary in a cabinet under the phone. She must have ten years of diaries down there.”

“Thank you, Ms. Paz.”

When we broke for lunch, I leaned forward and asked Maeve, “Did she really get fired for stealing in her first job?”

“Oh, yes,” she whispered. “A diamond necklace, which was fortunately recovered from the pawnbrokers where she sold it. And I think it was her mad plea for mercy that made her employers decide not to involve the police. And I’m pretty certain she did steal from Dexter—but, knowing that she was involved in this case, Paz decided to scream false accusation and raise the roof. Which is why Dexter paid up. So, if you’re looking for a housekeeper, don’t hire her. She’s completely larcenous . . . but she certainly served our purpose.”

Then she gave me a little shrug of the shoulders, as if to say: I know it’s not pleasant, but if you want to win, you have to engage in a little suspect play, just like the other side.

“You did well in the witness box,” Maeve said.

Rose and Nigel shot off to retrieve our two last-minute witnesses. Maeve excused herself to prepare for her final two examinations in full. So Sandy and I took a walk by the Thames. We didn’t say much—the pressure of the hearing and yesterday’s revelations stifling any serious conversation. But my sister did suggest that the morning went well for me.

“But how well?”

“Tony and his rich bitch were caught out lying about the newness of their relationship, and about only being just friends until after he snatched Jack. And I thought you were impressive.”

“I hear a but coming on.”

“But . . . I did think that Tony’s barrister nailed you in her cross-examination. Not that you did anything wrong. Just that all the question marks hanging over you were confirmed by you. But maybe I’m just being overly pessimistic.”

“No, you’re completely spot-on. Maeve thought so too. I’m worried. Because I can’t read the judge, and I don’t know what line he’s taking on the case . . . except wanting to get it over with as fast as possible.”

When we returned to the court after the two-hour recess, Maeve was sitting alone on our side of the court and told me that—in order to ensure that Tony and company didn’t run into our surprise witnesses—Nigel and Rose were dawdling with them in two separate coffee bars nearby. And as soon as the other side was in place . . .

In they walked, Tony and I pretending that there was a Berlin Wall between us. Immediately, Maeve was dashing up the aisle, her cell phone in her hand. She was back within a minute, breathless, just as the clerk was calling the court to order. Traynor came in, just as Nigel came rushing down the aisle to slide in next to me. Traynor didn’t like this at all.

“A little late, are we, sir?” he asked.

Poor Nigel looked mortified. “I’m . . . uhm . . . terribly sorry, My Lord.”

“So, Ms. Doherty,” Traynor said. “We are going to finish up this afternoon, I hope?”

“Without question, My Lord. But I must inform the court that, like the applicant, we also have last-minute witnesses.”

Traynor’s lips tightened. He didn’t like this news at all.

“You said ‘witnesses,’ Ms. Doherty,” Traynor said. “By which you mean how many?”

“Just two, My Lord.”

“And why are they so last-minute?” Traynor asked.

“We were only able to obtain their statements in the past day—and these were still being proofed this morning.”

“Are the witnesses here now?”

“They are, My Lord.”

“May we know their names, please?”

Maeve turned herself slightly to aim her statement in the direction of Tony.

“Of course, My Lord. Their names are Elaine Kendall and Brenda Griffiths.”

Tony immediately started whispering into the ear of Lucinda Fforde. His instantaneous panic was evident.

“And do you have the statements from Ms. Kendall and Ms. Griffiths?” the judge asked.

Nigel opened his briefcase and handed a thick file to Maeve.

“We do, My Lord.”

“Well, let us take a look at them.”

She handed out copies of the two statements to the judge, to Lucinda Fforde, and to her accompanying solicitor. I watched as Tony immediately relieved the solicitor of his copies, and scanned them, becoming increasingly perturbed with each paragraph, then loudly saying, “This is outrageous.”

Traynor peered at him over his half-moon specs and asked, “Please refrain from disturbing this courtroom, Mr. Hobbs.”

Lucinda Fforde put a steadying hand on his shoulder and said, “My client apologizes for that small outburst, My Lord. Might I have a minute to consult with him?”

“A minute is fine,” he said.

There was a very fast, agitated huddle in Tony’s corner. Maeve stood throughout the minute, looking on, impassive, resisting the temptation to smile or look smug.

“Well then,” Traynor said when the minute was up. “May we please proceed now, Ms. Fforde?”

“My Lord, we do have a serious problem with these statements.”

“And what may that problem be, Ms. Fforde?”

“Well, whereas Mr. Ogilvy’s statement only arrived here yesterday from the States, along with himself, we sense that the opposing counsel might have been sitting on these statements—from two UK residents—for a considerable amount of time.”

“Ms. Doherty, how do you respond to this?”

“My Lord, I’ve already explained why they are so last-minute.”

“So, Ms. Fforde,” Traynor said, “do you object to these two last-minute witnesses?”

“I do, My Lord.”

“Well,” he said, “given that the respondent’s counsel accepted your last-minute witness yesterday—and given that none of us wants to have this case postponed—I am going to allow these witnesses to be examined.”

“My Lord, I wish to speak with my client for a moment about whether he wishes me to lodge an objection, and also ask for a suspension of this hearing until such time as . . .”

“Yes, yes, we all know how that sentence finishes, Ms. Fforde,” Traynor said. “And the ball is, as they say, firmly in your court. Either you accept counsel’s last-minute witnesses—as she accepted yours yesterday—or we all say good-bye until four months from now, as I am going on circuit after the summer recess. So, if you want proper time to study the statements of the respondent’s new witnesses, then the case will be postponed, and we’ll all be called back here in the autumn time to agree what could have been agreed here and now. But the choice, of course, is entirely between yourself and your client. Perhaps you would like a moment to speak with him?”

“Thank you, My Lord.”

There was another frantic huddle on Tony’s side of the court. Only this time, the Dexter woman was very much involved in this whispered debate—and from the vehement way she was gesturing, it was clear that she had a very forceful point of view on this subject. As they continued their hushed discussion, Maeve leaned over to me and whispered, “Australia.”

Suddenly, I saw the brilliant stratagem behind Maeve’s gamble. Knowing full well that Diane Dexter needed to be in Sydney as soon as possible to get her new office up and running, she wagered that Dexter would raise major objections when our side threatened a suspension of the hearing. Because that would mean Tony and Jack wouldn’t be able to join her for at least four months—if, that is, Traynor ruled in their favor at that future time. Watching her now take charge of the discussion with Tony and their legal team, I guessed what she was telling them in her low but insistent voice: How damaging can these witnesses be? We can’t afford the delay . . . let’s finish this now.

Or, at least, that’s what I hoped she was telling them.

Their debate continued for another minute, during which time Tony tried to raise an objection, but was hissed down by Dexter. He looked rather defeated.

“So, Ms. Fforde,” Traynor said, interrupting this conclave. “Have you and your client reached a decision?”

Fforde looked directly at Dexter—who nodded affirmatively at her. Then she turned to Traynor and said, “With reluctance—but not wishing to delay the conclusion of these proceedings any further—we will accept the respondent’s two new witnesses.”

Traynor looked most relieved. So too did Maeve Doherty, who afforded herself the most momentary of smiles. Traynor said, “Please call your first witness, Ms. Doherty. Who will it be?”

“Elaine Kendall, My Lord.”

Nigel went scurrying up the aisle and out the back door. A moment later, he returned, followed by Elaine Kendall. She was a small, rather tired-looking woman in her late forties, with a smoker’s face and fatigued eyes. She entered the witness box and stared straight at Tony with a look of joyless disdain. She took the oath, she steadied herself, Maeve began.

“Ms. Kendall, would you please tell the court how you know Mr. Tony Hobbs?”

She started telling her story in a slow, hesitant voice. She had grown up in Amersham and at Christmas 1982, she was working at a local pub when in came “that gentleman sitting over there.” They got chatting over the course of the evening (“I was serving him, you see”), and he explained he was back in Amersham visiting his parents, and that he was some big-deal foreign correspondent for the Chronicle.

“Anyway, he was very charming, very sophisticated, and once I was finished work, he asked me out for a drink. We went to a club. We drank far too much. One thing led to another, and we woke up next to each other the following morning.

“After that, he vanished—and a couple of weeks later, I discovered I was pregnant. Now I tried to contact him through the newspaper—but got nowhere. And my dad and mum being real Irish Catholic and all . . . well, there was no way I was not keeping the baby. But . . . that man . . . he was in Egypt or somewhere at the time, and though we kept trying to get in touch with him, there was just silence from his side.

“Eventually, we had to hire a solicitor, make a fuss with his paper. Way I heard it, his bosses told him he had to settle this somehow, so he agreed to finally pay me some sort of child support.”

“What was that amount?”

“Fifty quid a month back in ’83. We managed to get another solicitor on the job around ’91. He got him up to one hundred and twenty-five pounds a month.”

“And Mr. Hobbs never showed the slightest bit of interest in you or your son . . . ?”

“Jonathan. He was called Jonathan. And no, that man didn’t want to know. Every year, I’d send him a picture of his boy, care of the Chronicle. Never a reply.”

“And—although I know the answer to this question already, and must apologize to you for raising such a painful subject—where is your son now?”

“He died in 1995. Leukemia.”

“That must have been terrible.”

“It was,” she said—but her voice was hard, and her gaze remained on Tony.

“Did you write to Mr. Hobbs, informing him of his son’s death?”

“I did. And I called the paper too, asking them to contact him. Never a word. I thought, at the very least, he could have called me then. It would have been such a small, decent gesture.”

Maeve Doherty said nothing for a moment, holding the silence. Then, “No more questions.”

Lucinda Fforde had a frantic huddle with Tony. I looked over at Dexter. She was sitting there, cold, impassive.

“Ms. Fforde?” Traynor asked. “Do you wish to cross-examine?”

“Yes, My Lord,” she said, but I could see that she was desperately trying to find an impromptu strategy, a damage control reaction. And God, was she fast on her feet. Because she said, “Ms. Kendall, as much as I appreciate the tragedy of your story . . . I must ask you this: do you really think a one-night fling constitutes a lifetime commitment?”

“When the result is a son, yes, I do.”

“But didn’t Mr. Hobbs make an ongoing financial commitment to you and your son?”

“A measly commitment, which my solicitor had to fight for.”

“But hang on . . . I presume you were a sexually active woman at the time. After all, you did sleep with Mr. Hobbs after just one night. Surely he could have demanded a paternity test.”

“I wasn’t the local mattress. It was his baby. I’d slept with nobody before him for about a year.”

“But did he demand a paternity test?”

“No . . . he didn’t.”

“You received a sum of money from the man who fathered your child. And surely fifty pounds meant something in 1983. Just as one hundred twenty-five pounds meant something in the early nineties. So he did meet his responsibilities to you. And in the matter of the death of your son . . . surely, you must recognize the fact that, as tragic as that death may have been for you, he had absolutely no connection with the boy. So . . .”

Suddenly, Elaine Kendall began to sob. She struggled to control it but couldn’t. It took her nearly a minute to bring herself under control, during which time everyone in the court could do nothing but watch helplessly. And I felt appalling guilt. I’d talked her into this. Sat with her in her Crawley living room, she telling me how she moved to that godawful town after Jonathan died to get away from the place she so associated with him, how he was her only child, how she’d never married, worked bad jobs to keep them both afloat, but difficult as it was, Jonathan was the center of her life. And then . . . out of nowhere . . . leukemia. And . . .

The story was so painful to hear. Agony, in fact. Especially as I knew that this woman had lost the one thing in her life that mattered. Like any parent who had lost a child, she would never get over it. And yet—and this was a terrible admission—I also saw her story as a big opportunity for my case, a way of exposing Tony for the heartless shit that he was. I was direct with her about this. I told her—in very clear language—how her testimony might help me get my child back. I pleaded with her to help. And she agreed. And now . . . now she had been put through the most needless torment. And yes, I had gotten what I wanted from her. But watching her sob in the witness box, I felt nothing but shame.

When she finally stopped crying, she turned to the judge and said, “I must apologize, My Lord. Jonathan was my only child. And even now, it’s hard to talk about it. So I am sorry . . .”

“Ms. Kendall, you owe this court no apology. On the contrary, it is we who owe you an apology.”

Then, sending a daggerlike look in the direction of Ms. Fforde, he asked, “Have you any further cross-examination, Ms. Fforde?”

“No, My Lord.”

He gave Maeve a similar withering look and asked, “Reexamination, Ms. Doherty?”

“No, My Lord.”

“Ms. Kendall, you are free to leave.”

It took her a little effort to leave the witness stand. As she passed me by, I whispered, “I’m so sorry . . .” But she moved on without saying a word.

Traynor said nothing for a few moments. It was clear that he had been affected by the sight of that poor woman sobbing in the witness box. And he too needed a moment to collect himself before returning to business.

“And now to your final witness, Ms. Doherty.”

“Yes, My Lord. Ms. Brenda Griffiths.”

Unlike Elaine Kendall, the woman who walked down the aisle of the court exuded assurance . . . indeed, the same sort of self-confidence as Diane Dexter. Though her clothes weren’t designer—she wore a simple green suit—she carried herself with great elegance, a forty-year-old woman who wasn’t bothered about being a forty-year-old woman. And when she got into the witness box, she favored Tony with a little wry nod.

Maeve Doherty asked her to explain how she met Tony Hobbs.

“In 1990, when I was a journalist on the Chronicle, I was dispatched for three months to cover the Frankfurt financial scene. Tony was the head of the bureau there. We were a two-person office. We were both unattached. We had a fling. We also had a less-than-sober evening toward the end of my stay there, when contraception was not considered. Upon my return to London, I discovered I was pregnant. Naturally I contacted Tony. He was most unhappy about the news, and he certainly didn’t offer to ‘make me an honest woman’ or anything like that . . . not that I wanted or expected that from him. Instead, he begged me to have an abortion . . . which, I told him, straightaway, was not going to happen. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘don’t count on anything from me except financial support.’ Not a pleasant comment—and yes, I was very upset about it at the time. But, at the same time, I did strangely admire his honesty. He let me know, from the outset, that he wanted nothing to do with this child.

“Anyway, I’m originally from Avon—and I never really liked London, so after finding out I was pregnant, I started asking around about jobs in the Bristol area. Found an opening in BBC Bristol News. Took the job. Moved. Had the baby. Was fortunate enough to meet the most wonderful man around a year later. We married. Catherine, my daughter by Tony, considers Geoffrey to be her father. Geoff and I also have a child together—another daughter, Margaret. And that’s about all there is to tell, really.”

“Except that Tony Hobbs has never met his daughter, Catherine—who is now nearly twelve years old?” Maeve asked.

“That’s right. I have dropped him the very occasional note over the years, offering him the opportunity to meet her. But eventually, his lack of response said it all. So I haven’t bothered contacting him for . . . God, it must be six years.”

“No further questions, My Lord.”

“Cross-examination, Ms. Fforde?”

“Yes, My Lord. Ms. Griffiths, why did you agree to testify today?”

“Because Ms. Goodchild came to me, explained what Tony had done vis-à-vis their baby, and asked if I would inform the court about Mr. Hobb’s lack of interest in his daughter. Given the extremity of Ms. Goodchild’s situation—and given that Tony was playing the ‘caring father’ card—I felt compelled to bear witness, so to speak, to Tony’s previous lack of paternal interest.”

“But could it be that in the twelve years that have elapsed since the birth of your daughter, Mr. Hobbs has changed his attitude about fatherhood? Especially when dealing with a woman who has physically threatened . . .”

“Ms. Fforde,” Traynor said irritably, “this witness cannot answer that question.”

“Apologies, My Lord. Did you bring your daughter here today, Ms. Griffiths?”

“God no. I wouldn’t expose her to something like this, let alone put her on show.”

“I congratulate you on your concern for the emotional concerns of others.”

“What did I just say to you, Ms. Fforde?” Traynor asked.

“Apologies again, My Lord. And no further questions.”

As soon as Brenda Griffiths was out of court, Traynor glanced at his watch and said, “As that was the last witness for the respondent, I would now like to hear closing submissions.”

But I didn’t hear those two arguments, let alone the responses, or Lucinda Fforde exercising her legal right (as counsel for the applicant) to have the final word. Though I didn’t move from my seat and was in clear hearing range of both barristers, something in me shut off. Perhaps it was my continued sense of shame at what I had visited upon Elaine Kendall. Maybe it was emotional exhaustion. Maybe I had reached that saturation point where I just couldn’t bear to hear the two sides of the story argued out again. Whatever it was, I just sat there, staring at the floor, willing myself not to hear—and succeeding.

Then Nigel Clapp was nudging me. Traynor was speaking.

“As that concludes all evidence and submissions in this hearing, I am now going off to consider my judgment. And I shall return in two hours’ time to deliver it.”

This snapped me back to the here and now. After Traynor took his leave, I leaned forward to Maeve and urgently asked, “If he’s giving his judgment in two hours, does it mean he’s already written most of it?”

“Perhaps he has,” she said, sounding deflated. “Then again, he might just want to avoid coming to work tomorrow. I know that sounds prosaic, but it’s the truth. He’s noted for getting things done quickly.”

“Especially when he’s already decided what the outcome will be.”

“I’m afraid so.”

Rose Keating had come down to us. She put a consoling hand on my shoulder.

“You all right, dear?”

“Just about. How’s Elaine Kendall?”

“Bearing up. Just. I think I’ll get her home to Crawley. Don’t want to send her back on her own.”

“Good idea,” Nigel said. “And I’ll get Ms. Griffiths to Paddington.”

“You will be back for the decision?” I asked.

“Of course,” he said. “Will you be all right for the next two hours?”

I glanced across the court. There, opposite us, sat Diane Dexter. Immobile. Rigid. Her face reflecting a mixture of emotional concussion, fury, and sadness. There, next to her, was Tony, frantically whispering to her, trying to bring her around, their relationship suddenly gone haywire after the revelations just disclosed. Revelations that only came out because they had tried to rob me of my child. Which gave me no option but to lash out and find something to undermine them. Just as Maeve and Lucinda Fforde had worked so hard on our respective behalf to decimate the other’s case. And now, here we were—in thrall to the forthcoming judgment of a third party—exhausted, spent, equally decimated. No one wins in a case like this one. Everyone comes out looking shabby and squalid.

I put my hand on Maeve’s shoulder.

“Whatever happens now, I cannot thank you enough.”

She shook her head. “I’m going to be straight with you, Sally. I think it looks bad. I could tell that Traynor truly hated our final flourish. Especially poor Elaine Kendall.”

“That was my fault. My great proactive move.”

“No—it was the right move. And what she said needed to be said. I should have briefed her myself, gauged her emotional state. That was my job—and I didn’t do it properly.”

“What are you going to do for the next two hours?”

“Go back to my office. And you?”

I grabbed my sister from the back of the court. We walked across the bridge, and lined up for last-minute tickets to the London Eye. We managed to obtain two places. Up we went into the clouds, the city stretched out on all sides of us like one of those sixteenth-century maps of the world, where you can begin to believe that the world is flat, and can actually see where the city ends, the precipice begins. Sandy peered out west—past the Palace, the Albert Hall, the green lushness of Kensington Gardens, the high residential grandness of Holland Park, into the endless suburban beyond.

“You say this town has got its great moments,” she said, “but I bet most of the time, it’s just grim.”

Which kind of sums up so much of life, doesn’t it?

When we were released from that massive Ferris wheel, we bought ice cream like a pair of tourists temporarily freed from the day-to-day demands of life. Then we crossed Waterloo Bridge back to the Strand, and entered the high court for what I knew would be the last time.

En route back, we fell silent until we reached the court. At which point Sandy asked, “Can I sit next to you for the judgment?”

“I’d like that.”

Tony and his team were already in place when we got back. But I noticed that Diane Dexter was now sitting next to their solicitor. Maeve was in the front row next to Nigel. No one greeted each other. No one said a thing. Sandy and I sat down. I took a few deep breaths, trying to stay calm. But no one in this room was calm. The aura of fear was everywhere.

Five minutes went by, then ten. Still, we all sat there in silence. Because what else could we do? Then the clerk entered. And we all stood up. Traynor walked slowly to the bench, a folder held between his long, elegant fingers. He bowed. He sat down. We bowed. We all sat down. He opened his file. He started reading. As he began his recitation, I remembered what Maeve told me some days earlier.

“In the course of his judgment, he may make what he refers to as ‘findings.’ These are considered to be, in legal terms, irrefutable facts—which essentially means that, once made, they cannot be challenged.”

But from the outset, he let it be known that he wasn’t pleased with the entire tone of the case.

“Let me say at the start that, in the two brief days of this final hearing, we have had much dirty linen washed in a most public way. We have learned that Mr. Hobbs has had two children by two different women, and that he forged no relationship with these children. We’ve learned that Mr. Hobbs’s new partner, Ms. Dexter, had a drug addiction problem, which she courageously overcame after it caused her to miscarry a child. And I must say, I found Ms. Dexter’s candor about her past addictions both courageous and exemplary. She was a most impressive witness . . .”

Oh, God . . .

“Since then, as we’ve also learned, Ms. Dexter has gone to extreme lengths to have children . . . to the point where, if the respondent’s counsel is to be believed, she was willing to conspire with her partner to snatch his son away from her mother, on allegedly trumped-up charges of threatened child abuse.”

Sandy glanced at me. Traynor had just hinted that he hadn’t bought our case.

“We have learned that, over twenty years ago, Ms. Goodchild handed her father a drink which may—or may not—have put him over the legal limit, and may, or may not, have contributed to the fatal accident in which he was killed along with his wife and two innocent people.

“And we’ve also learned that Ms. Dexter and Mr. Hobbs weren’t particularly honest about the actual duration of their relationship . . . though, in truth, the court can’t really see the importance of whether they were first intimate three years ago or just three months ago.”

Another nervous glance between Sandy and myself. I glanced around the court. Everyone had their heads lowered, as if we were at church.

“And I say that because, amid all the evidence of the last two days, the central issue has been obscured: what is best for the child? That is the one and only issue here. Everything else, in the opinion of the court, is extraneous.

“Now, without question, the relationship between a mother and her child is the most pivotal one in life. One might go as far as to use the word ‘primordial’ to describe this immense bond. The mother brings us into life, she suckles us, she nurtures us in the most critical early stages of our existence. For this reason, the law is most reluctant to disturb, let alone rupture, this primordial relationship—unless the trust that society places in a mother has been profoundly breached.

“Earlier today, counsel for the applicant outlined the ‘accusations’—as she called them—against the respondent. And it must be acknowledged that these accusations are most grave and serious. Just as it must also be acknowledged that the respondent was suffering from a severe clinical disorder that impaired her judgment, and also caused her to behave in a thoroughly irrational way.

“But while acknowledging said clinical condition, can the court risk jeopardizing the child’s welfare? This is the central dilemma that the court has had to address. Just as it has also had to study whether the child’s welfare will be better served by being placed in the care of its father and his new partner—a woman who may claim to be his surrogate mother, but who will never, in the eyes of this court, be considered so.”

He paused. He looked up over his glasses in my direction.

“Threatening a child’s life—even in delusional anger—is a most serious matter . . .”

Sandy reached over and clasped my hand, as if to say: I’ll be holding you as he sends you over the edge.

“Doing so twice is profoundly worrying. So too is poisoning a child with sleeping tablets—even though it was the result of a befuddled accident.

“But are these actions enough to break that primordial bond between mother and child? Especially when questions must be raised about the ulterior motives of the child’s father, and the real reasons for the legal action he took eight months ago to gain custody of the child?

“Ultimately, however, we turn, once again, to the heart of the matter: if the mother is granted sole or shared custody of the child, will she act on the threats she made earlier? Shouldn’t we be prudent in this case, and thus breach that primordial maternal bond, in order to serve the best interests of the child?”

Traynor paused and sipped at a glass of water. In front of me, Nigel Clapp put his hand to his face. Because that last sentence had given the game away. We’d lost.

Traynor put the water down and continued to read.

“These are the questions that the court has had to ponder. Large, taxing questions. And yet, when all the evidence is carefully studied, there is a clear answer to all these questions.”

I bowed my head. Here it was now. Finally. The judgment upon me.

“And so, after due consideration, I find that the mother, Ms. Goodchild, did not intend to harm her child, and was not responsible for her actions during this period, as she was suffering from a medically diagnosed depression.

“I also find that the father, Mr. Hobbs, has done everything he can to sever the bond between the mother and the child. As such, I find that the motivations of Mr. Hobbs—and of his partner, Ms. Dexter—in claiming that the child was at risk were not wholly altruistic ones. And I also find that they manipulated the truth for their own gain.”

Sandy was now squeezing my hand so hard I was certain she was about to break several bones. But I didn’t care.

“These are the reasons it is the decision of this court that this child must see and spend substantial time with both parents . . .”

He stopped for just a second or two, but it felt like a minute.

“. . . but that I grant custody of the child to the mother.”

There was a long, shocked silence, broken by Traynor.

“As I also find that there was malice directed against the respondent, I order that the applicant pay the respondent’s costs.”

Lucinda Fforde was instantly on her feet.

“I seek leave to appeal.”

Traynor peered down at her. And said, “Leave refused.”

He gathered up his papers. He removed his half-moon glasses. He looked out at our stunned faces. He said, “If there is no further business, I will rise.”


FIFTEEN

SIX WEEKS LATER, London had a heat wave. It lasted nearly a week. The mercury hovered in the early eighties, the sky was a cloudless hard dome of blue, and the sun remained an incandescent presence above the city.

“Isn’t this extraordinary?” I said on the fifth day of high temperatures and no rain.

“It’ll break any moment,” Julia said. “And then we’ll be back to the gray norm.”

“True—but I’m not going to think about that right now.”

We were in Wandsworth Park. It was late afternoon. Around a half hour earlier, Julia had knocked on my door and asked me if I was up for a walk. I pushed aside the new manuscript I was working on, moved Jack from his playpen to his stroller, grabbed my sunglasses and my hat, and headed off with her. By the time we reached the park, Jack had fallen asleep. After we parked ourselves on a grassy knoll by the river, Julia reached into her shoulder bag, and emerged with two wine glasses and a chilled bottle of sauvignon blanc.

“Figured we should celebrate the heat with a drop of drinkable wine . . . that is, if you can indulge just now?”

“I think I can get away with a glass,” I said. “I’m down to two antidepressants a day now.”

“That is impressive,” she said. “It took me nearly a year to be weaned off them.”

“Well, Dr. Rodale hasn’t pronounced me ‘cured’ yet.”

“But you’re certainly getting there.”

She uncorked the wine. I lay back for a moment, and felt the sun on my face, and let the sour lemon aroma of the grass block out all the usual urban odors, and thought: this is rather pleasant.

“Here you go,” Julia said, placing a glass beside me, then lighting a cigarette. I sat up. We clinked glasses.

“Here’s to finished business,” she said.

“Such as?”

“Finally wrapping up a fucking awful project.”

“The East Anglian history thing?”

“Yes, that beast,” she said, mentioning some tome she’d been editing which had bored her senseless (or so she had kept telling me). “Done and dusted last night. And anyone who’s spent three months enveloped in East Anglian history deserves a few glasses of wine. You still working on the Jazz Guide?”

“Oh, yes—all eighteen hundred pages of it. And I still haven’t gotten beyond Sidney Bechet.”

“Watch out—Stanley will get worried.”

“I’ve got seven weeks before it’s due. And given that Stanley just asked me out, I doubt he’ll be hectoring me about—”

Julia nearly coughed on her cigarette.

“Stanley asked you out?”

“That’s what I said.”

“My, my—I am surprised.”

“Over the course of my adult life, men have occasionally asked me out.”

“You know what I’m talking about. It’s Stanley. Not exactly the most forward of men. And even since his divorce, he’s maintained a pretty low profile on that front.”

“He’s quite charming, in his own avuncular way. Or, at least, that’s the impression I got when we had that lunch all those months ago.”

“And he’s only in his early fifties. And he does look after himself. And he is a very good editor. And I hear he does have a rather nice maisonette in South Ken. And—”

“I’m certain he can hold a fork in his hand without drooling.”

“Sorry,” she said with a laugh. “I wasn’t really trying to sell him to you.”

“Sell him as hard as you like. Because I’ve already told him I’m too busy for dinner right now.”

“But why? It’s just dinner.”

“I know—but he is my sole source of income at the moment. And I don’t want to jeopardize that by veering into situations nonprofessional. I need the work.”

“Have you reached a settlement with Tony’s solicitors yet?”

“Yes, we’ve just got there.”

Actually, it was Nigel Clapp who got us there, forcing their hand through his usual hesitant determination—a description that if applied to anyone else would sound oxymoronic, but made complete sense when portraying Nigel. A week after the hearing, the other side got in touch with him and made their first offer: continued shared ownership of the house, in return for 50 percent payment of the ongoing mortgage, and an alimony-child support payment of £500 a month. Tony’s solicitors explained that, given that he was now no longer in full-time employment, asking him to pay the entire monthly mortgage, coupled with £500 for the upkeep of his son and ex-wife, was a tremendous stretch.

As Nigel explained to me at the time, “I . . . uhm . . . did remind them that he did have a wealthy patroness, and that we could dig our heels in and force him to hand over ownership of the house to you. Not that we would have had much chance of winning that argument, but . . . uhm . . . I sensed that they didn’t have the appetite for much of a fight.”

They settled rather quickly thereafter. We would still own the house jointly—and would split the proceeds when and if it was ever sold, but Tony would handle the full mortgage payment, in addition to £1000 maintenance per month—which would cover our basic expenses, but little more.

Still, I didn’t want any more. In fact, in the immediate aftermath of the hearing, my one central thought (beyond the shock of winning the case and getting Jack back) was the idea that, with any luck, I would not have to spend any time in the company of Tony Hobbs again. True, we had agreed on joint custody terms: he’d have Jack every other weekend. Then again, the fact that he’d be spending all forthcoming weekends in Sydney ruled out much in the way of shared custody . . . though Nigel was assured, through Tony’s solicitors, that their client would be returning to London on a regular basis to see his son.

Tony also assured me of this himself during our one conversation. This took place a week after the hearing—the day both our solicitors had agreed upon for Jack to be returned to me. “The hand-over,” as Nigel Clapp called it—an expression that had a certain Cold War spy novel ring to it, but was completely apt. Because, on the morning before, I received a phone call from Pickford Movers, informing me that they would be arriving tomorrow at nine AM with a delivery of nursery furniture from an address on Albert Bridge Road. Later that day, Nigel rang to say he’d heard from Tony’s solicitors, asking him if I’d be at home tomorrow around noon, “as that’s when the hand-over will take place.”

“Did they say who’ll be bringing Jack over?” I asked.

“The nanny,” he said.

Typical Tony, I thought. Leave it to a third party to do his dirty work for him.

“Tell them I’ll be expecting Jack at noon,” I said.

The next morning, the movers arrived an hour early (“Thought you wouldn’t mind, luv,” said the on-the-job foreman). Within sixty minutes, not only had they unloaded everything, but they’d also put Jack’s crib, wardrobe, and chest of drawers back together in the nursery. Accompanying the furniture were several boxes of clothes and baby paraphernalia. I spent the morning putting everything away, rehanging the mobile that had been suspended above his crib, setting up a diaper-changing area on top of the chest of drawers, repositioning the bottle sterilizer in the kitchen, and setting up a playpen in the living room. In the process, I started erasing all memories of a house without a child.

Then, at noon, the front doorbell rang. Was I nervous? Of course I was. Not because I was worried about how I’d react, or whether the momentousness of the moment would overwhelm me. Rather, because I never believed this moment would happen. And when you are suddenly dealing with a longed-for reality—especially one that once seemed so far beyond the realm of possibility—well, who isn’t nervous at a moment like that?

I went to the door, expecting some hired help to be standing there, holding my son. But when I swung it open, I found myself facing Tony. I blinked with shock—and then immediately looked down, making certain that he had Jack with him. He did. My son was comfortably ensconced in his baby carrier, a pacifier in his mouth, a foam duck clutched between his little hands.

“Hello,” Tony said quietly.

I nodded back, noticing that he looked very tired. There was a long awkward moment where we stared at each other, and really didn’t know what to say next.

“Well . . .” he finally said. “I thought I should do this myself.”

“I see.”

“I bet you didn’t think I’d be the one to bring him.”

“Tony,” I said quietly, “I now try to think about you as little as possible. But thank you for bringing Jack home.”

I held out my hand. He hesitated for just a moment, then slowly handed me the carrier. I took it. There was a brief moment when we both held on to him together. Then Tony let go. The shift in weight surprised me, but I didn’t place the carrier on the ground. I didn’t want to let go of Jack. I looked down at him. He was still sucking away on his pacifier, still hanging on to the bright yellow duck, oblivious to the fact that—with one simple act of exchange, one simple hand-over—the trajectory of his life had just changed. What that life would be—how it would turn out—was indeterminable. Just that it would now be different from the other life he might have had.

There was another moment of awkward silence.

“Well,” I finally said, “I gather the one thing our solicitors have agreed upon is that you’re to have contact with Jack every other weekend. So I suppose I’ll expect you a week from Friday.”

“Actually,” he said, avoiding my gaze, “we’re making the move to Australia next Wednesday.”

He paused—as if he almost expected me to ask about whether he’d managed to work things out with Diane after all the courtroom revelations about his past bad behavior. Or where they’d be living in Sydney. Or how his damn novel was shaping up. But I wasn’t going to ask him anything. I just wanted him to go away. So I said, “Then I suppose I won’t expect you a week from Friday.”

“No, I suppose not.”

Another cumbersome silence. I said, “Well, when you’re next in London, you know where to find us.”

“Are you going to remain in England?” he asked.

“At the moment, I haven’t decided anything. But as you and I have joint parental responsibility for our son, you will be among the first to know.”

Tony looked down at Jack. He blinked hard several times, as if he was about to cry. But his eyes remained dry, his face impassive. I could see him eyeing my hand holding the carrier.

“I suppose I should go,” he said without looking up at me.

“Yes,” I said. “I suppose you should.”

“Good-bye then.”

“Good-bye.”

He gazed at Jack, then back at me. And said, “I’m sorry.”

His delivery was flat, toneless, almost strangely matter of fact. Was it an admission of guilt or remorse? A statement of regret at having done what he’d done? Or just the fatigued apology of a man who’d lost so much by trying to win? Damn him, it was such a classic Tony Hobbs moment. Enigmatic, obtuse, emotionally constipated, yet hinting at the wound within. An apology that wasn’t an apology that was an apology. Just what I expected from a man I knew so well . . . and didn’t know at all.

I turned and brought Jack inside. I closed the door behind us. As if on cue, my son began to cry. I leaned down. I undid the straps that held him in the carrier. I lifted him. But I didn’t instantly clutch him to me and burst into tears of gratitude. Because as I elevated him out of the chair—lifting him higher—to the point where he was level with my nose, I smelled a telltale smell. A full load.

“Welcome back,” I said, kissing him on the head. But he wasn’t soothed by my maternal cuddle. He just wanted his diaper changed.

Half an hour later, as I was feeding him downstairs, the phone rang. It was Sandy in Boston, just checking in to make certain that the hand-over had happened. She was at a loss for words (something of a serious rarity for Sandy) when I told her that it was Tony who had shown up with Jack.

“And he actually said sorry?” she asked, sounding downright shocked.

“In his own awkward way.”

“You don’t think he was trying to wheedle his way back into your life, do you?”

“He’s off to Sydney with his fancy lady in a couple of days, so no—I don’t think that’s in the cards. The fact is, I don’t know what to think about why he was there, why he apologized, what his actual agenda was . . . if, that is, there was any agenda at all. All I know is: I won’t be seeing him for a while, and that’s a very good thing.”

“He can’t expect you to forgive him.”

“No—but he can certainly want to be forgiven. Because we all want that, don’t we?”

“Do I detect your absurd lingering guilt about Dad?”

“Yes, you most certainly do.”

“Well, you don’t have to ask for my forgiveness here. Because what I told you back in London still holds: I don’t blame you. The big question here is can you forgive yourself? You didn’t do anything wrong. But only you can decide that. Just as only Tony can decide that he did do something profoundly wrong. And once he decides that, maybe . . .”

“What? A Pauline conversion? An open confession of transgression? He’s English, for God’s sake.”

And I could have added: like certain self-loathing Brits, he hates our American belief that, with openness, honesty, and a song in our hearts, we can reinvent ourselves and do good. Over here, life’s a tragic muddle which you somehow negotiate. Back home, life’s also a tragic muddle, but we want to convince ourselves that we’re all still an unfinished project—and that, in time, we will make things right.

“Well, in just a little while, you won’t have to deal with Englishness again,” she said.

This was Sandy’s great hope—and one that she had articulated to me five weeks earlier as we waited for her flight at Heathrow. The hearing had just ended. Tony and company had left hurriedly—Diane Dexter having all but dashed alone up the aisle of the court as soon as Traynor had finished reading his decision. Tony followed in close pursuit, with Lucinda Fforde and the solicitor finding a moment to shake hands with Maeve and Nigel before heading off themselves. Which left the four of us sitting by ourselves in the court, still in shock, still trying to absorb the fact that it had gone our way. Maeve eventually broke the silence. Gathering up her papers, she said, “I’m not much of a gambler—but I certainly wouldn’t have put money on that outcome. My word . . .”

She shook her head and allowed herself a little smile.

Nigel was also suitably preoccupied and subdued as he repacked his roll-on case with thick files. I stood up and said, “I can’t thank you both enough. You really saved me from . . .”

Nigel put up his hand, as if to say: No emotionalism, please. But then he spoke. “I am pleased for you, Sally. Very pleased.”

Meanwhile, Sandy just sat there with tears running down her face—my large, wonderful, far too gushy sister, emoting for the rest of us. Nigel seemed both touched and embarrassed by such raw sentiment. Maeve touched my arm and said, “You’re lucky in your sister.”

“I know,” I said, still too numb by the decision to know how to react. “And I think what we all need now is a celebratory drink.”

“I’d love to,” Maeve said, “but I’m back in court tomorrow, and I’m really behind in preparation. So . . .”

“Understood. Mr. Clapp?”

“I’ve got a house closing at five,” he said.

So I simply shook hands with them both, thanked Maeve again, and told Nigel I’d wait for his call once Tony’s people wanted to start negotiating terms and conditions for the divorce.

“So you want to keep using me?” he asked.

“Who else would I use?” I said. And for the first time ever in my presence, Nigel Clapp smiled.

When he left, Sandy said we should definitely down a celebratory drink . . . but at the airport, as she had a plane to catch. So we hopped the tube out to Heathrow, and got her checked in, and then drank a foul glass of cheap red in some departure lounge bar. That’s when she asked me, “So when are you and Jack moving to Boston?” One thing at a time, I told her then. And now—as she raised this question again on this first afternoon at home with my son—my answer was even more ambiguous. “I haven’t decided anything yet.”

“Surely, after all they did to you, you’re not going to stay.”

I felt like telling her that the “they” she spoke of wasn’t England or the English. Just two people who caused damage by wanting something they couldn’t have.

“Like I said, I’m making no big choices right now.”

“But you belong back in the States,” she said.

“I belong nowhere. Which—I’ve come to the conclusion—is no bad thing.”

“You’ll never survive another damp winter over there,” she said.

“I’ve survived a little more than that recently.”

“You know what I’m saying here—I want you back in Boston.”

“And all I’m saying to you is: all options are open. But, for the moment, all I want to do is spend time with my son and experience something that’s been eluding me for around a year: normal life.”

After a moment she said, “There is no such thing as normal life.”

That was several weeks ago. And though I do agree with Sandy that normal life doesn’t exist, since then I have certainly been trying to lead something approaching a quiet, ordinary existence. I get up when Jack wakes me. I tend to his needs. We hang out. He sits in his baby seat or his playpen while I work. We go to the supermarket, the High Street. Twice since he’s come home, I’ve entrusted him to a babysitter for the evening, allowing me to sneak off to a movie with Julia. Other than that, we’ve been in each other’s company nonstop. And I like it that way—not just because it’s making up for a lot of lost time over the past few months, but also because it locks us into a routine together. No doubt, there will come a point when such a routine needs to be altered. But that’s the future. For the moment, however, the everydayness of our life strikes me as no bad thing.

Especially since the sun has come out.

“Five pounds says it won’t rain tomorrow,” I told Julia as she poured herself another glass of wine.

“You’re on,” she said. “But you will lose.”

“You mean, you’ve heard the weather forecast for tomorrow?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Then how can you be so sure it will rain?”

“Innate pessimism . . . as opposed to your all-American positive attitude.”

“I’m just a moderately hopeful type, that’s all.”

“In England, that makes you an incurable optimist.”

“Guilty as charged,” I said. “You never really lose what you are.”

And, of course, late that night, it did start to rain. I was up at the time with my sleep terrorist son, feeding him a bottle in the kitchen. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a large heaving clap of summer thunder announced that the heavens were about to open. Then, around five minutes later, they did just that. A real tropical downpour, which hammered at the windows with such percussive force that Jack pushed away the bottle and looked wide-eyed at the wet, black panes of glass.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” I said, pulling him close to me. “It’s just the rain. And we’d better get used to it.”
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    INTRODUCTION

Sally Goodchild is a foreign correspondent living a life of action, independence, and intelligence. She has it all: a solid résumé, an active career, and a strong journalistic reputation. The one thing she has never encountered is a man who can match her intelligence, her wit, and her lifestyle. That is, until fellow foreign correspondent Tony Hobbs saves her life on the flooded plains of Somalia. His acerbic humor, confidence, and elite British charm quickly seduce her. But their journalistic love affair is threatened when Sally becomes pregnant with his child. Much to her surprise, Tony is pleased and asks for her hand in marriage and a life with him back in his hometown of London. This sets in motion a downward spiral of depression and deceit, as the man whom she thought she loved attempts to take from her what matters most, her own son. Sally must fight to rebuild her life against a rising tide of opposition as a stranger in a strange land.

    QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. When we first meet Sally Goodchild, she is living the life of a foreign correspondent—rootless, brave, with a schedule in a constant state of flux. She must travel all around the world to dangerous and precarious locations. What types of individuals are drawn to this manic lifestyle? What are the payoffs? What are the sacrifices?

2. Sally is instantly attracted to Tony Hobbs, the charming journalist she meets in Africa. However, there are potential warning signs that Sally ignores. “He enjoyed repartee—not just for its verbal gamesmanship, but also because it allowed him to retreat from the serious, or anything that might be self-revealing”. What clues does this give to Tony Hobbs’s personality and his eventual betrayal?

3. Early in Sally’s life, she suffers the death of her parents. She develops a philosophy to cope with this loss: “you come to realize pretty damn fast that everything is fragile that so-called security is nothing more than a thin veneer that can fracture without warning”. Is this particular cynicism and fear of instability what leads her to fall into Tony Hobbs’s arms so quickly? Why would Sally jump into a risky situation with a man she hardly knows?

4. The novel discusses the differences between American and British culture. What are some of these intrinsic differences? How does Sally’s use of language differ from that of the people who surround her in London? How does being a foreigner affect her life in England?

5. As Sally and Tony’s love affair continues, she receives odd reports about Tony’s recklessness, one from a colleague from the Daily Telegraph: “It’s common enough knowledge back in London that Hobbs is something of a political disaster when it comes to the game of office politics”. This information from a fellow journalist does not dissuade Sally from falling head over heels in love with Hobbs. What causes her blindness? Does the fact that she is “crowding middle age” play a factor in her decisions?

6. When Sally learns she is pregnant with Tony’s child, she immediately tells him, expecting this to complicate things between them. However, Tony agrees to keep the child, and furthermore, offers marriage as well. For two people bent on independence and freedom for all of their lives, why does Tony go along so easily into this new arrangement? More important, why does Sally?

7. Sally explains: “We can delude ourselves into believing that we’re the master captain, steering the course of our destiny . . . but the randomness of everything inevitably pushes us into places and situations where we never expect to find ourselves”. One of these “random” situations Sally finds herself in is married, pregnant, and living in a stable home in London, a far cry from her adventure-laden journalistic lifestyle. Sally blames her situation on this “randomness.” Is this really accurate? How much of Sally’s own free will, not randomness, is the cause of her current predicament? What could she have done differently to have avoided this fate?

8. As her pregnancy progresses, Sally begins to experience numerous health problems, which force her to leave her job and remain in the hospital until her child is born. This is the beginning of Sally’s decline, mentally and physically. “I always had to be active, always had to be accomplishing something—my workaholism underscored by a fear of slowing down, of losing momentum”. How does this “down time” begin to chip away at her mental health? What happens to a person so accustomed to action when they are suddenly confronted with no responsibilities or deadlines?

9. Soon after she recovers and is able to leave the hospital, Sally receives word that her job with the Post’s foreign bureau is no longer available. This is the beginning of the descent for Sally. Was it fair for Sally to be let go because of health conditions? Was there anything she could have done to prevent this?

10. The marital bliss between Tony and Sally starts to unravel sooner than expected. “But what I couldn’t get out of my brain was the larger, implicit realization that I had married someone with whom I didn’t share a common language”. Despite some advice from her sister about marriage, this divide between Tony and Sally only grows deeper. How are they missing each other? What are some examples from their lives that show this breakdown in communication?

11. Once little Jack is born, he suffers from a serious case of jaundice. The first time Sally is allowed to see her son, she is shocked by her initial feelings of disconnection. “But another terrible thought hit me: could that really be my son? They say that you should be swamped by unconditional love the moment you first see your child . . . and that the bonding process should begin immediately. But how could I bond with this minuscule stranger, currently looking like a horrific medical experiment?”. Can you identify with Sally here? Why does she feel this way?

12. As the months of banality pile up on one another, Sally finds herself caught in a nightmarish world of postpartum depression, which this novel grimly confronts. The disconnection between her and Tony grows; their sex life is nonexistent; and her time is divided between sleeping (alone), feeding little Jack, and changing diapers. “The hopelessness of my situation took hold. I wasn’t just a useless mother and wife, but someone who was also in a no-exit situation from which there was no escape. A life sentence of domestic and maternal drudgery, with a man who clearly didn’t love me”. This is the point of view of a woman obviously suffering from postpartum depression, a serious condition of clinical depression. What are some of the ways Sally tries to reach out for help? Are these cries for help answered?

13. In therapy, Sally confesses to experiencing a “feeling of inadequacy—the perennial worry of the perennial B student . . . who never felt she was achieving her potential”. What do you believe are some of the causes of Sally’s feelings of inadequacy? Is there a link to the feeling of responsibility for her parents’ death?

14. As Sally’s life becomes more manageable, she begins to experience a sort of cathartic realization about pain. “At heart, all grief centers around the realization that you can never escape the bereavement that has stricken you. There may be moments when you can cope with its severity, when the harshness temporarily lessens. But the real problem with grief is its perpetuity. It doesn’t go away. And though you are, on one level, always crying for the loss you’ve sustained, you’re also crying because you realize you’re now stuck with the loss, that—try as you might—it’s become an intrinsic part of you, and will change the way you look at things forever”. What instances of grief is Sally referring to? What tragedies has she overcome, and still must overcome? Do you agree that these tragedies never leave us?

15. Sandy, Sally’s sister, is angered when she hears in court about Sally’s feelings of responsibility for her parents’ death. She is offended, not because she actually believes Sally is responsible for their accident, but because Sally did not trust her sister and tell her she felt this way. Why did Sally keep this secret from her sister for so long?

    ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB

1. Read Journalistas: 100 Years of the Best Writing and Reporting by Woman Journalists, edited by Eleanor Mills, to get a taste for the exciting and often dangerous lifestyles of foreign correspondents like Sally Goodchild.

2. Postpartum depression, or postnatal depression, is a form of clinical depression that affects more than 25 percent of woman after childbirth. This condition is a debilitating and dangerous illness resulting in fatigue, irritability, sadness, reduced libido, anxiety, and crying episodes. All of these symptoms afflict Sally Goodchild after the birth of her son, Jack. Research the effects of postpartum depression with source materials such as Brooke Shields’s memoir Down Came the Rain and Dr. Sandra L. Wheatley’s Coping with Postnatal Depression to learn about this common and debilitating illness.

3. The distinct differences between British and American style of discourse, modes of expression, and cultures are noted numerous times in the novel. “That was the most intriguing thing about London—its aloofness. Perhaps it had something to do with the reticent temperament of the natives”, Sally comments. In contrast, she finds considerable trouble caused by her “inborn American inability to couch things in coded language”. Sally refused to “accept the pragmatic pessimism that . . . struck me as so desperately English. I wanted to embrace that old hoary American fighting spirit”. Compare and contrast the American and British worldviews as depicted in the novel. What do you find to be specific to each culture’s social and personal philosophies?

    A CONVERSATION WITH DOUGLAS KENNEDY

Common traits in your characters are the need for unrelenting independence and a yearning for freedom. However, this independence and freedom are challenged by the act of falling in love. Is the act of love diametrically opposed to freedom and independence?

Romance is one thing, domesticity another. And do note that I choose to use the word “romance” rather than “love” in this context. All love stories begin as a romance. And speaking from personal experience, all romances begin (or, at least, should begin) with sexual and emotional headiness. Then, of course, the moment arrives when someone has forgotten to do the dishes for the first time—and the entire game changes. Love, of course, is a wholly different construct from romance. Love is about proper intimacy and true complicity. And that’s why it is so damn difficult to sustain.

The novel opens with terse action and vivid portrayals of flooding in Somalia and the chaos ensuing on the ground. You have traveled extensively around the world. Have you been a witness to such chaos?

I have been chased by three brick-wielding youths down a backstreet in Algiers. I was arrested, temporarily, by the military police in the Egyptian oasis of Siwa for traveling into a “security zone” without proper authorization. I have woken up in a no-star hotel in the Moroccan town of Meknes to find a guy in my room, going through my suitcase—and I did catch him in the back of the head with my shortwave radio, which I grabbed off the bedside table . . . and which was smashed in the process. And I have ventured into a bikers’ bar in Alabama and emerged with all my teeth intact (no easy trick that). So, yes, travel, especially travel in edgy places, has its attendant dangers, which is, after all, the point of venturing into edgy places.

Your work is reminiscent of the classic Madame Bovary, particularly with the theme of women trying their best to avoid the banality of a suburban life. What influence does Gustave Flaubert have on your work?

Flaubert did something absolutely epoch-changing in Madame Bovary. He was the first novelist ever to confront a key malaise: boredom. All those novels (mine included) that have grappled with marital discontent and the horrors of quotidian life owe a huge debt to Flaubert. He articulated for the first time the way the day-to-day can grind us down, and how we often turn to banal melodrama (like an affair) as a way of subverting the cul-de-sac in which we have imprisoned ourselves. More tellingly, Flaubert understood the fact that we are the architects of these cul-de-sacs . . . and that we frequently imprison ourselves in lives that we don’t want.

Sally Goodchild’s slow descent into the horror and the hopelessness of postpartum depression is expressed so harrowingly across the page. At what lengths did you research this terrible condition experienced by women after birth?

I met a woman in her mid-thirties at a dinner party in London, who, after around three large glasses of chardonnay, started telling me about the fact that, though she had so wanted a big family, after the birth of her son she had been hit with a postpartum depression so severe that she never had a second child. I explained my interest in such a story. I’d begun to think about a novel centering around motherhood-as-nightmare and asked her for her phone number (reassuring her that it was for professional reasons only). We met for coffee around a week later and she talked nonstop for three hours (no one had ever asked her about her descent into postpartum hell—and her stockbroker husband found the whole episode so distasteful that . . . well, you can complete the sentence). I took extensive notes while she spoke, then read two books on postpartum depression afterward, and also spoke at length with a doctor on the subject. After that, during the actual writing of the novel, it was essentially all about imagining my way into Sally’s head as she plunged into this hellish vortex. Some years after the original UK publication, while giving a talk at the Edinburgh Book Festival, I was approached by two women from the British Society of Postnatal Depression. They told me that this novel had become, for them, a standard set text on the subject, and one that they gave to women in the throes of this nightmare. “How did you get it so right?” they asked me. It was the nicest compliment imaginable because, while working on the novel, I was so cognizant of the fact that (as a man) I was dealing with a great terra incognito.

Examples of the differences between American and British social mores and communication styles are rampant throughout the novel. As an American man who lives in London, what personal experiences informed these frequent philosophical quips about the differences between the two cultures?

I once told a rather shocked English journalist that the only way to live in London as an American was to become an Anglophobe. It’s an English perversity, but they prefer someone who is slightly contemptuous of them to someone who is desperate to fit into English life. I love London for its theaters, its museums, its concert halls, my great friends, its extraordinary ethnic diversity, its social tolerance and social democracy, its stealthy sense of irony, and the fact that it hates self-importance. But I have never considered myself residing in the UK, rather in the city-state that is London. And perhaps that tells you all you need to know about my relationship with the place!

The British legal system, something quite foreign to an American audience, is depicted quite extensively in this work. What were your research methods for getting it right?

I had the great counsel of a wonderful divorce lawyer named Frances Hughes, a very smart, canny woman who had seen it all when it came to the folly of marriages gone wrong, and who gave me a crash course in the British legal system, which, indeed, is so wildly different from our own in the U.S. Life is full of extraordinary ironies. And perhaps the biggest one in relationship to Frances, who was so clever and dry and perceptive when it came to the legal aspects of the novel, is that when my own marriage fell apart six years later she was the lawyer whom I engaged to handle my divorce. And she did a brilliant job, keeping me sane during the yearlong roller coaster ride that ensued.

The art of survival and facing challenges is a common theme in your works. Sally Goodchild is brought to the brink of madness before she begins to fight against powers that are trying to destroy her. Have you faced any challenges when you had to fight, much like your characters, for your own survival?

Put it this way: Like everyone I know I have had my share of personal upheavals and challenges in life. But I have also come to appreciate the fact that such crises are part of the price we pay for being alive. There are crises that you yourself spark. There are crises that others spark. And there is the happenstantial stuff that can send your life into a downward spiral. I think the trick is to understand that we all land in a very dark wood from time to time. Extricating oneself from this enclosed place is never a simple matter, but it usually teaches us enormously about ourselves and the people to whom we are (allegedly) closest.

There is an interesting passage in the novel regarding the breakdown of human relationships: “it also stems from a need for turmoil, for change . . . all of which might be linked to that very human fear of mortality, and the realization that everything is finite. It is this knowledge that makes us scramble even harder for some sort of meaning or import to the minor lives that we lead . . . even if it means pulling everything apart in the process” (p. 302). Do you believe this to be true? Is there something essential built into the human structure that desires to destroy itself?

We are all sold a bill of goods in life about the absolute need for stability. The fact is, nothing in life is truly stable, and to think otherwise is to engage in profound self-delusion. More tellingly, I do think there is a self-destructive aspect built into us all, and one that certain people (in my experience) foster more than others. “Things fall apart, the centre will not hold,” Yeats noted in his great poem “The Second Coming.” But the truth often is that things fall apart because we ourselves don’t want the center to hold.

The passages about grief in this work are very powerful, especially about how grief becomes “an intrinsic part of you.” Coupled with the ideas that “everything is fragile,” the world you paint of modern life is riddled with fear and misfortune. As Sally whispers to her son at the close of the novel: “It’s just the rain. And we’d better get used to it.” Is this a perspective you share with your characters?

I sense one of the reasons my books have such a wide and diverse public in so many countries is precisely because they grapple with modern anxiety. And, let’s face it, we all love reading about other people’s nightmares, especially ones we know could easily happen to us.

When Sally Goodchild first sees Tony Hobbs after he tried to take her son away from her, she can’t help but reminisce about their first meeting in the helicopter over a flooded Somalian valley: “That’s how our story started—and this is where it had now brought us: to the steps of a court of law, surrounded by our respective legal teams, unable to look each other in the eye” (p. 343). This reflection on the path of one’s life is an important one. It is amazing to see where the path one starts on can lead. Did you envision this kind of success when you left Manhattan for Europe in 1977?

Of course I find the way my life has progressed in the thirty-three years since leaving Manhattan nothing less than intriguing (please note the use here of understatement). And yes, I also frequently find myself wondering just what level of alcoholic I’d be right now if I had followed my father’s advice and become a lawyer (and I say that as someone with many lawyer friends, but they wanted to enter the legal profession and, ergo, have a great passion for it). I started out running theaters, then wrote plays, then wrote narrative travel books and journalism, then wrote novels, and, in my early forties, finally worked out that my metier was indeed as a novelist. In the midst of all these different creative lives, I have lived in Dublin, London, Paris, and Berlin, learned how to speak fluent French, traveled everywhere from the Australian Outback to Patagonia to Western Samoa to Vietnam to Egypt to Indonesia to Newfoundland to the American Bible Belt to . . . well, I could go on, but it might get tedious. But I still think of so many places that I haven’t seen and so many novels I still want to write. As I tell my children constantly, the key to an interesting life is twofold: openness and curiosity. Perhaps there’s a third key: doing what you want, not what others expect of you. And you also need to be aware of the fact that life can change in an instant. It’s just that we never know when or where that instant will come.
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Some rise by sin, and some by virtue fall.

—MEASURE FOR MEASURE, ACT 2, SCENE 1


    PART One

    

1966–1973


ONE

AFTER HE WAS arrested, my father became famous.

It was 1966—and Dad (or John Winthrop Latham, as he was known to everyone except his only child) was the first professor at the University of Vermont to speak out against the war in Vietnam. That spring, he headed a campuswide protest that resulted in a sit-down demonstration outside the Administration Building. My dad led three hundred students as they peacefully blocked the entrance for thirty-six hours, bringing university executive business to a standstill. The police and National Guard were finally called. The protestors refused to move, and Dad was shown on national television being hauled off to jail.

It was big news at the time. Dad had instigated one of the first major exercises in student civil disobedience against the war, and the image of this lone, venerable Yankee in a tweed jacket and a button-down Oxford blue shirt being lifted off the ground by a couple of Vermont state troopers made it onto newscasts around the country.

“Your dad’s so cool!” everybody told me at high school the morning after his arrest. Two years later, when I started my freshman year at the University of Vermont, even mentioning that I was Professor Latham’s daughter provoked the same response.

“Your dad’s so cool!” And I’d nod and smile tightly, and say, “Yeah, he’s the best.”

Don’t get me wrong, I adore my father. Always have, always will. But when you’re eighteen—as I was in ’69—and you’re desperately trying to establish just the smallest sort of identity for yourself, and your dad has turned into the Tom Paine of both your home town and your college, you can easily find yourself dwarfed by his lanky, virtuous shadow.

I could have escaped his high moral profile by transferring to another school. Instead, in the middle of my sophomore year, I did the next best thing: I fell in love.

Dan Buchan was nothing like my father. Whereas Dad had the heavy-duty Waspy credentials—Choate, Princeton, then Harvard for his doctorate—Dan was from a nowhere town in upstate New York called Glens Falls. His father was a maintenance man in the local school system, his late mother had run a little manicure shop in town, and Dan was the first member of his family to go to college at all, let alone medical school.

He was also one shy guy. He never dominated a conversation, never imposed himself on a situation. But he was a great listener—always far more interested in what you had to say. I liked this. And I found his gentle reticence to be curiously attractive. He was serious—and unlike everyone else I met at college back then, he knew exactly where he was going. On our second date he told me over a beer or two that he really didn’t want to get into some big ambitious field like neurosurgery. And there was no way that he was going to “pull a major cop-out” and choose a big-bucks specialty like dermatology. No, he had his sights set on family medicine.

“I want to be a small country doctor, nothing more,” he said.

First-year med students worked thirteen-hour days, and Dan studied nonstop. The contrast between us couldn’t have been more marked. I was an English major, thinking about teaching school when I graduated. But it was the early seventies, and unless you were going through the grind of med or law school, the last thing anyone had on their mind was “the future.”

Dan was twenty-four when I met him, but the five-year age gap wasn’t huge. From the outset, I liked the fact that he seemed far more focused and adult than any of the guys I had been seeing before him.

Not that I knew that much about men. There had been a high school boyfriend named Jared—who was bookish and kind of arty and totally adored me, until he got into the University of Chicago, and it was clear that neither of us wanted to sustain a long-distance thing. Then, during my first semester at college, I had my one short flirtation with freakdom when I started seeing Charlie. Like Jared, he was very sweet, very well read, a good talker, and “creative” (which, for Charlie, meant writing a lot of what was, even to my impressionable eighteen-year-old eyes, really turgid poetry). He was heavily into dope—one of those guys who was usually smoking a joint with their breakfast coffee. For a while, this didn’t bother me, even though I was never really into his scene. Still, in retrospect, I needed this brief descent into bacchanalia. It was ’69—and bacchanalia was in. But after three weeks of putting up with the mattress on the floor of the crash pad where Charlie lived—and his increasingly obtuse, stoned monologues from deepest Spacey Outer—there was an evening when I came over to find him sitting around with three friends, passing around a humongous joint while blaring the Grateful Dead on the hi-fi.

“Hey . . .” he said to me, then lapsed into silence. When I asked him over the din of the music if he wanted to head out to a movie, he just said “Hey” again, though he kept nodding his head sagely, as if he had just revealed to me some great deep karmic secret about life’s hidden mysteries.

I didn’t hang around, but instead retreated back to campus and ended up nursing a beer by myself in the Union, while tearing into a pack of Viceroy cigarettes. Somewhere during the third cigarette, Margy showed up. She was my best friend—a thin, reedy Manhattan smartass with a big shock of black curly hair. She’d been raised on Central Park West and went to the right school (Nightingale-Bamford), and was super-smart. But, by her own admission, she had “fucked up so badly when it came to opening a book” that she ended up at a state university in Vermont. “And I’m not even into skiing.”

“You looked pissed off,” she said, sitting down, then tapping a Viceroy out of my pack and lighting it up with the book of matches on the table. “Fun night with Charlie?”

I shrugged.

“The usual freak show over at that commune of his?” she asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, I guess the fact he’s cute makes up for—”

She stopped herself in midphrase, taking a deep pull off her cigarette.

“Go on,” I said, “finish the sentence.”

Another long, thoughtful drag on her cigarette.

“The guy is high every moment of the day. Which kind of doesn’t do much good for his use of words with more than one syllable, does it?”

I found myself laughing, because in true New York style Margy had cut right through the crap. She was also ruthlessly straight about what she saw as her own limitations . . . and why, three months into our freshman year, she was still without a boyfriend.

“All the guys here are either ski bums—which, in my thesaurus, is a synonym for blah—or they’re the sort of dopeheads who have turned their brains into Swiss cheese.”

“Hey, it’s not for life,” I said defensively.

“I’m not talking about your Mr. Personality, hon. I’m just making a general observation.”

“You think he’d be devastated if I dumped him?”

“Oh, please. I think he’d take three hits off that stupid bong of his, and get over it before he exhaled the second time.”

It still took me another couple of weeks to break it off. I hate displeasing people and I always want to be liked. This is something that my mother, Dorothy, used to chide me about, because also being a New Yorker (and being my mom), she was similarly no-nonsense when it came to telling me what she thought.

“You know, you don’t always have to be Little Miss Popularity,” she once said when I was a junior in high school, and complained about not winning a place on the Student Council. “And not fitting in with the cheerleading crowd seems cool to me. Because it’s really okay to be smart.”

“A B-minus average isn’t smart,” I said. “It’s mediocre.”

“I had a B-minus average in high school,” Mom said. “And I thought that was pretty good. And, like you, I only had a couple of friends, and didn’t make the cheerleading squad.”

“Mom, they didn’t have cheerleaders at your school.”

“All right, so I didn’t make the chess team. My point is: the popular girls in high school are usually the least interesting ones . . . and they always end up marrying orthodontists. And it’s not like either your father or I think you’re inadequate. On the contrary, you’re our star.”

“I know that,” I lied. Because I didn’t feel like a star. My dad was a star—the great craggy radical hero—and my mom could tell stories about hanging out with de Kooning and Johns and Rauschenberg and Pollock and all those other New York School bigwigs after the war. She’d exhibited in Paris, and still spoke French, and taught part-time in the university art department, and just seemed so damn accomplished and sure of herself. Whereas I really didn’t have any talent, let alone the sort of passion that drove my parents through life.

“Will you give yourself a break?” my mother would say. “You haven’t even begun to live, let alone find out what you’re good at.”

And then she’d hurry off for a meeting of Vermont Artists Against the War, of which she was, naturally, the spokesperson.

That was the thing about my mom—she was always busy. And she certainly wasn’t the type to share casserole recipes and bake Girl Scout cookies and sew costumes for Christmas pageants. In fact, Mom was the worst cook of all time. She really couldn’t care less if the spaghetti came out of the pot half stiff, or if the breakfast oatmeal was a mess of hardened lumps. And when it came to housework . . . well, put it this way: from the age of thirteen onward, I decided it was easier to do it myself. I changed the sheets on all the beds, did everyone’s laundry, and ordered the weekly groceries. I didn’t mind coordinating everything. It gave me a sense of responsibility. And anyway, I enjoyed being organized.

“You really like to play house, don’t you?” Mom once said when I popped over from college to clean the kitchen.

“Hey, be grateful someone around here does.”

Still, my parents never set curfews, never told me what I couldn’t wear, never made me tidy my room. But perhaps they didn’t have to. I never stayed out all that late, I never did the flower-child clothes thing (I preferred short skirts), and I was one hell of a lot tidier than they were.

Even when I started smoking cigarettes at seventeen, they didn’t raise hell.

“I read an article in The Atlantic saying they might cause cancer,” my mother said when she found me sneaking a butt on the back porch of our house. “But they’re your lungs, kiddo.”

My friends envied me such noncontrolling parents. They dug their radical politics and the fact that our New England red clapboard house was filled with my mom’s weird abstract paintings. But the price I paid for such freedom was my mom’s nonstop sarcasm.

“Prince Not So Bright,” she said the day after my parents met Charlie.

“I’m sure it’s just a passing thing,” my dad said.

“I hope so.”

“Everyone needs at least one goofball romance,” he said, giving Mom an amused smile.

“De Kooning was no goofball.”

“He was perpetually vague.”

“It wasn’t a romance. It was just a two-week thing . . .”

“Hey, you know I am in the room,” I said, not amazed how they had somehow managed to blank me out, but just a little astonished to learn that Mom had once been Willem de Kooning’s lover.

“We are aware of that, Hannah,” my mom said calmly. “It’s just that, for around a minute, the conversation turned away from you.”

Ouch. That was classic Mom. My dad winked at me, as if to say, “You know she doesn’t mean it.” But the thing was, she really did. And being a Good Girl, I didn’t storm out in adolescent rage. I just took it on the chin—per usual.

When it came to encouraging my independence, Mom urged me to attend college away from Burlington—and gave me a hard time for being a real little homebody when I decided to go to the University of Vermont. She insisted that I live in a dorm on campus. “It’s about time you were ejected from the nest,” she said.

One of the things Margy and I shared was a confused background—Waspy dads and difficult Jewish moms who seemed to always find us wanting.

“At least your mom gets off her tokhes and does the art thing,” said Margy. “For my mom, getting a manicure is a major personal achievement.”

“You ever worry you’re not really good at anything?” I suddenly said.

“Like only all the time. I mean, my mom keeps reminding me how I was groomed for Vassar and ended up in Vermont. And I know that the thing I do best is bum cigarettes and dress like Janis Joplin . . . so I’m not exactly Little Miss Bursting With Confidence. But what has you soul searching?”

“Sometimes I think my parents look on me as some separate self-governing state . . . and a massive disappointment.”

“They tell you this?”

“Not directly. But I know I’m not their idea of a success story.”

“Hey, you’re eighteen. You’re supposed to be a fuckup . . . not that I’m calling you that.”

“I’ve got to get focused.”

Margy coughed out a lungful of smoke.

“Oh, please,” she said.

But I was determined to get my act together—to win my parents’ interest and show them that I was a serious person. So, for starters, I began to get serious as a student. I stayed in the library most nights until ten, and did a lot of extra reading—especially for a course called Landmarks of Nineteenth-Century Fiction. We were reading Dickens and Thackeray and Hawthorne and Melville and even George Eliot. But of all the assigned books in that first-semester course, the one that really grabbed me was Flaubert’s Madame Bovary.

“But it’s so goddamn depressing,” Margy said.

“Isn’t that the point?” I said. “Anyway, the reason it’s depressing is because it’s so real.”

“You call all that romantic stupidity she gets into real? I mean, she’s kind of a schnook, isn’t she? Marrying that dull-ass guy, moving to a dull-ass town, then throwing herself at that smarmy soldier, who just sees her as a mattress, nothing more.”

“Sounds pretty real to me. Anyway, the whole point of the novel is how someone uses romance as a way of escaping from the boredom of her life.”

“So what else is new?” she said.

My dad, on the other hand, seemed interested in my take on the book. We were having one of our very occasional lunches off-campus (as much as I adored him, I didn’t want to be seen eating with my father at the Union), slurping clam chowder at a little diner near the university. I told him how much I loved the book, and how I thought Emma Bovary was “a real victim of society.”

“In what way?” he asked.

“Well, the way she lets herself get trapped in a life she doesn’t want, and how she thinks falling in love with someone else will solve her problems.”

He smiled at me and said, “That’s very good. Spot on.”

“What I don’t get is why she had to choose suicide as a way out; why she just didn’t run away to Paris or something.”

“But you’re seeing Emma from the perspective of an American woman in the late 1960s, not as someone trapped by the conventions of her time. You’ve read The Scarlet Letter, right?”

I nodded.

“Well, nowadays we might wonder why Hester Prynne put up with walking around Boston with a big letter A on her chest, and lived with constant threats from the Puritan elders about taking her child away. We could ask: why didn’t she just grab her daughter and flee elsewhere? But in her mind, the question would have been: where can I go? To her, there was no escape from her punishment—which she almost considered to be her destiny. It’s the same thing with Emma. She knows if she flees to Paris, she’ll end up, at best, working as a seamstress or in some other depressing petit bourgeois job—because nineteenth-century society was very unforgiving about a married woman who’d run away from her responsibilities.”

“Does this lecture last long?” I asked, laughing. “Because I’ve got a class at two.”

“I’m just getting to the point,” Dad said with a smile. “And the point is: personal happiness didn’t count for anything. Flaubert was the first great novelist to understand that we all have to grapple with the prison we create for ourselves.”

“Even you, Dad?” I asked, surprised to hear him make this admission. He smiled another of his rueful smiles and stared down into his bowl of chowder.

“Everyone gets bored from time to time,” he said. Then he changed the subject.

It wasn’t the first time my father had implied that things weren’t exactly perfect with my mom. I knew they fought. My mom was Brooklyn Loud, and tended to fly off the handle when something pissed her off. My dad, true to his Boston roots, hated public confrontation (unless it involved adoring crowds and the threat of arrest). So as soon as Mom was in one of her flipped-out moods, he tended to run for cover.

When I was younger, these fights disturbed me. But, as I got older, I began to understand that my parents fundamentally got along, that theirs was a weirdly volatile relationship that just somehow worked, perhaps because they were such fantastic polar opposites. And though I probably would have liked them around more as I was growing up, one thing I did learn from their sometimes stormy, independent-minded marriage was that two people didn’t have to crowd each other to make a relationship work. But when Dad hinted at a certain level of domestic boredom, I realized something else: you never know what’s going on with two people . . . you can only speculate.

Just as you can only speculate about why a woman like Emma Bovary so believed that love would be the answer to all her problems.

“Because the vast majority of women are idiots, that’s why,” my mother said when I made the mistake of asking her opinion about Flaubert’s novel. “And do you know why they’re idiots? Because they put their entire faith in a man. Wrong move. Got that? Always.”

“I’m not stupid, Mom,” I said.

“We’ll see about that.”


TWO

I’LL NEVER GET married,” I announced to my mother just before starting my freshman year at college. This proclamation came right after one of her particularly virulent rants against my dad, which only ended when he locked himself into his study at the top of the house and blared Mozart on his hi-fi to muffle her. After she quieted down—courtesy of a cigarette and a glass of J&B—she found me sitting glumly at the kitchen table.

“Welcome to marriage,” she said.

“I’ll never get married,” I said.

“Yes, you will—and you’ll fight with the guy. Because that’s what happens. That’s the deal.”

“It won’t be my deal.”

“One hundred bucks says you’ll go down the aisle before you’re twenty-five,” my mom said.

“You’re on,” I said. “Because there’s no way that’s going to happen.”

“Famous last words,” Mom said.

“How can you be so sure I’m going to get married young?”

“Maternal intuition.”

“Well, you’re definitely going to lose that bet.”

Six months later, I met Dan. One night a few weeks later, when we were already an item, Margy turned to me and said, “Just do me a favor: don’t marry him now.”

“Come on, Margy. I’m still getting to know the guy.”

“Yeah, but your mind is made up.”

“How can you say that? I’m not that transparent.”

“Wanna bet?”

Damn Margy, she knew me too well. I’d liked Dan from the start, but I’d never said I was planning to marry him. So how was it that Margy and my mom had it figured?

“You’re a traditionalist,” my mom told me.

“That’s so not true,” I said.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she said. “Some people have a rebellious streak, some are timid, some are just . . . conventional.”

“I really don’t know why I bother talking to you,” I said.

Mom shrugged. “Then don’t talk to me. I mean, you’re the one who came by here today for lunch, and also to ask my advice about Doctor Dan . . .”

“You really can’t stand him, can you?”

“Can’t stand Dan? What an absurd idea. Doctor Dan is every mother’s dream.”

“He thought you were nice.”

“I’m certain Dan thinks most people are nice.”

In Mom’s universe, nobody interesting was normal or decent. Those virtues were for the terminally boring. And from the moment she met him, I knew that she’d filed Dan away under Dull.

The thing was: I never found him dull. He was just . . . normal. Unlike Mom and Dad, he didn’t overwhelm you with himself, nor did he try to dazzle with his intellect or his accomplishments. He laughed at my jokes, he valued my views, he encouraged me in whatever I was doing. And he liked me for simply being me. No wonder my mom didn’t really take to him.

“She wants what she thinks is best for you,” Dan said after meeting her.

“The ultimate Jewish Mother curse.”

“You should see it for what it is: good intentions gone a little astray.”

“Do you always try to find the decent side of people?”

Another of his diffident shrugs.

“Is that a terrible thing?” he asked.

“I think it’s one of the reasons I love you.”

Now how did that slip out? I’d only known the guy for ten weeks, but, in private, I’d already decided.

Unlike some of my college friends, who seemed to sleep with a new guy every weekend, I wasn’t really into “free love” any more than I wanted an “open relationship” with Dan. From the outset, we had an unspoken agreement that we’d remain monogamous—because we both wanted it that way.

During the Easter weekend, we drove five hours to visit his father in Glens Falls. Though we’d now been together for several months, it was the first time I’d met his dad (his mom having died, at the age of forty, of an aneurysm during Dan’s junior year in high school). The weekend went just fine. Joe Buchan was a first-generation American. His parents had come over from Poland in the early 1920s, and immediately ditched the name Buchevski for the all-American “Buchan.” His dad had been an electrician, so Joe became an electrician. His dad had been a serious patriot, so Joe became a serious patriot, volunteering for the Marines after Pearl Harbor in 1941.

“Ended up in Okinawa with four of my friends from Glens Falls. You know about Okinawa, Hannah?”

I shook my head.

“Less you know about it, the better,” he said.

“Dad was the only one of his friends who came back alive,” Dan said.

“Yeah, well, I just was the lucky one,” Joe said. “During a war, you can do your damnedest to avoid getting shot or blown up. But if a bullet has your name on it . . .”

He paused. He took a pull of his bottle of beer. “Was your dad in the war, Hannah?”

“Yes. He was based in Washington and for a short time in London—something in Intelligence.”

“So he never saw action?” Joe asked.

“Dad . . .” Dan said.

“Hey, it’s just a question,” Joe said. “I’m just asking if Hannah’s dad ever came under fire, that’s all. I know he’s some big peacenik . . .”

“Dad . . .” Dan said.

“Hey, I’m not saying anything against the guy,” Joe said. “I mean, I don’t know him—and as much as I hate his peacenik attitudes, I gotta tell you, Hannah, that I respect his guts in standing up for—”

“Dad, will you please get off the soapbox now?”

“Hey, I ain’t trying to insult nobody.”

“I’m not insulted,” I said.

Joe squeezed my arm. It was like having a tourniquet applied to it.

“Thatta girl,” he said, then turned to his son and added, “Y’see, we’re just havin’ an exchange of views here.”

I felt right at home with their banter . . . even if the home in question was so damn different from my own. Joe Buchan didn’t own many books, and had a wood-paneled rec room in the basement, where he spent a lot of time on his very own Barcalounger in front of the big Zenith color television while watching his beloved Buffalo Bills get the crap kicked out of them every weekend.

“I hope he doesn’t think I’m some eastern snot,” I asked Dan on the drive back to Vermont.

“He told me he’s in love with you.”

“Liar,” I said, smiling.

“No, it’s the truth. You totally won him over. And I hope you didn’t mind all that stuff about your dad . . .”

“It really didn’t bother me. In fact, I thought it was kind of cute—him going to all that trouble to find out about Dad . . .”

“Hey, he’s an electrician. And if there’s one thing I know about electricians, it’s that they’re obsessed with knowing everything there is to know about whatever they need to know about. Which is why he read up on your dad.”

“He’s so normal and down-to-earth,” I said.

“No parent is completely normal.”

“Tell me about it.”

“But your folks are pretty stable.”

“In their own wayward way.”

“We’ll never be wayward,” he said with a laugh.

“I’ll hold you to that.”

We’ll never be wayward. I knew that this was Dan’s way of telling me that he wanted us to last. Which is exactly how I felt—in spite of the whispering voice that said, Hold on. You’re still only a sophomore . . . everything’s in front of you . . . Don’t box yourself in so soon.

It took another six months for Dan to come out and say, “I love you.” It was summer, and Dan had won a place in a program for medical students at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston. When he found out that he’d been the one University of Vermont medical student chosen for this program, he said, “Feel like spending the summer with me in Boston?” It took me about two seconds to say yes. Within a week, I’d found us a cheap sublet at $85 a month in Cambridge. I also found out about a remedial reading program in Roxbury run by Quakers, but completely nondenominational, and in need of volunteer teachers. So I applied and was accepted—no salary, just $25 a week for carfare and lunch, and the chance to do a little good.

My dad was delighted when I told him how I’d be spending my vacation. My mom also expressed her approval—though, being Mom, it was tinged with reservations.

“Promise me you’ll get out of Roxbury before dark. And promise me you’ll try to get some nice local guy to walk you to the subway every night and put you on the train.”

“By local guy, do you mean ‘black’?” I asked.

“I am not being racist,” she said. “But though your dad and I might think it’s admirable that you’re choosing to spend your summer this way, down in Roxbury you’re going to be perceived as a white liberal interloper . . .”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“I’m just telling the truth.”

As it turned out, Roxbury wasn’t as sinister as expected. Yes, it was a slum—and the signs of social deprivation were everywhere. But the Dudley Street Project was run by a mix of educational professionals and local community workers—and didn’t wear its liberal credentials on its sleeve. They put me in charge of a half-dozen ten-year-olds—all of whom had limited reading skills, to the point where The Cat in the Hat was a big challenge to them all. I won’t say I transformed them in the seven weeks I was there, but by the end of the summer, four of my gang were able to tackle The Hardy Boys—and I knew that I had found something I loved. Everyone talks about the “rewards” of teaching, of “giving something back” or “making a difference.” The truth is, there’s also a kick about being in charge, being the boss. And when one of my gang had a breakthrough, I felt a real buzz . . . even if the kid himself didn’t recognize what he’d just achieved.

“You mean,” Margy said on a long-distance call from New York, “it isn’t all Sidney Poitier where the kids are thugs at the start, but, by the end, come up to you with tears in their eyes and say, ‘Miz Hannah, you’ve changed my life’?”

“No, hon,” I said. “All the kids hate being in this summer school—and they look upon me as their warden. But at least they’re learning.”

“It sounds more useful than what I’m doing.”

Courtesy of her mother’s connections, Margy had landed a summer internship at Seventeen.

“But I thought magazines were supposed to be glamorous.”

“Not this one. And all the uppity interns from the Ivy League and the Seven Sisters look down on me because I go to Vermont.”

“Bet you can drink more beer than they can.”

“Bet I also don’t end up married to someone named Todd, like all of them will. Speaking of which, how’s la vie domestique?”

“Well, I hate to say it, but . . .”

“Yeah?”

“We’re doing wonderfully.”

“God, you’re boring.”

“Guilty as charged.”

But it was the truth. Mom was right: I did like playing house. And Dan was just great when it came to dealing with the dull domestic stuff. Better yet, we didn’t crowd each other, even though the best thing about the summer was the discovery that Dan was such good company. We always had something to talk about, and he took such an interest in the world around us. I was hopeless when it came to keeping track of everything that was going down in Vietnam, whereas Dan knew about every Army offensive, every Vietcong strike-back. And he got me to read Philip Roth—in order, as he said, to begin to understand “Jewish Mother fixations.”

My mom had read Portnoy’s Complaint when it was first published in 1969. When I mentioned to her that I’d finally gotten around to it this summer, her reaction took me by surprise.

“Don’t you dare think that I’m like Mrs. Portnoy.”

“Oh, please.”

“I can just imagine what you tell Doctor Dan about me.”

“Now who’s being paranoid?”

“I am not being paranoid . . .”

Her tone was suddenly strange—almost as if she were a little unhinged about something.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” I asked.

“How weird do I sound?”

“Weird enough to get me worried. Has something happened?”

“Nothing, nothing,” she said. Then she quickly changed the subject, reminding me that my dad was coming down to Cambridge on Friday night to address a rally in Boston against the invasion of Cambodia.

“He’ll call you when he gets to town,” she said, and hung up.

On Friday morning, at the Dudley Street Project, I received a message from my dad, telling me to meet him after the rally at the Copley Plaza Hotel, where a news conference was going to be held. The rally was at five that afternoon, on the steps of the Boston Public Library.

I was late and Copley Square was so packed that I found myself standing halfway down Boylston Street, listening to my father’s voice amplified along the city streets. There he was, a speck on a platform several hundred yards from where I stood. Yet the voice I was hearing wasn’t a magnified version of the one that used to read me bedtime stories, or calmed me down after one of Mom’s tirades. It was the voice of a Great Public Man: bold, stentorian, confident. But rather than feel a certain daughterly pride in his brilliant oratory and his popular acclaim, a certain sadness took hold of me, a sense that I didn’t have him to myself anymore . . . if, that is, I ever did.

Trying to negotiate my way to the Copley Plaza Hotel afterward was a nightmare. Though it was less than a quarter of a mile from where I was standing, the crowd was so dense and so slow to disperse that it took me nearly an hour to reach its front door. When I got there, the cops had thrown a security cordon around the place, and weren’t letting anyone in unless they had press ID. Fortunately, at that moment, a reporter from The Burlington Eagle, James Saunders, came up to the barricade, flashing his press badge to the cop. I’d met him when he’d interviewed Dad at home, and suddenly called out his name. To my relief, he remembered me immediately, vouched for me to the cop on duty, and whisked me inside.

The Copley Plaza was a dumpy-looking hotel with a large conference room on the second floor. It was packed with people, most of whom seemed to be less interested in the impromptu press conference going on at one end of the room than in all the free cold cuts and beer on the tables stacked in the opposite corner. There was a lot of smoke—cigarettes commingling with the sweet, unmistakable aroma of dope. There was a young guy onstage, going on about the need to maintain confrontation with “all the cogs in the military-industrial complex.” Around three reporters were listening to him.

“Oh God, not him,” James Saunders said.

I stopped scanning the room for my dad, and turned my attention to the stage. The speaker was in his early twenties, shoulder-length hair, a big walrus mustache, very slim, dressed in faded jeans and an unpressed blue button-down shirt that hinted at some preppy origins behind the hippie look. Margy would have said, “Now that’s what I call a cute radical.”

“Who’s that?” I asked Saunders.

“Tobias Judson.”

“I know that name from somewhere,” I said.

“Probably the newspapers. He was a big cheese during the Columbia University takeover. Mark Rudd’s left-hand man. I’m surprised they let him in, given his reputation for trouble. Very smart guy, but dangerous. Still, he doesn’t have to worry about much—his dad owns the biggest jewelers in Cleveland . . .”

I spotted my father in a far corner of the room. He was speaking to a woman around thirty, with waist-length chestnut hair and aviator-style glasses, dressed in a short skirt. They were close together, talking intensely, and at first I thought she was interviewing him.

But then I noticed that, halfway through their very involved conversation, she reached down and took his hand in hers. My dad didn’t pull his hand away. On the contrary, he squeezed hers and a little smile formed on his lips. Then he leaned over and whispered something in her ear. She smiled, let go of his hand, and walked away, mouthing something to him as she left. And though I’m not exactly a professional lip reader, I was pretty damn certain that she said, “Later . . .”

My father smiled at her, then glanced at his watch. Looking up again, he scanned the room, caught me in his sights, and waved. I waved back, hoping he didn’t notice the shock I was registering right now. In the few seconds I had before he reached me, I resolved to act as if I had seen nothing.

“Hannah!”

He gave me a big hug.

“You made it,” he said.

“You were great, Dad. As always.”

Tobias Judson had finished his onstage speech and was walking toward us. He nodded toward Dad, then quickly looked me up and down.

“Nice speech, Prof,” he said.

“You did well up there yourself,” Dad said.

“Yeah, I’m sure we both added to our FBI files today,” he said. Flashing me a smile, he asked, “Do I know you?”

“My daughter, Hannah,” Dad said.

Judson did a small double take, but recovered fast and said, “Welcome to the revolution, Hannah.”

Suddenly his hand shot up as he saw some woman across the room.

“Catch you whenever,” he said to us, then headed toward her.

My father and I ended up in a little Italian restaurant near the hotel. Dad was still very charged up after the rally. He ordered a bottle of red wine and drank most of it, railing against Nixon’s outrageous orders for “covert incursions into Cambodia,” and praising Tobias Judson as a real star of the Left—the next I. F. Stone, only even more charismatic.

“The thing about Izzy Stone is that, for all his brilliance, you always get the feeling that he’s shaking a finger in your face, whereas Toby has the same analytical sparkle, plus a genuine ability to seduce the listener. He’s quite the ladykiller.”

“One of the side effects of being a great public radical, I suppose.”

He arched his eyebrows . . . then noticed that I was studying him directly.

“The world loves a young Tom Paine,” he said.

“I’m sure the world loves a Tom Paine of any age,” I said.

He refilled our wineglasses and said, “And like all such attractions, it’s fleeting.”

He looked up and met my gaze. And asked, “Are you anxious about something, Hannah?”

Who the hell was she?

“I’m kind of worried about Mom,” I said.

I could see his shoulders relax.

“In what way?” he asked.

I explained about our phone call, how she seemed very preoccupied, if not downright weird. He nodded in agreement.

“Well, I’m afraid your mom had some bad news a few days ago—Milton Braudy decided not to take her new show.”

Oh God, that was bad news. Milton Braudy ran the gallery in Manhattan where Mom exhibited her paintings. He’d been showing her work for almost twenty years.

“She would have handled it very differently in the past,” Dad said. “Called Braudy an S.O.B., flown down to New York to confront him, and forced her way into another gallery. But now she just sits in her studio, refusing to do anything.”

“How long has she been like this?”

“Around a month.”

“I didn’t really hear it in her voice until yesterday.”

“It’s been building up for a while.”

“Are things all right between you guys?” I asked.

My father looked up at me—surprised, I think, by the directness of the question. I’d never before asked him anything about his marriage. There was a moment or two when I could see him wondering how to respond, how much truth I needed to know.

“Things are what they are,” he finally said.

“That’s a little enigmatic, Dad.”

“No—ambivalent. Ambivalence isn’t a bad thing.”

“In marriage?”

“In everything. The French have an expression: Tout le monde a un jardin secret.”

Everyone has a secret garden.

“Do you see what I’m getting at?” he asked.

I met his cool blue eyes. And I saw, for the first time, that my father had many different compartments to his life.

“Yeah, Dad . . . I think I get it.”

He drained his glass.

“Don’t worry about your mom. She’ll get through this . . . But do yourself a favor, don’t let on that you know about this.”

“Surely she should tell me herself.”

“That’s right. She should. And she won’t.”

And then he changed the subject, asking me all about my job, interested in the stories I told him about my students and working in Roxbury. When I said how much I liked teaching, he smiled and said, “It obviously runs in the family.”

Then he glanced at his watch.

“Am I keeping you from something?” I asked, trying to make the question seem as innocent as possible.

“No. It’s just, I did say I’d drop in on a meeting that Toby Judson and company are having at the hotel later on. This has been a good talk, Hannah.”

He called for the check. He paid it. We stood up and walked out into the muggy Boston night. He was a little tipsy from the wine, and he put his arm around me and gave me a big paternal squeeze.

“Want to hear a fantastic quote that I heard today?”

“I’m all ears,” I said.

“Toby Judson told it to me. It’s from Nietzsche, and it goes: There is no proof that the truth—when and if it is ever revealed—will be very interesting.”

I laughed and said, “That’s pretty damn—”

“Ambivalent?”

“You took the word right out of my mouth.”

He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

“You’re a great kid, Hannah.”

“You’re not too bad yourself.”

I was only moments away from the T stop at Copley Square, but I suddenly felt like walking . . . especially as there was a lot to think about. It was after midnight when I reached our front door. The lights were on. Dan was home.

“You’re back early,” I said.

“They gave me time off for good behavior. How was dinner with your dad?”

“Interesting. In fact, so interesting that I walked all the way home from Back Bay, thinking about . . .”

I stopped myself.

“Yeah?” Dan asked.

“Being back at college in the fall, and . . .”

Another pause. Should I really say this?

“Go on . . .” Dan said.

“Whether we should get a place together when we get back to Vermont.”

Dan let this sink in for a moment. Then he reached into the icebox and pulled out two beers. He handed one to me.

“Good idea,” he said.


THREE

WELL, I’M NOT exactly shocked,” my mother said when I told her the news. “In fact, I had ten bucks riding with your dad on whether you’d move in with him as soon as you got back here.”

“I hope you spend the money well,” I said.

“Can I help it if you do predictable stuff? Anyway, even if I did object—on the grounds that you are cutting yourself off from the sort of ‘personal experiences,’ to be euphemistic about it, that you should be having at this stage of your life—would you listen to me?”

“No.”

“My point entirely.”

The only good thing about this maddening conversation was that it hinted that my mother was possibly emerging from the down period she had experienced after it all went wrong with her art dealer. Not, of course, that she would ever dream of telling me about this setback, or let on about what was eating her up. That would have meant confessing weakness—vulnerability!—in front of her daughter. Mom would have rather walked across a campfire than admit such things to me.

So she never mentioned her new work being rejected by Milton Braudy. Nor did she ever even intimate that the show wasn’t happening. She simply carried on as if nothing had happened. But when I returned alone from Boston at the end of August to begin apartment hunting (while Dan finished his final week at Mass General), it was clear to me that, despite her usual swagger and cynicism, she was still in a bad place. Two dark rings had shown up beneath her eyes. Her nails were chewed up, and I could detect a very slight tremor in her hands whenever she lit up a cigarette.

Then there was the situation between herself and Dad. Fighting was always a part of their domestic repertoire. Now things had suddenly gone very quiet between them. During the ten days I was at home, they seemed to barely acknowledge each other. Then late one evening, I finally did hear my parents talking. Only this time, the conversation was conducted in shrill hisses. I’d gone to bed early, and was jolted awake when I heard them going at each other downstairs. The fact that they were squabbling in angry whispers was, in itself, unnerving (my mom always having to scream her way through an argument). Like a little child, I crept out of bed, opened my door as silently as possible, and tiptoed to the top of the stairs. Though I was now in closer proximity, their dialogue was still only barely discernible, as it came out in angry undertones.

“So is she meeting you in Philly this weekend—?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

“Bullshit. I know exactly what’s—”

“I’ve had it with your accusations—”

“How old is she?”

“There is nobody—”

“Liar—”

“Don’t talk to me about lies when I know all about—”

“That was ten years ago, and I haven’t seen him since—”

“Yes, but you still rubbed my nose in it—”

“So is this your revenge now? Or does she just have some fucked-up Daddy complex—?”

I couldn’t take any more of this, so I snuck back into my room, crawled into bed, and tried to vanish into sleep. This proved impossible—my mind was trying to come to terms with what I’d just heard and how I wished that I hadn’t eavesdropped.

The next day I found an apartment. It was located around a quarter mile from campus, on a quiet, leafy street with lots of old Gothic frame houses. This one was a little run-down on the outside (its green clapboard needed repainting, its front porch had a couple of loose floorboards), but the apartment was huge. A big living room, a big bedroom, an eat-in kitchen, a bathroom with an old claw-foot tub. The asking rent was only $75 a month . . . whereas an apartment of this size in this neighborhood would usually have gone for around $135.

“But the reason it’s so cheap,” I told Dan on the phone that night, “is because it’s in grim condition.”

“I kind of figured that. Define grim?”

“Really awful peeling wallpaper, old carpets with cigarette burns and scuzzy stains. The bathroom looks like something out of The Addams Family, and the kitchen’s pretty basic.”

“You paint a pretty picture.”

“Yeah, but the good news is that the place has got fantastic potential. There are proper floorboards under the carpets, the wallpaper could be easily stripped away and the walls repainted, and there’s this amazing old bath . . .”

“Sounds great, but two days after I get back, I go straight into classes. And I’m just not going to have the time . . .”

“Leave it to me. Anyway, the really good news is that the landlord is so desperate to let the place, he’ll give us two months free rent if we fix it up.”

After signing the lease, I bought several gallons of cheap white paint, some brushes, and rented a sander. Then I spent the next eight days stripping wallpaper, replastering the many cracks in the walls, covering them with several coats of paint, and glossing all the woodwork. Then I pulled up the carpets and tackled the floorboards, finally staining them a natural color. It was satisfying work—and I loved the sense of accomplishment when I cleared away all the dustcloths and paint cans, and was able to look at the clean, airy apartment I had created.

“You told me it was a complete dump,” Dan said when he first saw it.

“It was.”

“Amazing . . .” he said, kissing me. “Thank you.”

“Glad you’re pleased.”

“It’s a home.”

Those were exactly the words that Margy used when she came to see the place a few days later. She’d just returned from New York, and had settled into her dorm room before running over to check out my first apartment. Since finishing the work, I had managed to root around assorted thrift and charity shops for some very basic furniture, all of which I stripped and stained. There were the usual boards-on-cinder-block bookshelves, and a couple of Chianti bottle lamps, but also a fantastic brass double bed which I picked up for only $50. There was also an old-fashioned New England rocking chair which only set me back $10, and which I had painted a dark green.

“Good God, it’s Better Homes and Gardens goes college,” Margy said.

“So you don’t approve?”

“Don’t approve? I’m envious as hell. I’m living in this student box, whereas you have got yourself a home. And who did all the interior decorating?”

“My handiwork, I’m afraid.”

“Dan must be thrilled.”

“Yeah, he likes it. But you know Dan. He’s not really into ‘stuff.’”

“Honey, you can give me that antimaterialist crap, but, believe me, you’ve got style. Your mom check it out yet?”

“She’s not in a great place right now.”

“That sounds like the sort of discussion best accompanied by some cheap red wine.”

And she pulled a bottle of Almaden Zinfandel out of her shoulder bag.

“Call it a housewarming gift.”

We opened the wine. I found two glasses.

“So tell me . . .” she said.

The whole story came out in a rush, starting with my mom’s strange interlude in July, the scene with my dad and that woman in Boston, and culminating with the revelations heard at the top of the stairs. When I finished, Margy threw back the rest of her wine and said, “You know what my answer is: So what? And yeah, I know that’s easy for me to say, as he’s not my dad. But so what if he’s got a mistress tucked away somewhere? Just like you really shouldn’t get worked up about your mom cheating on your dad.”

“That bothered me less.”

“Of course it did, because you’re Daddy’s Little Girl. And him cheating on Mom was really like him cheating on you.”

“Where’d you learn that, Psych 101?”

“No, I learned all about this sort of shit when I was thirteen. I answered the phone one night in our apartment in New York. There was this drunk on the other end, asking me if he was speaking to my father’s daughter. When I said yes, the guy told me—and these were his exact words: ‘Well, I’d like you to know that your daddy is fucking my wife.’”

“Good God.”

“The guy later called my mom and told her the same thing. Turns out it wasn’t the first, second, or even third time Dad had done this. As my mom told me: ‘Your stupid asshole father can never be discreet. He always chooses women who make a fuss. I could have just about handled the infidelity. It’s having my nose rubbed in it that’s making me call it quits.’”

“She left him after that?”

“Tossed his ass right out of the door . . . metaphorically speaking. The evening after that phone call, I came home from school and there was my dad, packing. I broke down in front of him, and begged him not to go, as I certainly didn’t want him leaving me in Mom’s clutches. He held me until I calmed down, and then said, in his best tough-guy accent: ‘Sorry, kid, but I got caught with my pants down, and now I’m paying the price.’

“Half an hour later, he was out the door—and I never saw him again. Because he took off for a little postmarital breakup vacation in Palm Beach, and had a heart attack on the golf course a week later. So much for his Bogart cool. Mom throwing him out killed him.”

I had known that Margy’s dad had died young—until now I hadn’t known the circumstances.

“My point,” Margy said, “is that you’ve got to stop looking at your parents as parents and start seeing them as typically fucked-up adults . . . which is what we’re going to become eventually.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“Now that’s really naive.” She stubbed out her cigarette and lit another. “Anyway, what does Dan think about all this?”

“I haven’t told him yet.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“I just . . . I don’t know . . . I’m sort of embarrassed by the whole business.”

There was certain family crap that I still felt nervous about sharing with Dan. And though I knew that Margy was right—that it was hypocritical not to let my guy in on the parental dirty linen—there was a part of me that was privately ashamed of all this bad behavior, and was worried that, somehow, it would make Dan think differently of me.

“For Christ’s sakes,” Margy said when I articulated this fear to her, “when will you grow up? You have nothing to be sorry about here. So why don’t you just tell him about it, and you won’t be feeling so guilty about nothing.”

“Fine, I’ll do it.”

But every time I planned to discuss it with him, something stopped me—either Dan seemed too preoccupied, or he was just too tired, or I didn’t think the moment was appropriate. When, a few weeks later, I admitted to Margy that I still hadn’t told him, she rolled her eyes and said, “Well, at this point, I wouldn’t say anything. I mean, it’s not like you betrayed him or anything. You just didn’t want to talk about this. So it’s the first secret you’ve kept from him. It won’t be the last.”

“I still feel guilty about it.”

“Guilt is for nuns.”

Maybe Margy had a point. Maybe I did make far too big a deal about all this. Especially since Dan only seemed to have a passing interest in my family, and was very good at dedicating whatever free time he had to us. More tellingly, my parents seemed to find a way out of the bad place into which they’d tumbled. We cut each other quite a wide berth that autumn. My mom and dad came over once to see the new apartment (and Mom made a predictably catty comment about how I had “such good nesting instincts.”). Dad and I managed only three lunches in the first few months of the fall term (during all of which he hardly mentioned Mom at all). But then, when I came over for Thanksgiving dinner alone (Dan was with his dad in Glens Falls), I immediately noticed a definite change of mood. They were both a little tight when I showed up, laughing at each other’s jokes—and even giving each other the occasional come-on look. It was nice to see, but it left me wondering what had triggered the end of their Cold War. I found out after dinner, when we were finishing the second bottle of wine, and I too was now feeling pleasantly smashed.

“Dorothy had some good news this week,” Dad said.

“Let me tell it,” she said.

“I’m all ears,” I said.

“I’m having a show at the Howard Wise Gallery in Manhattan.”

“Which is one of the best modern art galleries in the city,” my dad added.

“Congratulations,” I said, “but isn’t Milton Braudy annoyed?”

Mom’s lips tightened and immediately I felt like kicking myself.

“Milton Braudy didn’t like the new show, so he dropped me. Happy now?”

“Why would that make me happy?” I asked.

“Well, you evidently take such pleasure in my failure . . .”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You asked me if Milton Braudy rejected me . . .”

“It was an innocent question,” my dad said.

“Bullshit . . . and while you’re at it, stay out of this. This is between her and me.”

“You’re completely overreacting,” I said. “Per usual.”

“How dare you. I never—repeat, never—come down on you about your own little shortcomings . . .”

That last comment caught me like a left to the face. My voice was suddenly raised. I was saying things I’d never said before.

“You never what? All you do is criticize me . . . or make your stupid snide comments about how I never live up to what you . . .”

“You’re just so fucking thin-skinned, Hannah, that you take my occasional caustic comment to be a personal attack . . .”

“That’s because you’re always attacking me . . .”

“No—I am simply trying to push you out of your rut . . .”

“Dorothy . . .” Dad said, pleadingly.

“A rut!” I yelled. “You’re telling me I’m in a rut?”

“You want the truth, here it is: I cannot begin to fathom why, at the age of twenty, you have turned into some milk-and-cookies housewife type.”

“I am not a damn housewife.”

“You even refuse to curse properly. Why can’t you say ‘fucking housewife’ like—”

“Like what? Like some displaced Greenwich Village artist—”

“That’s right—get vicious—”

“That is not vicious. Calling me a housewife, on the other hand—”

“—is an appropriate observation. But hey, if you want to trap yourself in a nice little domestic cul-de-sac with the doctor of your dreams—”

“At least I haven’t cheated on him—”

I stopped myself. Across the table, my father put his face in his hand. My mother simply glowered at me.

“Like whom?” she said, her voice suddenly quiet, but full of menace.

“Drop it, Dorothy,” Dad said.

“Why? Because you told her?”

“Dad told me nothing,” I said. “Voices carry—especially your voice.”

“So go on, big mouth,” Mom said. “Finish the question. Or do you want me to answer it for you, and tell you how many women your father’s fucked over the years, or how many lovers I’ve—”

“Enough!” my father shouted. I stood up and bolted for the front door.

“That’s right, run away from the tough stuff,” my mom yelled after me.

“Haven’t you said enough?” my dad shouted back at her.

I slammed the door behind me, and went charging off down the street, crying. I kept running. It was about thirty-five degrees outside and I had left my coat behind, but there was no way I was going back to get it. I wanted nothing to do with that woman again.

By the time I reached home fifteen minutes later, I was shaking with cold and rage. But my rage was now mixed with a terrible sadness. Mom and I had fought often, but never with such brutality. And her cruelty—though always there, below the surface—had never before erupted with such fury. She’d wanted to wound me badly—and she’d succeeded.

I needed to call Dan in Glens Falls, but I didn’t want to ruin his Thanksgiving by crying on the phone. I half expected a call from my dad. None came. So around eleven that night, I dialed Margy in Manhattan. Her mother answered, initially sounding half awake, then annoyed.

“Margy’s out with friends,” she said sharply.

“Could you please tell her Hannah called?”

“Could you please not phone again at such a ridiculous hour.”

And she hung up.

I threw myself into bed after this. It was time to call it a day.

Margy never called me back—her mother probably didn’t give her the message. But I did ring Dan the next morning.

“You don’t sound good,” he said.

“Pretty hideous evening with my parents.”

“How hideous?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you.”

“That bad?”

“Just come home, Dan.”

He didn’t press me for details (that wasn’t Dan’s style). Nor did I want to give him any—because I was still trying to figure out how to explain the fight to him, without having to tell him that I kept assorted family problems from him this summer, and that he was a central part of my mother’s rant against me. My dad, however, helped me work out a way of letting Dan know that a serious rift had developed between my mother and myself.

He showed up that morning around ten minutes after I finished talking to Dan. He looked tired—his eyes bloodshot, his manner uncharacteristically tense. He had my coat slung over one arm.

“You forgot this,” he said, handing it to me at my front door. “It must have been a cold walk home.”

“I didn’t notice,” I said.

“I’m truly sorry, Hannah.”

“Why? You didn’t say anything horrible to me.”

He looked at me directly.

“You know why I’m sorry.”

Pause. I asked, “Do you want to come in for coffee?”

He nodded.

We went upstairs to the apartment and sat in my kitchen. As the percolator percolated, Dad glanced around.

“This is really a splendid flat. It’s to your credit.”

I smiled an inward smile. My dad—a quiet Anglophile—was probably the only man in Vermont to call an apartment “a flat.”

“I’m glad you approve,” I said. “Mom didn’t.”

“Yes, she did. She told me how impressed she was. But, naturally, she would never tell you such a thing, because that’s how she is, and we’ve talked about this before, and you know it isn’t going to change, so—”

“Thank you for trying to defend me last night.”

“Your mother went completely over the top. And it was my fault completely.”

“No, I provoked it. If I’d only kept my big mouth shut . . .”

“You weren’t at fault. Dorothy just took things the wrong way, and felt you were taking pleasure in her rejection by Milton Braudy.”

“You know that’s insane. I was simply asking her a question . . .”

“You’re right. You’re utterly right. But your mother is a very proud woman, and she’s now convinced herself that you insulted her and were deliberately cruel. And I know—believe me, I know—that her interpretation of what happened is completely outrageous. And even though I have tried to explain this to her, she won’t see sense.”

This stopped me short.

“What do you mean by that?”

He drummed his fingers on the table, reluctant to speak.

“Come on, Dad . . .”

“I told her I didn’t want to be the messenger . . . that if she was going to make this sort of threat, she should tell you herself—”

“What sort of threat?”

“—but she was adamant that, if I didn’t deliver her message, she simply wouldn’t explain . . .”

“Explain what?”

He put his hand over his face.

“That she refuses to talk to you until you apologize.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded.

“She can’t be serious.”

“Right now, I think she’s deadly serious. Then again, it’s just the morning after. She hardly slept at all, and I want to believe that her overreaction is just an extreme response to a family quarrel that got out of hand. So give it a day or two . . .”

“Dad, I am not apologizing. Tell her from me: there is no way I am saying sorry.”

“I don’t want to be the messenger again.”

“Well, you agreed to do it for her . . . you can now do it for me. That’s the least you owe me.”

Dad looked away. I immediately felt awful.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I really didn’t mean that.”

“I think you did—and I deserve it.”

“Are you going to leave her?”

He shrugged.

“What’s her name?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The woman I saw you with in Boston.”

Now it was Dad’s turn to look appalled.

“You saw me with—”

“A woman, around thirty, long brown hair, very slender, very attractive, talking with you in a very up close way at the hotel after the rally, and then suddenly squeezing your hand. It happened just when I came into the room where the press conference was being held. You didn’t see me come in. Which meant that I happened upon this little scene, unobserved.”

“Oh shit . . .” he said in a half whisper.

“So what’s her name?”

“Molly . . . Molly Stephenson. She’s a fellow at Harvard. She writes regularly for The Nation.”

“Well, I didn’t think you’d be cheating on Mom with a hairdresser. Is it serious?”

“It was . . . for a while.”

“And now?”

“I ended it. Reluctantly.”

“Were you in love?”

He met my gaze.

“It was a fling . . . yet one which developed into something more serious than either of us expected.”

“But you stopped it . . . to stay with Mom?”

Another quiet nod.

“And what about her little adventures?” I asked.

“Inconsequential.”

“Didn’t they bother you?”

“It’s hard to take a moral stance on these things when you yourself—”

He broke off.

“I’m truly sorry, Hannah.”

“You’ve said that already.”

“I don’t blame you for being angry,” he said.

“I’m not angry at you. I’m not pleased, but . . . I sort of understand. She’s fucking impossible.”

My father looked genuinely surprised. It was the first time I had ever used that word in front of him.

“I’m pretty impossible too,” he said.

“Not from where I sit.”

“I’m lucky in you.”

“Yeah,” I said, “you are.”

He met my smile, then stood up.

“I’d better get going.”

“The coffee’s ready.”

“I’ve got a stack of papers to grade before everyone gets back Monday. Lunch next week, per usual?”

“Per usual.”

“And I will tell your mother what you said, even though . . .”

“What?”

“Well, to be honest with you, I think it might make things worse.”

“So be it,” I said.

He put on his coat.

“One last thing,” I said. “What do you think I should tell Dan?”

“Whatever you think he needs to know,” he said.

So when Dan came back the next evening, I gave him an edited version of Thanksgiving night. And I felt horrible about only revealing part of the story, and editing out all that adulterous stuff I didn’t want him to hear. But once you set a half-truth in motion, how can you ever come clean without looking like an equivocator . . . someone who hid stuff from view for reasons that even she herself considers shaky? So I simply reduced the blowup to that passing comment about Mom’s ex–art dealer, which in turn sparked off a fight, in which she accused me of being Little Miss Straight . . . a premature housewife.

“Does she think I’m to blame?”

“No, I think she blames me entirely.”

“You don’t have to soft-pedal things for my benefit. I know she doesn’t approve of me.”

“Mom doesn’t approve of anyone.”

“She thinks I’m a stiff.”

“She’s never said that,” I said.

“Now you’re just trying to protect my feelings . . . which really isn’t necessary. Your mom is as transparent as Saran Wrap.”

“I don’t care what she thinks. And if she doesn’t want to talk to me again, that’s fine with me.”

“She’ll talk to you again.”

“What makes you think that?”

“You’re her only child. She’ll see sense.”

But a week went by and I heard nothing from her. Dad didn’t mention her during our lunch the Wednesday after Thanksgiving—and I didn’t bring her up. When I still hadn’t heard from her after a second week, I mentioned her silence when I met Dad at the diner where we always ate on Wednesday afternoons.

“You didn’t tell me last week if you gave Mom my response to her ultimatum.”

“That’s because you didn’t ask,” he said.

“Well, did you?”

“Of course I did.”

“And what was her reply?”

“Tacit rage.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. She said, ‘If that’s the way she wants it, fine by me.’”

“How long do you think this will last?”

“I suppose that depends on whether or not you want to speak with her again.”

“Dad, if I apologize to her, I’m essentially telling her it’s all right for her to continue to dump on me.”

“Then don’t apologize. But do understand: she’ll dig her heels in and not talk to you for a very long time.”

“Have you been through this often with her?”

He smiled a sad smile. “What do you think?”

At that moment, I saw my father not as the dynamic, self-assured professor, or the hugely respected and charismatic public man. Instead, he became a sad middle-aged guy locked in a very complex and difficult marriage. And one thing was now very clear to me (something I never really wanted to admit to myself): my mother was something of a monster. An intelligent, talented, witty monster . . . yet a monster nonetheless.

With this realization came the thought . . . or maybe it was the fear: what if she doesn’t speak to me again?

“I really better go,” Dad said. “I have forty essays to get through. By the way, I won’t be able to do lunch next Wednesday. I’m off to Boston for a few days.”

I looked at him directly.

“Business?”

He met my gaze and smiled.

“No. Pleasure.”

After he left, another thought struck me: my father had just confided in me. Not that he ever mentioned he was back seeing Molly Stephenson, although in the weeks leading up to Christmas he was in Boston three times. He never talked about what he got up to down there, and I didn’t ask him either. Nor, to his credit, did he cancel any more of our lunches, as he seemed to work his class and travel schedule around our Wednesday date at the diner. Once, when I told him that he didn’t have to meet me every Wednesday, he was delightfully outraged.

“Not meet you? It’s the highlight of my damn week.”

Intriguingly . . . wonderfully . . . our conversations after the Thanksgiving fiasco did not center around Mom and our ongoing domestic strife. Rather, Dad seemed to want to talk about anything but.

“Have you given any thought to a term abroad yet? You only have a few semesters left.”

“Sure, I’ve thought about it . . .”

“Everyone should spend a little time in Paris.”

In fact, there was a University of Vermont program in France that Margy and I had already looked into, but . . .

“I’ve got other things on my mind right now.”

Dad pursed his lips and nodded. There it was—the elephant in the living room; the thing we both kept trying to avoid dealing with.

“I still haven’t heard from her, Dad . . . and it’s only two weeks until Christmas.”

He looked distinctly uncomfortable.

“I’ll talk to her again.”

When I didn’t hear from him for another week Dan advised me to call my mom and see if some sort of reconciliation (without apology) was possible.

“At least you can console yourself with the thought that you tried to make peace with her,” Dan said.

He did have a point, and though I completely dreaded the thought of phoning, I bit the bullet and made the call the next morning.

“Hello?”

Her voice—loud, no-crap—jolted me. My voice, on the other hand, was shaky and low.

“Mom, it’s Hannah.”

“Yeah?”

That was it. A flat, indifferent monosyllable, drenched in contempt. The phone shook in my hand. I forced myself to speak.

“I was just wondering if we could talk?”

“No,” she said. And the line went dead.

Half an hour later, I was in Margy’s room, my eyes red from all the crying I had done en route from my apartment.

“Fuck her,” Margy said.

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“You’re right—it is easy for me to say. But I’ll say it again: fuck her. She has absolutely no right treating you this way.”

“Why are our parents so completely insane?” I asked.

“I think it has something to do with failed expectations,” Margy said. “Plus the fact that, in America, we’re all supposed to have these perfect families. Ozzie-and-fucking-Harriet: that’s the role model . . . even though Lizzie Borden is closer to the truth. I tell you, there’s no way I’m doing the kid thing . . .”

“You can’t know that now.”

“Oh yes I can. Just as I can also tell you that I truly hate my mother.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? It’s true. And the reason I loathe her is because she’s made it so clear over the years that she completely loathes me. Like don’t you hate your mother for the stunt she’s pulled?”

“Hate is a horrible word.”

“That’s the difference between you and me. You do this Emily Dickinson thing . . . always hiding your real feelings behind this veneer of New England gentility . . . whereas I am Manhattan Direct. And if I were you, I’d tell that witch where to get off, arrange to have Christmas Day with Dan, and let her stew by herself in her own venom on the day.”

I actually took Margy’s advice and went home with Dan to Glens Falls. Before we left, Dan counseled me to make one final pre-Christmas stab at fence mending . . . without uttering the two words she insisted on hearing from me.

“I know what’s going to happen,” I told him.

“Yeah, but there’s an outside chance that the thought of you not being home for Christmas might just break down the wall she’s put up between you two.”

“Her vanity—her pride—is more important to her right now.”

“You’ll feel better for giving it another shot.”

“You said that the last time, Dan.”

“Then don’t call.”

I stood up and went to the phone and dialed home. Mom answered. “Yeah?”

“I just wanted to wish you Merry Christmas . . .” I said.

“That’s two days from now.”

“Yeah, but as I’m not welcome at the house right now . . .”

“That’s your decision.”

“No, that’s your decision, Mom.”

“And I’ve got nothing to say to you until you apologize. So when you’re ready to apologize, call me.”

“Why are you being so fucking unreasonable?” I yelled.

Her tone remained cool, almost amused. “Because I can be.” And she hung up.

I threw down the phone, stormed into our bedroom, and fell down on the bed. Dan came in and put his arms around me.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have . . .”

“Don’t apologize for her asshole behavior. You’re not at fault here.”

The day before we left for Glens Falls, Dad called and asked if he could stop by the apartment around noon. I told him Dan would be out, but I’d certainly be here. When he showed up, he had a couple of wrapped packages under one arm, as well as a bottle of something in a brown paper bag.

“Beware of professors bearing gifts,” he said with a smile. I gave him a hug. We went upstairs.

“How about an eggnog?” I asked, moving to the fridge.

“I’ve got something a little more appropriate,” he said and handed me the brown bag. I opened it. Inside was a cold bottle of champagne.

“Wow,” I said, studying the label. “Moët et Chandon. It looks expensive.”

Dad just smiled. He opened the bottle with great assurance. I watched him ease the cork out, thinking: My dad is so elegant, so poised. No wonder this Molly Stephenson flipped over him. He had such presence, such class. And though I had vowed to fight all negative thoughts so close to Christmas, I couldn’t help but see my mom as an ogre who’d trapped him, and with whom he was only staying out of a deep sense of loyalty.

“Penny for them?” he asked.

“Nothing . . .” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.

“It’s Dorothy, isn’t it?”

“Are you surprised?”

“Hardly. But you know she’s hurt herself too . . . to which I say: too damn bad. But as I really don’t think talking about your mad mother is going to do either of us much good, my suggestion is: let’s drink the champagne.”

My first sip of champagne told me: this is one of life’s true pleasures. My second sip convinced me: I really must go to Paris next year.

Dad must have read my thoughts, as he said, “Another reason to spend your junior year in France is that it will so enhance your palate when it comes to life’s more epicurean pleasures”—Dad always got terribly loquacious when tipsy—“and you will discover why all smart Americans love Paris. In Paris, you can be a true libertine . . . and no one will criticize you for it. On the contrary, they’ll approve.”

“Why didn’t you stay, Dad?” I asked.

“That’s a question I’ve often asked myself. There was even a teaching post in American history opening up at the Université de Paris. But . . . I had a thesis to defend back at Harvard, and there was a big part of me that felt I really couldn’t be a professional expat. If America was my subject, my argument, I really needed to be in the thick of it . . . especially during the darkest part of McCarthyism, when our essential liberties were—”

He broke off, refilled his glass, then downed the champagne in one long go.

“Will you listen to me, making excuses for myself. I came back to America because I lost my nerve. And I also felt I had to prove something to my father by finishing the Harvard doctorate. Imagine turning down a job at Princeton just to get back at your old man; just to show him that you didn’t need his idea of respectability.”

I had heard about him turning down Princeton before, but in the past the story had been told in a triumphant manner: Dad against the establishment; Dad the maverick who didn’t need the Ivy League professorship. Now . . .

“But look at what you’ve achieved here in Vermont. I mean, you’re famous . . .”

“As an ephemeral radical, maybe. But as soon as this war ends, my fifteen minutes of fame will evaporate with it . . . and no bad thing either.”

“But how about the Jefferson book?”

“That was ten years ago, Hannah, and I haven’t published a damn thing since then. Which is my own damn fault. Dispersion of energies—better known as spreading oneself too thin. And the truth is: I’ve started three other books since the Jefferson tome. Just couldn’t sustain them. Another loss of nerve, I’m afraid.”

“Dad, aren’t you being a little hard on yourself?”

“Sorry for myself is more like it. Sorry for inflicting it on you.”

“You’re not inflicting anything on me. I’m really pleased we can talk.”

He took my hand, squeezed it, then took a deep breath. We finished the champagne. Dad stood up and said, “I best get back home.”

“I’ll miss you on Christmas Day.”

“Not as much as I’ll miss you.”

For the next six months I adjusted to Mom’s absence from my life. Though I was baffled, hurt, and furious about her behavior, another part of me simply missed her. Why did she have to ruin everything on a point of pride? Why was she so determined to bend me to her will? I knew the answer to those questions. She’d given it to me already: Because I can.

And unless I said, “I’m sorry . . .”

Oh, to hell with it.

I maintained that point of view through winter and spring. I also kept myself busy, throwing myself into all my classes (I particularly loved Balzac—his novels were all about the destructiveness of families), and hanging out a great deal with Margy at the Union, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Since Christmas, my onetime occasional smoking habit had turned serious. When Dan first noticed I was now puffing away heavily, all he asked was, “How many a day?”

“Around twenty.”

He just shrugged and said: “Your call.”

Even though he mightn’t have approved, he wasn’t going to lecture me on the dangers of cigarettes . . . especially as half the students in med school smoked during class.

Margy, of course, was exultant about the fact that I was now a serious smoker.

“I knew they’d hook you eventually.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“You’re so straight, you need one bad habit. And the best news is, when you get to Paris next year, you’ll fit right into the café scene. The way I hear it, most French parents give their kids a pack of Gauloises when they’re twelve and tell them to get on with it.”

I stubbed out my cigarette and lit another.

“I don’t think I’m going to Paris next year,” I said.

Now it was Margy’s turn to stub out her cigarette. Then she looked at me with a mixture of dismay and disapproval.

“You serious?” she said.

I avoided her accusatory gaze.

“I’m afraid so,” I said.

“Dan didn’t stop you, did he?”

On the contrary, Dan was fully supportive of my semester in France, telling me that he’d come over for Thanksgiving, and that living in Paris really was something I should do.

“You know he wouldn’t pull something like that,” I told Margy.

“So you stopped yourself.”

It wasn’t a question, it was a statement of fact . . . and wholly accurate. No one had pressured me, or dropped subtle hints, or made me feel as if I was endangering anything by going away. No, it was me myself I who talked myself out of my junior year abroad—and it largely centered on one deep-rooted fear: if I buzzed off to Paris, Dan would drop me. I knew this was an absurd fear, both self-punishing and stupid. But I couldn’t stop it from taking hold of me. Fear is a curious thing. Once it has you in its grip, it is hard to shake off. Naturally, I should have talked to Dan directly about all my worries, but every time I was about to bring the subject up, another fearful thought crossed my mind: if you confess you’re worried he’ll leave you, then he will leave you.

So I waited until the application deadline for the Paris program had passed, then told Dan of my decision. He wasn’t disappointed. A little surprised, perhaps, as I reeled off a prepared list of lame justifications, culminating with, “And, of course, I’d miss you.” And I reached out to ruffle his hair.

“But you shouldn’t let that keep you here. Like I said before, I would have come over for Thanksgiving. We’d only have been apart for around twelve weeks . . . which is really nothing.”

Oh God, I knew he’d be so reasonable.

“Why don’t we plan to do Europe the summer we both graduate?” I said.

“That’s cool, but I don’t want you to feel that you’re staying here for my benefit, or out of some weird fear that I wouldn’t be here when you got back. Because you know that just wouldn’t happen . . .”

“I know that,” I lied. “But really, my mind’s made up . . . and it’s for the best.”

He studied me carefully. I could tell that he was bemused by my decision; that he just didn’t buy it, and was wondering why the hell I’d made it. But, in true Dan style, he didn’t push for a further explanation.

“Your call,” he said.

Dad, however, went right to the heart of the matter. We were in our usual booth in the diner when I told him.

“This is because of her, isn’t it?”

“Not entirely, Dad.”

“I wish I could believe that,” he said.

“Does it matter?”

“Actually, it does.”

His tone was stern, peeved. My nervousness—already extreme—amplified.

“I just don’t think it’s the right moment to go to Paris.”

“Oh that is such bullshit, Hannah.”

I was stunned by the ferocity of his response.

“You’re making a decision which is all about security at a time in your life when the last thing you should be thinking about is security.”

“Don’t you dare lecture me about security,” I said, suddenly angry. “Especially after the games you’ve been playing . . .”

I stopped myself. “Sorry,” I said quietly, pulling a cigarette out of my pack.

“I probably deserved it,” he said.

“No, you didn’t. But I certainly haven’t deserved the crap that’s been heaped on me for the last few months either. And if Mom was a little happier . . .”

“Your mother has never been happy. Never. So please, do not think that, if I were making her happy, she would never have turned on you like this. She turns on everyone eventually. You can’t win with her. And that’s why I’m leaving her.”

That last sentence caught me unawares. I tensed.

“Do you really mean that?” I asked.

He nodded, keeping his gaze firmly level with mine.

“Does she know yet?”

“I’m going to tell her at the end of the semester. I know it’s another six weeks, but I want the explosive repercussions to happen when there’s nobody around.”

“Is it the other woman?”

“I’m not leaving Dorothy because of her. I’m leaving because our marriage is no longer tenable . . . because she’s impossible to be with.”

“But will this other woman be coming up here to live with you?”

“Not immediately. There will need to be a certain cooling-down period—and, quite frankly, I don’t want tongues to wag any more than they will once the news gets out. And I need to ask you something . . .”

“I know: don’t tell anyone. As if I would . . .”

“You’re right, you’re right. It’s just . . .”

“You don’t have to explain, Dad. But I need to ask you a favor in return: don’t drop the bombshell until after Dan and I have headed to Boston for the summer. I doubt she’d contact me, but I just don’t want to be around when things turn ugly.”

“You have my word about that. And I won’t bring up Paris again . . .”

“Even though you think I’m making a huge mistake.”

He smiled.

“That’s right. Even though I think you’re making a huge mistake.”

Dad didn’t make any further mention of his plans in the weeks leading up to final exams and summer vacation. When my grades came in—two A-, one B+, one B—he took me out for a final lunch a few days before I left town.

He knew that I had found work at a private school in Brookline that gave summer remedial courses, and that I’d be making a whopping $80 a week, which struck me as a small fortune. And he knew that we’d managed to rent the same sublet apartment we’d had last year.

“Can you give me the number again?” he asked quietly. “I may be calling you in a couple of days.”

A week later, the phone rang at around three in the morning. It was Dad, his voice terse, frightened, almost otherworldly.

“Your mother tried to commit suicide,” he said. “She’s in intensive care here at the Fletcher Allen Hospital, and they don’t expect her to make it.”

We were dressed and in Dan’s car within fifteen minutes. Driving north, we said nothing. Dan sensed that the last thing I wanted to do right now was talk. And to his infinite, amazing credit, he left me alone with my thoughts. I chain-smoked on the three-hour drive north, staring blankly out the window, trying to fathom what had happened—and how I could have stopped it.

We drove straight to the hospital. Dad was in the waiting room adjoining Intensive Care. He was slumped in a chair, staring down at the linoleum, a lit cigarette in a corner of his mouth. He didn’t embrace me, or burst into tears, or even take my hand. He just looked up at me and quietly said, “I should never have told her.”

I put my arm around him. Dan caught my eye, nodded toward the door, and left the room.

“What exactly happened?” I asked.

“A few days ago, I finally got up the nerve to say I’d be moving out—that I didn’t want to be married to her anymore. Her reaction threw me. I was expecting screaming and shouting. Instead, I got silence. She didn’t want to know any details, any reasons, or whether Molly was waiting in the wings. All she said was, ‘Fine. I’ll expect you to be packed up and gone by Friday.’

“The next forty-eight hours, I hardly saw her. She left me notes—Will be sleeping in the spare room . . . Don’t take anything that isn’t yours with you . . . My lawyer will be calling yours next week—but assiduously avoided me. Then, around six last night, I came home and found her slumped in the car in the garage. At first I couldn’t see her—because the car was full of smoke. She’d also managed to tape the gap in the window shut—so she was obviously very serious about doing the job properly. If I had shown up fifteen minutes later . . .

“Anyway, I managed to get her out of the car, then called 911, and kept doing mouth to mouth until the ambulance showed up. They took over and . . .”

He put his face in his hands, then looked directly at me.

“The doctors said she’d swallowed around twenty-five tranquilizers before turning on the engine. She’s still unconscious, still on life support . . .”

He stared back down at the floor.

“They don’t know if there’s brain damage, or whether she’ll even be able to breathe without a respirator. The next seventy-two hours are critical.”

He went silent. I held him tighter, wanting to say something that would make things better; that would assuage our shared guilt. But I was in shock—and knew that nothing I said would change anything.

“Can I go see her?” I asked.

Dan came with me into Intensive Care, a steadying arm on mine. The nurse leading us through the unit said nothing until we reached her bedside. I blanched with shock. She didn’t look like my mother—more like some strange medical sculpture, enveloped in tubes and wires, surrounded by lumpy machinery, with a grim plastic mouthpiece fastened between her lips. I could hear the steady whoosh of the nearby ventilator, forcing air in and out of her lungs. Dan turned to the nurse, pointed to the chart hanging on the end of the bed, and asked, “May I . . . ?” She nodded assent, pulled it off, then handed it to him. He scanned it briefly, his face impassive . . . though he did chew on his lower lip as he read (a sure sign that he was tense). I kept looking down at Mom. Part of me wanted to feel anger at her for doing this, for being so selfish and vengeful. But all I could feel was shame and liability. And one thought kept haunting my brain: why didn’t I apologize?

As we left the ICU, Dan had a few quiet words with the nurse, then turned to me and said, “All the vital signs are stable, and though they won’t know anything definitive until she’s conscious, there are no clinical indications that she’s suffered brain damage.”

“But they can’t be sure, can they?” I asked.

“No, they can’t.”

Dan stayed with us for the next twenty-four hours—and, once again, he displayed an amazing restraint and sensitivity when it came to not asking all the obvious, difficult questions. Only once when we were out of Dad’s earshot did he inquire, “Did your father say if she’d been threatening this for a while?”

“No, but, as you know, she’s been unstable for months . . .”

I was about to blurt out the truth, but a little voice whispered in my ear: Careful here.

“I gather there’s been some bad stuff going on between them for a long time.”

“Someone else?”

“I think so, yeah.”

I tensed, waiting for him to ask, “How long have you known about this?” but he said nothing. Once again, I was astonished by his thoughtfulness, how he always put my feelings in front of his own; how he maybe accepted that I didn’t have to tell him everything . . . even though I felt lingering guilt about the things that I did keep from him.

We’d sublet our apartment to some friends for the summer, so we spent the first night at my parents’ house. It was strange to be back there after all these months, strange to be sharing the narrow single bed in my old room with Dan. Not that I slept. Even though I had been up the entire night before, I couldn’t surrender to unconsciousness, and instead found myself wide awake an hour after getting into bed. I wandered downstairs and found Dad sitting up, smoking. I bummed a cigarette off him and we sat there saying nothing for a very long time. Finally he broke the silence.

“If she lives, I won’t leave her . . . even though I’ll regret that decision for the rest of my life.”

Dan had to go back to Boston that morning—the hospital was insistent he return to work.

“I can be back here in three hours if . . .”

He stopped himself. If . . .

I called the school. The acting summer headmistress was both understanding and annoyed. I said nothing about my mother’s suicide attempt, only that her condition was touch and go.

“Well, you obviously must be with her . . . and we obviously must work around this problem.”

It’s not a problem, I felt like screaming. It’s life or death.

For the next three days there was no change in her condition; no sense of what the outcome would be. Dad was constantly at the hospital. I could only handle two short visits a day and instead busied myself by playing housekeeper. In the days since Mom was rushed to the hospital, the house had turned into a garbage dump—so I set myself the task of imposing order on chaos. Not only did I thorough-clean the house, I also threw out tons of old magazines and newspapers that Dad had been keeping, and even (with his permission) realphabetized the several thousand books that were scattered around the house. Anything to keep busy, to be distracted.

We said very little to each other—our conversations continued to be light, superficial, avoiding the big question that hung over us. But every time the phone rang, we jumped.

A week went by and I received a call from the school, saying that, under the circumstances, they would have to replace me for the rest of the summer. The very next morning, the phone rang at five-thirty. Dad answered it. I was already out of bed, heading downstairs, when he yelled up to me, “She’s opened her eyes.”

We were at the hospital half an hour later. The attending doctor informed us that though Mom had regained consciousness, she was still on the respirator. More tellingly, in the few hours since her eyes had opened, she hadn’t attempted to speak, nor had she shown much muscle activity.

“This could be significant . . . or it simply could be that the cocktail of tranquilizers and carbon monoxide which she ingested has yet to completely leave her system, which means that it is still holding her in a narcotic thrall. Only time will tell, I’m afraid.”

We were brought into the ward. Mom was still swathed in wires, tubes, and machinery, but she was awake and stared at us blankly, her eyelids occasionally blinking. I took her hand and squeezed it. She didn’t return the squeeze—so her hand lay limply in mine.

“It’s good to have you back, Dorothy,” Dad said, his voice calm, reasonable.

No response.

“You had us worried,” I said lamely.

No response.

“Can you hear us, Dorothy?” Dad asked.

There was the slightest nod of the head, then she closed her eyes.

I sat with her for the next few hours. I went home, took a nap, and was back by six to sit with her again. Dad came in around eight. He insisted on taking me home, saying there was no point in me staying by her side all night. I didn’t want to leave, but two nights without sleep convinced me he was right. Back home I collapsed into bed, but was up at seven the next morning and at the hospital an hour later. This time, she seemed a little clearer. When I asked her a few questions—“Do you know where you are? Could you try to squeeze my hand?”—she responded with a nod. When I felt her fingers wrap around mine, I started to sob. I put my head against her shoulder and let go, the shock of the last two days (and all the anguish of the past months) suddenly pouring out.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

She squeezed my hand harder and nodded in acknowledgment.

The next day, Mom came off the respirator. During the afternoon, she sat up and began to talk. That night, Dad went in to see her by himself. They spoke for over an hour. When he came out of the room, he said, “She’d like to see you now.”

I went inside. She was sitting up in bed, still looking weak, small. But much of the medical paraphernalia had been taken away—and her eyes, though tired, had regained some of their sharpness. With a little nod of the head she motioned me over to the chair by the bed. I sat down. I took her hand. She didn’t take mine. Instead, she leaned over to me and whispered: “I knew you’d apologize eventually.”


FOUR

THE DOCTORS WERE amazed by Mom’s rapid recovery.

“Considering the number of pills she took and the fact that she was on the verge of asphyxiation,” one of them told me, “it is remarkable that she pulled through—and with no permanent damage. She must have a ferocious will to live . . . despite doing what she did.”

I wasn’t surprised at Mom’s fierce need to pull through. In my darker moments, I couldn’t help but wonder if she had set up the whole attempted suicide as a grand attempt to reestablish her dominion over her wayward husband and her insolent daughter.

“Makes sense to me,” Margy said when I called her in Manhattan a few days after Mom came back to life. “And I think you’re right about her wanting to punish you both. If your father hadn’t found her, she would have, at the very least, made you both feel guilty for the rest of your lives—so that would have been a victory of sorts. My advice to you is: get the hell out of there before she really gets her claws into you.”

I was sorry about lots of things in the wake of Mom’s recovery. Sorry that I had been so fiendishly manipulated. Sorry that I had lost my summer teaching job (and the $80-a-week salary that came with it). Sorry I would be stuck in Vermont next semester. Sorry that my father had suffered emotional blackmail. But, most of all, I was sorry that I’d said “I’m sorry.”

She’d really done a number on me—denying me her love in order to extract the apology that her pride demanded. And I’d caved under the most extreme duress imaginable. Never again, I told myself. I’d never apologize for some “wrongdoing” that I felt wasn’t wrong. I would never be blackmailed into the sort of crippling guilt that I had suffered for the past few months. Margy was right. I needed to get the hell out of town.

For Dad’s sake, I waited a few days until Mom was formally discharged from the hospital before hightailing it back to Boston. I made certain the house was immaculate for her arrival, something she did comment upon—“My God, Hannah, you really are a housewife.” I ensured that the icebox was full, and that there were a couple of casseroles ready for defrosting in the freezer.

“We’re going to put this entire episode behind us,” Mom said to me on the day she got back home. “We’re going to forget that all this has happened, and carry on as normal.”

I went pale with shock. The nerve—the chutzpah—of the woman. But rather than tangle with her, I just nodded quietly—and, later that day, walked over to the bus station in town and bought myself a one-way ticket to Boston the next afternoon.

Dad had gone into withdrawn mode ever since she’d come out of her coma. He never did tell me what was said between them during their first post-suicide-attempt chat. Nor did he seem willing or eager to discuss how he was feeling right now and how things between them would progress from here. Instead, he seemed to realize that he was now trapped.

The morning I left, I brought Mom her breakfast. I’d overslept slightly, so when I got to her room, it was almost nine-thirty. She was already sitting up in bed, reading that week’s edition of The New Yorker. Near the phone by the bed was a notepad. I glanced at it, and noticed that Mom had scribbled down a phone number with a Boston area code. I was suddenly nervous.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, putting the tray down on the bed. “Tea and toast as usual. Is that enough for you?”

“So you’re starting to teach school again tomorrow?” she asked, completely ignoring my question.

“That’s right,” I said.

“The Douglas School in Brookline, isn’t it?”

“I don’t remember mentioning it to you.”

“Your father told me when I asked him last night. And I just called the Douglas School this morning—and do you know what they said?”

I met her cold gaze. And said, “They told you that they had to let me go last week because my mother was at death’s door.”

“You told them I tried to kill myself?” she asked, her voice perfectly reasonable.

“No, I didn’t think that was any of their business.”

“But you just lied to me about having to return to Boston to start work. You’re out of work, aren’t you?”

“Yes, thanks to you, I’m out of work.”

A thin smile appeared on my mother’s lips.

“You didn’t have to rush back here to join the deathwatch, but you did. However, now that I am back in the land of the living, you are rushing back to Boston, even though there’s no job to go back to. So would you mind explaining why you’re running off so fast?”

“Because I don’t want to be around you.”

The thin smile grew tighter.

“Yes, I did think that was your reason. And to be blunt about it, Hannah dear, I don’t care. I really don’t. I received the apology I deserved from you. So now, if you want to see me again, fine. If you don’t, that’s fine too. The choice is entirely yours.”

That night, as I sat seething in our kitchen, telling Dan what she had said to me, I vowed to keep her as far outside my life as possible. Dan certainly concurred with this.

“Do yourself a favor,” he said. “Cut her off.”

As hard as that was to accept, I followed his advice—not by completely ending any contact between us, but by simply maintaining the most minimal of communications with her. During the few weeks I had left in Boston, I made a point of phoning her every Sunday morning for a polite, controlled, unemotional conversation about her well-being. If she asked me any questions about myself, I’d respond. But only if she asked.

When we got back to Vermont at the end of August, filling the time productively became an obsession. I threw myself into classes, but dropped French in favor of a History of Education course, because speaking French in Vermont only served to remind me that I’d stopped myself from living in Paris the next year.

I kept such thoughts at bay, except when Margy sent the occasional postcard from Paris—regaling me, in one hundred words or less, with some tart observation about French stand-up toilets, or why Gitanes tasted like an exhaust pipe, or how she would never again sleep with a Romanian émigré saxophonist with dentures.

Did I feel envy for Margy’s adventures in France? Absolutely (though I could have definitely lived without sex with the toothless Romanian émigré). But I kept busy and I plowed ahead through junior year.

Two weeks after we started the winter term, Dan came back from med school holding a letter and looking pleased. He’d just got news that he’d been accepted for an internship in Providence.

“I know it’s not the most glamorous of places,” he said, “but this is a great break for us—and Rhode Island Hospital is such a great facility. Hell, half the people in my class are having to make do with internships in Nebraska or Iowa City. At least we’re still staying in the Northeast. Anyway, the good news is that they don’t want me to start until mid-July, which means we could definitely go to Paris for our honeymoon.”

That made me pause for thought.

“Is that a proposal?” I asked.

“Yes, it is.”

I moved over to the window and looked out at the snow.

“You know,” I said, “when I was seventeen, I vowed I would never get married. But I hadn’t counted on meeting you . . .”

“Well, I am very glad you did.”

“I’m glad too,” I said, turning back to him.

“So does that mean you accept?”

I nodded.

So there it was: I was going to marry Dan. My future was tethered to his and, as such, it was secure.

Around three days after this conversation, Dan received some annoying news. Two interns at Rhode Island Hospital had just left, and as they were now short-staffed, they needed him to start work right after graduation.

“Can’t you negotiate?” I asked.

“They’re really adamant I begin on June 8. If I say no, the next guy on the list will get the internship. And the fact that it’s Rhode Island Hospital, where most of the interns came out of Ivy League medical schools . . .”

“So we’re not going to be able to have that month in Paris after all?”

“Things change. I’m sorry.”

I swallowed my disappointment. Ten days later—on one of those rare perfect late-summer New England days, where the sky was a great big dome of blue and the August mugginess was mitigated by a tangy wind—I married Dan in the First Unitarian Church in Burlington. The service—short, unsanctimonious, and to the point—went off without a hitch. So too did the lunch in the Old Town Hall. Dan made a very nice speech about how I was the best thing that ever happened to him. Dad, of course, was in erudite form—saying how, in a world of constant political uncertainty and ongoing generational conflict, it was a “rare and wonderful thing” to have a daughter who was also such a great friend and such a great support against “life’s usual vicissitudes,” and that, in his modest parental opinion, Dan was a most lucky fellow. In my little speech, I gave effusive thanks to my dad for teaching me that curiosity is one of the most essential components of life, and for always treating me as an equal (a near-truth); to Dan for showing me that good guys aren’t an endangered species; and to Mom for “endlessly challenging me” (a comment which, as intended, was wide open to interpretation), and for throwing such a good bash.

Two days later, we moved to Providence. We found another run-down apartment in another clapboard house, which I knew I would spend much of the summer fixing up. And I did manage to find a full-time teaching job in a private day school in town, teaching English and American history to sixth-graders. And Dan’s father gave us a great wedding gift. It was a four-year-old Volvo station wagon—Electric Orange with cracked brown leather seats—which we both thought was the height of cool.

Margy, meanwhile, had put her Paris plans on hold. Her mother had fallen down a flight of stairs while smashed, and had been confined to a wheelchair with a broken hip.

“It looks like I have to play dutiful daughter and stay with her for the summer,” she said during a phone call. “As you can imagine, I am not pleased being forced into this Florence Nightingale role—and often wonder, in my darker moments, if she deliberately tumbled down those stairs to keep me from returning to Paris.”

“You’ll get back to Paris.”

“Damn right I will,” she said. “As soon as madame is able to stand up and lean against a bar again, I’m on the next flight across the Atlantic. Meanwhile, I’ve been looking for magazine work, but everything is filled up. So I’ve found a dumb job at the Museum of Modern Art.”

“That doesn’t exactly sound like a bad place to work.”

“Hey, I’m not a curator. It’s a job in the gift shop. But it is a job. And it will pass the time until Mommy Dearest has healed and I can flee the country.”

Later that night, over dinner in the apartment, I told Dan about Margy’s change of plans, and how she was almost certain that her mother staged the accident to keep her from leaving.

“Well, Margy would say something as neurotic as that,” he said.

“Hey, I thought the same thing when my mom tried to kill herself.”

“There is a considerable difference between an actual suicide attempt and Margy thinking that her crazy mother deliberately threw herself down a flight of stairs to keep her at home. Then again, having never had direct experience with New York neurotics, I’m not an expert on their brand of craziness.”

“That’s because you’re so ultrarational . . .”

He looked at me with surprise.

“You think I’m ultrarational?”

“Just a little too controlled sometimes, that’s all.”

“Well, thanks for telling me . . .”

“Hang on, I’m not trying to start a fight here.”

“No, you’re just making comments about my rigidity.”

“I called you rational, not rigid . . .”

“Ultrarational . . . which is just about the same as rigid. And, hey, I’m really sorry if I strike you as a stiff . . .”

“What the hell has gotten into you?” I said.

“Do I attack your personality? Do I make little asides about your little flaws?”

“Such as?” I said, suddenly furious.

“Such as your own damn rigidity . . . the way you always keep yourself so tightly in check, always terrified of maybe putting a foot wrong, or displeasing me, or, God forbid, doing something adventurous.”

I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard.

“What?” I yelled. “Everything—everything—I have done ever since I’ve known you has been geared toward you . . . your studies, your career . . .”

“That’s what I’m saying, Hannah. I have never, ever stopped you from doing anything. You’re the one who’s stopped yourself—who refused to go to Paris, who followed me around during the summers . . .”

“You felt I was following you, like some goddamn puppy dog?”

“You’re not hearing me. I’m always happy that you are with me. But I know deep down you feel just a little thwarted by being so hemmed in . . .”

“I have never said I was feeling thwarted . . .”

“Well, you sure as hell have shown it.”

“Well, thank you for speaking ‘the truth.’ And while you’re at it, give yourself an A for perceptiveness, and an A-plus for having the most monumental ego.”

“Ego? Me?”

“You don’t think I see the ruthlessness behind the Mr. Nice Guy façade?”

As soon as that was out of my mouth, I regretted it. But that’s the thing about a fight, especially a fight with the person to whom you are the closest, and with whom you never fight: when it gets going—when, out of nowhere, everything suddenly implodes—all sorts of horrible stuff comes tumbling out. And you suddenly find yourself unable to stop yourself from saying . . .

“You don’t think I see how you always put you and your work first, always?”

“Shut up,” he said, then grabbed his jacket and charged toward the door.

“That’s right—run off, don’t face up to—”

He turned back and looked at me with pure rage.

“You’re the one with shit to face up to.”

And he slammed the door behind him.

I don’t think I moved for around three minutes after he stormed out. I was in shock, wondering: where did all that come from? I couldn’t believe what he had said. I couldn’t believe what I had said. And what shook me the most was the realization that everything said was, in some desperate way, true.

It’s your own damn fault, said a voice in my head.

Yeah, but he started it.

An hour went by, then two, then three. It was now well after midnight, and I was starting to get freaked, because, outside of night shifts at the hospital, Dan never stayed out late.

I waited up until one a.m., then called the hospital.

“I’m sorry,” the receptionist told me, “but Dr. Buchan isn’t on duty tonight . . . no, he’s not been in.”

There was nothing I could do until he got back here, so I simply crawled into bed, pulled the sheet over my head, and tried to ignore our neighbor playing Grand Funk Railroad at an excessive volume.

Somehow I finally gave in to sleep—a very light sleep, as I jolted awake as soon as I heard our front door close. I glanced at the alarm clock. Four-thirty a.m. I got out of bed. Dan was in the kitchen, making himself a cup of coffee.

He looked tired and strained.

“Where’ve you been?” I asked.

“Driving,” he said.

“For seven hours?”

He shrugged.

“Where did you go?”

“New Haven.”

“That’s . . . a hundred and fifty miles from here?”

“One hundred and seventy-two miles, if you want to get technical about it.”

“Why New Haven?”

“I got on I-95, turned south, and started driving.”

“What made you stop?”

“Work. You.”

“Even though I’ve followed you around like a puppy dog?”

“I never said that.”

“You implied it.”

“Look, why don’t we just accept the fact that it was a fight . . . our only bad fight ever . . . and that a lot of stupid stuff—”

“Do I disappoint you that much?” I asked.

“Hardly. And do you think I’m really Mr. Ruthless?”

“No.”

He looked up at me and smiled.

“Then let’s just . . .”

He reached for me and pulled me toward him. I didn’t resist. He kissed me deeply, his hands suddenly moving all over me. I opened my legs and pressed my groin against his, my tongue now deep down his throat, my left hand gripping the back of his head. We stumbled out of the kitchen and into the bedroom, still locked in an embrace. We pulled off our clothes and he was inside me within seconds. His ardor surprised me. His usual gentleness—and reserve—had suddenly vanished. He was drilling into me with abandon. And though part of me was shocked by the roughness of his onslaught, another part of me liked it—and I responded in kind, digging my nails into his neck, arching my back so he could thrust deeper. I came before he did, the ferocity of my orgasm blocking out all sense of time, place. For a moment or two, I was nowhere—and it was a wonderful place to be. A few moments later, Dan slumped against me, burying his face deep into my shoulder. We said nothing for a very long time. Then he looked up at me and smiled.

“We should fight like that more often.”

Dan had to get up around ten minutes later—to shower and shave before starting his six a.m. morning shift. Before leaving, he brought me a cup of coffee in bed, kissing me on the head.

“Better go,” he said quietly.

After he left, I sat up in bed with my mug of coffee and tried to keep my growing anxiety at bay: we’d made love right in the middle of my cycle. And I hadn’t been wearing my diaphragm.

For the next few weeks, I focused my energies on renovating the apartment. My period never arrived. When it was four weeks late, I forced myself to call our local doctor and arrange for a pregnancy test. The next day, I drove down to his office and was handed a glass beaker and directed to the bathroom. When I returned with the urine sample, the doctor said, “Call my nurse tomorrow and she’ll give you the result.”

After the test, I took myself out for lunch, followed by a movie at a cheap fleapit theater downtown. I arrived home around five. Dan had gotten back before me. He was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking a bottle of beer, looking unhappy.

“You’re back early,” I said.

“You’re pregnant,” he replied.

I felt myself tense.

“The nurse from Dr. Regan’s office just rang with the test result,” Dan said. “She said they’d gotten the results early, and figured you wanted the news straightaway.”

“I see . . .” I said, avoiding his gaze.

“Congratulations,” he said, “and thanks for letting the father in on the news.”

“I was going to tell you,” I said.

“Well, glad to hear it . . . since I was somewhat involved. How long have you known?”

“I just found out.”

“You know what I mean. When did you suspect?”

“About two weeks ago.”

“And you kept this from me all this time?”

“I didn’t want to say anything if it wasn’t true.”

“Why? Because you were planning to do something about it without me knowing?”

“You know I’d never do that,” I said. “Of course I’m keeping it.”

“Well, that’s something. I’m still pretty damn shocked that you didn’t say anything.”

“I didn’t want to get your hopes up, just in case . . .”

That was a complete lie. I didn’t say anything because I was too scared to say anything. Even though I knew I’d have the baby—even though I was certain Dan wouldn’t flip out—something in me stopped myself from letting him in on the early news. And the problem was that I really didn’t understand what stopped me from telling him. All I knew was: I couldn’t. Still, he seemed to buy my fraudulent explanation, saying, “You still should have let me know. Like we’re in this together, right?”

“Of course,” I said quietly.

“And as long as we’re both happy . . .”

“It’s great news,” I said, trying not to sound too somber.

“It’s the best news,” he said, taking me in his arms. I accepted his embrace. I played along, trying to be cheerful at a moment that I knew was momentous, but which (to me anyway) seemed clouded with ambiguity. I didn’t know what to feel.

Later on, as Dan drank a third celebratory beer and I sipped tea, he made all the appropriate noises about how the baby’s arrival wouldn’t change my work as a teacher, as he was sure we could find someone around here to look after the kid while I was off teaching.

“I’m going to have to tell the school before I start,” I said.

“I’m sure they’ll be cool about it.”

“But one thing,” I said. “I don’t want this news mentioned to anyone in either family for a couple of months—just in case I miscarry before the first trimester.”

“Whatever you say.”

But of course I broke my own demand for secrecy by telling my one great confidante. Margy called me one evening while Dan was on a night shift, to let me know that, as her mother had finally hired a part-time nurse to attend to her many needs, she’d flown the coop and had found a small apartment across town.

“So why haven’t you rushed back to Paris?”

“Because they’ve made me assistant manager of the museum gift shop—and I know that’s a really lame excuse, but hey, it’s just a temporary job and I’ve signed a year’s lease on the studio, and I know I’m hemming myself in, and blah, blah, blah, blah . . . which is another way of saying that I’m not going to talk about this anymore. What’s up with you?”

And after swearing her to total secrecy, I let her in on the news of my pregnancy.

“You’re shitting me,” she said.

“If only . . .”

“You going to keep it?”

“Of course.”

A silence. I could tell that Margy was fighting the urge to give me advice.

“Hey, if you’re happy, I’m happy.”

“By which you mean you think I’m out of my mind.”

“You want the truth? Yeah, the idea of being a mother at twenty-two would freak the crap out of me. Because it just isn’t me. Still, I am not you, and I’m sure you’ll be brilliant at it.”

“But now I’m trapped.”

“Hon, everybody’s trapped.”

True, and most of us set the trap that snares us. Or we walk straight into a situation that we know will cause us problems—and do nothing to stop it. I could so easily have dashed into the bathroom for a moment to put in my diaphragm. I could have told Dan to come outside me. But I said nothing, did nothing. And now my destiny was sealed.

Later that day, I called the headmaster of the school where I was to start teaching in September and explained that I would be having a baby around mid-April of next year. I could actually hear his sharp intake of breath as I broke this news.

“Well, I certainly thank you for giving me advance warning,” he said. “I presume you just found out.”

“Yes—and believe me, it was totally unplanned,” I said, sounding stupidly guilty, as if it was his business whether or not it was intended.

“These things often are,” he said, sounding like he wanted to get off this subject, then adding that he’d have to talk to the head of the Middle School about the implications, and he’d get back to me as soon as possible.

“Oh . . . my congratulations, of course,” he added drily.

Thanks a lot. And thanks even more for the letter which came a few days later explaining in a measured, reasoned way why the school would no longer be able to offer me a job this autumn—as the very fact that I would be having a baby in the spring would rule me out of that trimester, and considering that I’d be a first-year homeroom teacher—never an easy escapade, in his experienced opinion—I’d be balancing such hefty new responsibilities with the equally hefty burden of pregnancy blah, blah, blah . . .

I balled up the letter, tossed it in the trash basket, and thought: That’s me screwed.

“Can’t you take them to court or something?” Margy asked when I called up to scream about losing my job.

“Dan’s already looked into that. The fact that they’re letting me go before I even start gives me little comeback. More to the point, there’s nothing on the statute books protecting a woman from unfair dismissal on the grounds that she’s pregnant.”

“You shouldn’t have told the school.”

“Lying’s not my style.”

“You’re just too straight.”

“Yeah, it’s a real character flaw.”

“So what now?”

“Well, there’s a teacher’s course at the University of Rhode Island, just twenty minutes out of town in Kingston. And as the baby’s due in mid-April, they told me I could take my finals next autumn. The other good thing is that they might be able to find me a little substitute teaching—which is kind of crucial, as we’re really going to need some extra money.”

“You still haven’t told your parents?”

“It’s top secret until I’m ready to tell them.”

“Your mother being your mother, I bet she picks up on you being knocked up before you get around to letting her in on the secret.”

Per usual, Margy was clairvoyant. I had to drive up to Vermont the next day—to pick up a few final bits and pieces from our old apartment, still in storage in my parents’ barn. I hadn’t seen Mom in around six weeks, and as soon as I stepped through the front door, she took one look at me and said, “Don’t tell me you’re pregnant.”

I tried not to react. I failed.

“No way.”

“Then why did you turn chalky when I asked you that question?”

I dodged an answer—as I suddenly felt a bout of nausea coming on. I dashed down the hallway to the little toilet under the stairs. I made it just in time. God, how I despised being sick like this. And I knew Mom was going to give me the third degree as soon as I stopped hugging the toilet.

In fact she didn’t wait that long. Instead, she knocked on the door and asked, “You all right in there?”

“Must have been something I ate,” I said between retches.

“Bullshit,” she replied, and thankfully dropped the subject for the remainder of my visit.

Back in Providence, I killed time by signing up for a swimming course at a local pool, and dedicated an hour every morning to my French books, trying to crack the subjunctive tense and expand my vocabulary. I also volunteered at the local McGovern headquarters and spent ten days sticking leaflets into mailboxes and stuffing envelopes at the Rhode Island campaign headquarters in Providence.

“You know you’re working for a lost cause,” some big beefy postman told me one day when I followed him to a mailbox on some suburban road.

“But it’s the right cause,” I countered.

“A loser’s a loser,” he said. “And I only vote for winners.”

“Even if they’re crooks?”

“Everyone’s a crook,” he said, and continued his rounds.

That’s just not true, I felt like shouting after him. There’s a lot of integrity out there. But I knew it sounded lame—even though I so wanted to believe it was true.

“What else do we have except our integrity?” I found myself asking Margy when I related this story to her on the phone that night.

“Our bank accounts?”

“Very funny.”

“Hey, can I help it if I am a remorseless cynic?”

“Cynicism is always cheap.”

“But at least it’s amusing.”

“Don’t talk to me about amusing. I live in Rhode Island.”

“Why don’t you jump the train down here for a couple of days?”

“I’m only married a couple of months.”

“Big deal. Anyway, Dan’s working all the time, isn’t he?”

“It’s not the right moment.”

“When is the right moment, Hannah?”

“Let’s not play this old tune again, please.”

“Hey, it’s your life, sweetheart. And no one’s putting a gun to some cocker spaniel’s head and saying: If you don’t spend a weekend in Manhattan with Margy, we’ll shoot this dog.”

Then grad school finally started. The University of Rhode Island wasn’t a particularly high-powered place, and everyone there seemed to grasp the fact that, as universities go, this was very minor-league . . . and not the Harvard Graduate School of Education, just an hour up the road. Still, the teacher’s course covered all the basics, two of the professors were enthusiastic, and within six weeks of starting the course, the placement office found me a weekend job in a remedial school in town, which brought in $50 a week—and filled the time.

And time passed quickly. Suddenly, it was November, and Nixon won every state in the union except Massachusetts. (The fact that McGovern lost Vermont was something of a personal blow to Dad, who’d made his campaign in that state something of his own personal crusade.) Around the same time, Mom decided to pay me a visit, during which I finally gave her the official news that I was pregnant. Her reply was predictable.

“Hell, I knew that months ago. Any reason why you waited so long to tell me?”

“Because I knew you’d give me a hard time about having a baby so soon.”

Mom smiled a dangerous smile. And said, “Well, Hannah, at this point you are a very big girl—and if you want to limit your life at such a young age, why should I stop you? In any case, you never listen to a word I say.”

The day after Mom headed back to Vermont, Dan and I went out to dinner at a little Italian place near our apartment. After we ordered, he asked, “How’d you like to leave Providence at the end of June?”

“I’d like that very much,” I said. “But aren’t we stuck here for your residency next year?”

“Something interesting just came down the pike today,” he said, then explained how the chief resident in pediatrics at the hospital—a certain Dr. Potholm, who had become something of a mentor to Dan, since he was now considering becoming a pediatrician—had told him of a job opening in Maine.

“Potholm has a friend at Maine Medical—that’s the big hospital in Portland—who called him the other day, asking if he knew of any bright young internist who wanted to spend a year as a GP in a place called Pelham . . .”

“Never heard of it.”

“Nor had I. Looked it up on a map this afternoon. It’s a small town of around three thousand, around an hour due west of Portland, located in lake country, somewhere near Bridgton . . .”

“Which I’ve also never heard of.”

“Anyway, it seems their GP—a guy named Bland—has decided to do a year overseas with the Peace Corps, so it’s a twelve-month gig.”

“After which we’d return to Providence?”

He looked at me with amusement.

“Which is your idea of hell?” he asked.

“Put it this way: it’s a big country.”

He laughed and said, “Tell you what. Why don’t we drive up to Pelham this weekend, check the place out, and then decide what our next move will be.”

Which is what we did—and around half an hour after we arrived in Pelham, I found myself thinking: this is promising. Dan had similar thoughts—and three days after we got back home, he phoned the officer from the Maine Regional Health Authority who’d interviewed him, and told him that, if they were interested in him, he was certainly interested in spending twelve months as the doctor for Pelham, Maine.

Within a week, they called back to tell him he had the job. A few days later, I made the call I was dreading to my mother. When I told her the news, she said, “I always knew you’d end up in a really small town. It’s just your style.”


FIVE

MY SON, JEFFREY John Buchan, was born on April 8, 1973. It was, according to the obstetrician, a “straightforward delivery”—even though fourteen hours of labor, ameliorated by gas during the final big push, didn’t strike me as exactly straightforward. But I didn’t care. Jeffrey was beautiful—and when the nurse first handed him to me and he snuggled his head against mine, I was smitten. Then, after Dan pulled out his Instamatic and took the first snapshots of mother and child, the nurse relieved me of my son, telling me I needed to rest. And I collapsed into the sleep I so craved.

That was the last decent sleep I had for the next three months. Name any and every postnatal complaint a baby can suffer—colic, cradle cap, lactose intolerance—Jeffrey experienced them all. Dan was sympathetic . . . but only up to a point. My dad was also sympathetic—reminding me, on the phone, that I too had had colic during the first eight weeks of my life. Then he changed the subject to the one thing he wanted to discuss constantly: the emerging Watergate scandal. Dad’s past appearance on the Nixon Enemies List had just led to a whole new round of press interviews and speaking engagements for him, but he did find time to drop down to Providence for a day with Mom to meet their first grandchild. Afterward Mom sent us a beautiful old-fashioned baby carriage, and she did call me every other day to find out how I was doing, though anytime I mentioned just how damn tired I was and wondered out loud whether I’d ever see the end of Jeffrey’s assorted ailments, she wasn’t exactly wildly sympathetic.

“Welcome to motherhood—which, in my experience, is one long kvetch. But the good news is that after you’ve spent twenty-one years raising Jeffrey, he’ll simply resent you.”

When I recounted this statement to Margy, she said:

“Hey, just accept the fact that your mom is probably a manic-depressive and you’ll stop getting so damn distressed about everything she says to you.”

Margy was standing in my living room with a tumbler full of Smirnoff in one hand. She’d come up to Providence a couple of weeks after the baby was born. I was just home with Jeffrey, suffering broken nights.

“Well, he’s really cute . . .” Margy said, trying to sound convincing.

“For someone who screams all the time.”

“Well, you know me. It’s the screamers who always win me over. Did the doctors give you any idea how long this might go on?”

“Until he goes to college.”

During the two days that Margy was up visiting me, Dan didn’t make an appearance, though he did call to explain that all hell was breaking loose at the hospital. There had been a teenage pileup on the interstate, he had just dealt with a severely dehydrated nine-month-old girl whose Christian Scientist parents had spent the last seven days treating her chronic diarrhea with prayer, and then there was the big-deal city counselor who had a coronary on the golf course and . . .

“Right, I’ve got the picture,” I said.

“Don’t be angry, sweetie.”

“I’m not angry . . . I’m just weary. And I hate when you call me sweetie.”

“How’s Margy getting on?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Desperate to have a child.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“Oh . . . that’s a joke, right?”

“Yes, Dan, it’s a joke. How much sleep did you get last night?”

“Maybe three hours.”

“Isn’t that dangerous . . . for your patients, that is?”

“Haven’t killed anyone yet. Listen, I will try to get home tomorrow . . .”

“Margy will be gone by then.”

“Sorry.”

When I put down the phone, Margy (who was sitting opposite me in the kitchen during this entire conversation) fired up another cigarette and said, “Well, that sounded warm and cuddly.”

I just shrugged and filled the percolator with more coffee.

“Things a little difficult between you guys right now?” she asked.

“No, everything’s real warm and cuddly . . .”

“Hey, I didn’t mean to pry.”

“And I didn’t mean to sound like a bitch. Sorry . . .”

“Jeffrey’s asleep right now, so why don’t you try to catch a nap . . .”

“But if he wakes up?”

“You got some bottles of formula in the icebox?”

I nodded.

“Then I’ll heat one up on the stove.”

“Make sure it’s not too hot, not too cold . . .”

“Roger Wilco, Goldilocks.”

“And if he’s colicky, the best thing is to rub his back until . . .”

“I know—the kid burps. Now get into that bed . . .”

I surrendered to sleep the moment I pulled the blankets over me. The next thing I knew, Margy was shaking me. I glanced at the clock. I had been asleep less than thirty minutes, and was so out of it I couldn’t comprehend her first few sentences. But I snapped awake when she said, “He just vomited down my back.”

I was up in seconds. Sure enough, Jeffrey was hysterical. Margy, in her panic, had put him back in his crib, still covered in puke. He had somehow managed to end up on his belly and was understandably terrified and panicked. I picked him up. I put him across my shoulder and started stroking his head. Almost instantly he threw up all over me, then began to wail like someone who had decided that life was completely hopeless. At this moment in time, it certainly seemed that way to me too.

Half an hour later, with Jeffrey back napping in his crib, Margy and I sat at the kitchen table, smoking.

“If I ever start getting broody,” she said, “remind me about this morning.”

“Will do,” I said. “And if I’m ever deranged enough to do this again . . .”

“I’ll vomit on you, okay?”

When Margy left for Manhattan early the next morning, she looked beyond tired—having walked the floors with me and Jeffrey all that night.

“Don’t worry, I’ll sleep on the train,” she said. “And, unlike you, I will actually be able to crash out for eight hours tonight. Any chance you could hire in a nurse for a couple of nights so you can get some decent sleep?”

“Can’t afford it. But I am going to have to find some sort of child care to look after him while I’m packing us up for the move to Maine.”

“Should be nice, living in a small town. Real . . . uh . . . quaint.”

I laughed. “You are the worst liar I’ve ever met.”

“Hey, it’s got to be better than Providence.”

A couple of weeks later, we closed up our apartment and headed north—our entire worldly possessions packed into a U-Haul van that Dan drove. I followed in the Volvo, with Jeffrey in the backseat. Miracle of miracles, he slept for most of the six-hour journey—no mean feat, considering New England was in the middle of a heat wave and our venerable Volvo wasn’t exactly air-conditioned.

But as soon as we reached our new home in Maine, Jeffrey started to wail again. So did I. In the week or so since Dr. Bland had headed off, a pipe had burst in the kitchen, flooding the entire downstairs of the house. We walked in to discover water everywhere. I blinked with shock. Jeffrey, currently across my shoulder, must have sensed my distress, as he flipped into howling mode. Dan waded into the kitchen, let out a loud “Oh shit,” and returned with his pants drenched. I immediately headed for the front door, sat down on the front steps, and tried to calm myself and Jeffrey down.

Dan came out, looking deeply displeased.

“I don’t believe it,” I said.

He nodded and glanced at his watch. It was nearly six. Darkness would arrive within the hour.

“First things first: let’s find us somewhere to spend the night.”

The choice of accommodations in Pelham, Maine, wasn’t exactly enormous. There was just one option—a small motel on the edge of town. It was a real mom-and-pop place: little cabinlike units, with the sort of cheap wood-paneled walls that I’d seen in dozens of rec rooms, and a flowery carpet with assorted cigarette burns and coffee stains.

“Don’t worry,” Dan said. “I’ll get us out of here by tomorrow.”

Actually, it took us two weeks to finally exit that joyless motel. This was not due to Dan’s lack of action. On the contrary, he was on the phone five minutes after we checked in, talking with plumbers, the resident nurse, and Pelham’s only cop, who, as it turned out, knew Dr. Bland’s sister. Not only that, he even had her phone number in Lewiston, and he promised to give her a call straightaway.

“How did he have her number?” I asked.

“His brother went out with her in high school—and Farrell’s wife happens to be her oldest friend.”

“This is a small town,” I said.

Ten minutes later, the phone rang. I answered it and found myself speaking to Delores Bland. Without asking me my name, she said, “You the new doc’s wife?” and then launched into a monologue, telling me that Joe Farrell had just called her, and she was furious on our behalf because that pipe had leaked last winter and she had told her brother to get it repaired, but he was so cheap that he tried to repair it himself, and now he was in Africa, and she was going to have to get the insurers on the phone tomorrow, and the plumber had just called and he was en route to the house right now, and wasn’t the motel horrible, but she would only expect that from the guy who managed it—Chad Clark—who really was a creepy momma’s boy who never brushed his teeth when she knew him in high school, and maybe we could take the little apartment over the doctor’s office, which is where Nurse London lived until she got pregnant by Tony Bass, who ran the local service station and had to get married, and jeez, wasn’t that a mistake and a half, and she wanted to drive right over to Pelham tonight, but she was a tenth-grade homeroom teacher at Franklin Pierce High School in Auburn, and tonight the school was presenting the musical Li’l Abner, which she simply had to attend, but she would be on the phone first thing tomorrow to Nurse London-now-Bass, and if we wanted somewhere to eat tonight, we’d best drive over to Bridgton, which was only fifteen minutes by Route 117, and when we got to Bridgton there was this “real nice” restaurant called Goodwin’s which had great hamburgers and the best milkshakes in Maine called Awful Awfuls ’cause they were Awful Big and Awful Good, but be sure to ask for one with extra malt in it, ’cause that only cost a nickel extra and . . .

Halfway through this monologue I had to pull the phone away from my head. But I did thank Delores for her help and we did take her advice and drove over to Bridgton. It wasn’t hard to find Goodwin’s, as it was the only restaurant in town. I couldn’t face up to a triple-patty hamburger or a forty-eight-ounce Awful Awful. However, it was a long time until breakfast, so I forced down a grilled cheese sandwich and tried to interest Jeff in a few spoonfuls of ice cream. But he was building up to one of his extended wails—which, as I well knew, always started with a series of whines before quickly transforming into a lamentation that could go on for hours. Sure enough, ten minutes after we sat down, Jeff went ballistic.

“Great,” Dan said under his breath.

“At least you won’t be up all night with him,” I said, hating the strident tone that had entered my voice.

“We’ll both be up with him tonight,” he said.

“Well, that’ll be a change,” I snapped back.

“I’ve only been putting in sixteen-hour days . . .”

“And I’ve only been putting in twenty-two-hour days . . .”

We said nothing on the drive back to Pelham. We said nothing when we got back to the motel. I put Jeffrey into the bed next to me. Dan sat in one of the armchairs and stared at the old black-and-white television, which looked like it dated back to the Eisenhower years. Our son must have sensed the tension between us, because he refused to settle down. I walked him around every corner of the room at least a dozen times. I let him suck my breasts dry. Dan dozed in the armchair. I finally got back into bed with Jeff, pleading with him to cut us some slack and give us the most nominal of breaks by simply conking out for a couple of hours. He refused to cooperate—until around five-thirty that morning, when he finally closed his eyes and nodded off. Within moments, I passed out as well—waking with a start when he started his prewail rumble again. I was still fully clothed—my body clammy and stiff with tiredness. I glanced at my watch: 7:45 a.m. We’d been asleep for just over two hours. Dan was not in the room, but there was a note beside me on the bed: Gone out. Meet me at Miss Pelham’s for breakfast.

Miss Pelham’s was the one restaurant in town—more of a diner, with a couple of booths and a lunch counter. Dan was seated in one of the booths, a pad of paper in front of him. As I sat down, I noticed that he was finishing a to-do list. He got up and relieved me of Jeffrey, cradling him on his lap.

“You get some sleep?” he asked.

“Yeah. And you?”

“I’ve crashed in better armchairs.”

The waitress came by. She was a short, stubby woman in her fifties, a pencil protruding from her bun of blond-gray hair, a coffeepot in her left hand.

“Morning, hon. Bet you could use some of this after the little surprise you got yesterday. And can I heat up a bottle for junior there? It’s Jeffrey, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“Well, he’s a total cutie,” she said, pouring me a mug of coffee. “Got the bottle, hon?”

I dug it out of my shoulder bag.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Happy to oblige. Name’s Chrissy, by the way. And you’re Hannah, right?”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, trying to smile through my tiredness. As soon as she headed off with the bottle, I turned to Dan and said, “She seems friendly.”

Chrissy returned with the bottle.

“There you go, Doc,” she said, handing Dan the bottle. “Nice to see a fella doing some mommy work for a change. You’re a lucky woman there, Hannah. And hey, since I guess you’re going to have to move into the apartment above the doctor’s office, you’re going to really need it painted—like fast. ’Cause Nurse Bass kind of kept it poorly. Then again, between ourselves, Betty Bass is a great nurse, but real sloppy when it comes to, uh, everything else. But I guess you probably heard all about that by now.”

“Not really,” I said, trying to dodge local controversy.

“Well, you will. Anyway, Billy’s the local decorator around here—and I was speaking to him last night after I heard about the flood at Doc Bland’s house. And since we figured you’d be coming here for breakfast this morning, he wanted you to know that he could start work this afternoon . . . and he’ll meet you at the apartment at nine this morning. Which means you’ve got time to try our Miss Pelham’s Special: three eggs sunny-side up, corned beef hash, four sausages, hash browns, and if you’re real hungry, we can add a pancake or two.”

I had no appetite and stuck with toast. Ditto Dan, who looked absolutely exhausted after his night in the chair. We said little during breakfast—our conversation restricted to the checklist that Dan made up of things we’d have to do immediately to get ourselves out of that damn motel.

Still, the Pelham bush telegraph was seriously up and running, because by the time we reached the doctor’s office, a mere three-minute walk from Miss Pelham’s, a small welcoming party was already in place. I knew Nurse Bass from our previous visit—a very tall, very thin woman in her late thirties with permanently exhausted eyes and heavily chewed fingernails. But the other two were strangers. Nurse Bass was all business, telling Dan how she had heard Dr. Bland complain about leaky pipes at home in the past, how she was willing to look after Jeffrey during the day over the coming weekend so we could get ourselves sorted out, and when he had a minute to spare this morning, there was a ten-year-old boy in a nearby parish who was complaining of bad stomach pains, which could be appendicitis, and if he wouldn’t mind doing a house call . . .

“Looks like you’re going to have to bunk upstairs for a while,” the nurse said, turning her attention to me. “It’s not much—and I’ll admit it, I kind of didn’t look after the place when I was living there. But still, it wasn’t much before I moved in. And Billy here . . .”

Billy was a chunky guy in his early thirties with a wild mop of carrot-colored hair, a cliff of big buckteeth, and a goofy grin on his face. He was dressed in paint-splattered overalls and a Red Sox cap.

“Sure still isn’t much up there,” he said, interrupting her. “Sure needs some money spent on it.”

“Money’s something we don’t have much of,” I said. I felt a light but telling kick on the leg from Dan, who jumped in and said, “What Hannah means is . . .”

“No need to explain,” said the short woman, “’cause I know what it’s like, just out of med school, on an intern’s salary, with a baby, trying to make a start somewhere. Heck, that was my brother’s situation when he came back to Pelham to start his practice here.”

She pumped my hand vigorously, then did the same to Dan.

“Delores Bland, by the way. Bet you folks slept real bad last night, ’cause no one sleeps well at that motel. But hey, into every life a little rain must fall, and the good news is I’ve got our insurance man on the job right now at the house, and I’ve just sent a telegram to Ben in Africa, telling him what happened, and I know that if you have to spend some money fixing up the apartment, the practice will reimburse you, ’cause that apartment’s gonna be a good rental investment once it gets yanked into the 1970s, and hey, if you’re looking for some entertainment tonight, well the production I saw of Li’l Abner at my school . . . just as good as Broadway, I tell you. Not that I’ve ever seen a Broadway show, but still . . .”

Nurse Bass rolled her eyes and said, “Sorry to interrupt your life story, Delores, but I’ve got kids to get back to. So if you wouldn’t mind . . .”

The doctor’s office was located in a plain two-story clapboard house. There was an old-style open staircase at the back of the building. We all trooped up it to a door that was just about hanging on to its hinges and a torn mosquito screen. When we walked inside, my first reaction was, “Oh God . . .”

The apartment was very, very small: one cramped bedroom, a living room that was around twelve feet square, an alcove kitchen with vintage appliances (including a twenty-year-old fridge with the cooling element on its roof), and a bathroom with rusty drains. The wallpaper was peeling in places, all the furniture was sagging, all the ceilings were low, and there was a general aroma of dampness emanating from the threadbare carpet.

“This isn’t great,” Dan said.

“Well, can’t say I disagree with you,” Delores Bland said. “The problem is, you’ve got to live in town. That’s the deal . . .”

“I know,” Dan said quietly. An agreement had been made between the municipal authority of Pelham and their resident doctor that he would live within the town limits, so as to be permanently on call and within a five-minute drive of most residents.

“Let’s go back to the house,” I said, “and see if there’s any possibility that the damage might not be as bad as . . .”

Delores Bland shook her head. “Architect told me this morning there’s no way this place’ll be habitable for months.”

“Well, surely there’s somewhere else in town that’s rentable,” I said.

“Nope,” Nurse Bass said.

“Are you absolutely positive?” I asked.

“Small place, Pelham,” she said. “Everyone knows when anything’s up for rent. And there’s nothing right now.”

“Would it be okay to talk to the architect directly?” I asked.

“If it makes you feel better, Mrs. Buchan,” Delores Bland said.

So we walked over to Dr. Bland’s waterlogged house. The architect was there. He was named Sims; a rail-thin man in his late forties, with horn-rimmed glasses, a tattersall shirt, a clip-on tie.

“Came by here months ago to do a survey for a new back porch that the doctor’s wife wanted,” he said, “and told her then and there that the place needed new plumbing. Wish they’d listened to me.”

“Are you absolutely certain, Mr. Sims, that the house is out of bounds for us?”

“The water damage is extensive. And coupled with the dry rot that I’ve found everywhere . . . well, put it this way: I hope Dr. and Mrs. Bland have a very comprehensive insurance policy. They are certainly going to need every available penny to put things right. I’d say the work will take three months. Maybe more.”

As we all walked back to the apartment, my eyes scanned the six or so shops and offices that lined Main Street. There wasn’t a real estate agent in Pelham.

“What happens when someone wants to sell or rent a place around here?” I asked Nurse Bass.

“They put up a sign.”

Back inside the apartment, I felt my despair accelerate. But I reined it in by trying to stay focused on the task at hand. So I asked Billy if he could completely repaint the place, take up the carpets, sand and stain the floorboards, and install a new kitchen with new appliances. By the time I had finished the list of must-dos he was grinning from ear to ear.

“No problem, ma’am,” he said. “The more work the better.”

Delores Bland spoke directly to Dan.

“You do realize, Doctor, that the practice won’t be able to pay for any of this until the insurance claim is settled. But once Billy gives us a written estimate, and I’ve written to my brother and gotten his agreement . . .”

“Okay,” he said to Delores Bland. “We’ll pay for the initial work and the practice can reimburse us.”

“Dan, that could take weeks . . .” I said.

Dan clasped one of my wrists and asked Billy, “How long do you think it will take to get the work done?”

“’Bout a week.”

“Fine. And my wife will want to discuss things like colors and kitchen fittings and the like. Isn’t that right, Hannah?”

I nodded.

“You’d best be making that house call now, Doctor,” the nurse said.

Dan turned to me and said, “This shouldn’t take long. I’ll meet you back at the motel.”

He headed off, as did Delores Bland, promising to get back to me as soon as she heard from her brother. Billy turned to me and said, “There’s a carpenter in Bridgton I know, and we can also get all the appliances at the Sears there.”

“Might you be able to call the carpenter and see if he’s free this afternoon?”

“Sure can.”

“Then as soon as you hear from the guy, please come by the motel and we’ll head off to see him. I want to get all this started straightaway.”

“Fine by me,” Billy said, flashing me another of his goofy grins.

I brought Jeff back to the motel—and waited for Dan to return. I waited to hear back from Billy. And I kept looking at the confines of this motel room and thinking: I want to run away now.

Jeffrey, thankfully, remained asleep. I paced the room, wondering what I could do next, but I knew that things were temporarily out of my hands. Billy finally called after two hours and said that the carpenter was in, and he’d be by to pick me up in thirty minutes.

“I’m going to have to bring my son along,” I explained.

“Fine by me,” Billy said. “I like babies.”

But Dan showed up a few minutes later, looking drawn and tired.

“Sorry that took so long,” he said, “but the boy did have acute appendicitis, and I accompanied him to the hospital in Bridgton, where they’re probably operating on him right about now.”

Dan said that he’d be willing to bring Jeff over to the office for the afternoon if I wanted to get some sleep. I explained that I was heading off momentarily with Billy.

“You’re working fast,” he said.

“What choice do we have here?”

“That wasn’t meant to sound like an accusation.”

“I know. I just need to jump down your throat today.”

Dan laughed.

“I don’t blame you,” he said.

There was a knock on the door. Billy was standing outside.

“Hope I’m not interrupting anything,” he asked.

Billy drove a beat-up Plymouth station wagon that dated back to the mid-sixties and looked a bit like a moving garbage dump. The two front seats had been splattered with paint and assorted other liquids. The rear seats and the trunk were piled high with decorating apparatus: old paint cans, dirty brushes, bottles of turpentine, filthy drop cloths, a ladder, assorted tools, an ashtray overflowing with compacted butts, and around five empty giant-sized Awful Awful containers scattered on the floor.

“You seem to like Awful Awfuls,” I said, attempting to make conversation.

“They’re real good,” he said, then fell silent.

“What’s your favorite flavor?”

“Caramel . . . with an extra scoop of malt.”

Silence.

“Maybe we can go there after we get done with the carpenter and Sears,” I said.

“Sounds good.”

Silence.

As I came to discover, Billy was unable to initiate chat. He’d respond to questions, then he’d lapse into his own head again, that harmlessly eccentric grin as permanently fixed to his face as the ever-present L&M cigarette clamped between his stained teeth. Through persistent questioning, I did learn that he’d been brought up in Pelham, that he was an only child and his dad had left his mom when he was very young. He’d been sent away to a school “for kids like me” when he was around eight, and with the exception of vacations, he had spent the next ten years in assorted special schools around the state.

“When I was eighteen, my uncle Roy gave me a job in Lewiston. Roy runs a decorating company there. Does plumbing too. Worked with him for three years. Taught me lots.”

“Why’d you come back to Pelham?” I asked.

“Mom got sick, needed me here. And Lewiston’s a city . . . well, sort of a big town, I guess. But too big for me.”

His mother died around a year after he returned home, and in the five years since then, he’d set himself up as the one and only decorator/plumber in Pelham.

“Not a lot of work around town, but when a place needs sprucing up or a pipe bursts, they call me.”

“Did you ever fix the pipes over at the Bland place?”

“Never asked. Doc Bland kind of did all that stuff himself. Real jack of all trades, the doc.”

“And obviously not much of a plumber.”

Billy laughed—a loud, barking laugh.

“Ain’t gonna answer that question, ma’am.”

“You must call me Hannah.”

“Okay, Hannah, ma’am . . .”

Billy might not have been much of a conversationalist, but he certainly knew his stuff when it came to dealing with the carpenter. And he insisted—pleasantly—that we be given a “professional discount” on the white sink and toilet and tiles I’d chosen at Sears. After he’d won that argument and I’d paid for everything, we made a quick stop at Goodwin’s. Billy ordered two extra-large Awful Awfuls, drinking one there and downing the other on the way back to Pelham, chain-smoking between sips. Back at the motel, I found no one in the room, so I walked over to the doctor’s office—and was surprised to discover Dan alone.

“Where’s Jeff?” I asked.

“Nurse Bass said she’d take him for the afternoon, give me a chance to catch up on some paperwork.”

I sank down into the chair opposite Dan’s desk—the patient facing the doctor—feeling more tired than I had felt in . . . well, the truth was, I couldn’t now remember a moment since Jeffrey was born that I didn’t feel completely drained. But at this juncture in time, all I wanted my husband to do was to get up from behind his desk, walk around to where I was sitting, take me in his arms, and tell me everything was going to be all right.

But instead, he just sat there, tapping his pencil against a stack of files on his desk, waiting for me to leave him in peace.

“Have we made a huge mistake here?” I suddenly heard myself blurting out.

Dan stopped tapping the pencil.

“What do you mean by that?”

What I mean is: me . . . you . . . him . . . everything . . .

“I’m just talking nonsense.”

“You sure?”

I stood up.

“Maybe everything will look better after a night’s sleep,” I said.

“How did you get on with . . . what’s his name again?”

I brought him up to date on the situation with Billy.

“In his own strange way he seems to know what he’s doing. He’s promised to give me an estimate for his work tonight, but with the kitchen and the bathroom, we’re talking at least a thousand dollars, which is just about all the spare cash we have right now.”

“You heard what Delores Bland said: they’ll pay.”

“And if they renege on that, then what?”

“They won’t.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because I’m the doctor here, and Pelham doesn’t want to lose its doctor.”

His voice was perfectly calm and controlled, but the hint of steel was unmistakable; a quiet diagnostic authority that he now turned on me, saying, “Give me a half hour to get through this paperwork and we’ll take everything from there. And Nurse Bass is expecting you to pick up Jeff. Her house is second on the left down Longfellow Street.”

I left his office, hating the fact that he’d treated me like a patient.

Longfellow Street was a little side alleyway off Pelham’s main drag. Nurse Bass’s house was a small ranch-style structure. As I walked up the front steps, I heard a television blaring inside—the loud animated voices of Rocky and Bullwinkle. I knocked on the door. Betty Bass answered it. She had a cigarette in her mouth and Jeffrey in one arm, sucking away on a pacifier that I didn’t recognize as one of his own.

“Oh, hi,” she said.

“Thanks for looking after him.”

She just shrugged, then added, “My mom looks after my Tommy while I’m at work. You want to leave your kid with her, no problem.”

“That’s really nice of you,” I said.

“Did Billy get everything sorted out for you with the carpenter?”

“He certainly did.”

“He’ll get the job done well,” she said.

“We’re certainly counting on him.”

“He’s real okay, Billy, especially considering his . . . uh . . . problem, and everything else he’s been through.”

And she explained that Billy had been born with the umbilical cord around his neck, suffering brain damage as a result.

“’Course his mother really didn’t know how to cope with him. She was a total lush who kept having run-ins with the wrong kind of man . . . one of whom got real drunk one night when Billy was around eight and beat him so bad they had to rush him to Maine Medical in Portland. Poor boy was on life support for a week—and when he came out of his coma, the state took him away from his useless mother and put him in special schools for the next ten years of his life. The only good thing that ever came of the whole damn business was what happened to the guy who landed Billy in the hospital. Three nights after the cops picked him up, he was found dead in his cell.”

“Did he kill himself?”

“That was the official story. Still, nobody asked any questions. As far as everyone in Pelham was concerned, it was the right ending to the story. And the amazing thing is, once Billy finished school and learned the decorating trade in Lewiston, he still wanted to come home to his mom. Mind you, by that point she was in a bad state—cirrhosis of the liver and all that. Still, she was delighted to have him back, and when she died two years later, Billy was pretty cut up . . . or as cut up as Billy ever shows. That’s the thing about that boy—doesn’t have a mean bone in his body, doesn’t think badly of anyone . . . which kind of makes him unique round here.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” I said.

Nurse Bass just smiled a dry smile at me.

The next morning, I showed up at Miller’s Grocery Store with Jeffrey. Miller’s was the only place to buy food in town—a real old-style general store. In addition to the usual tins and boxes of stuff, it also served as Pelham’s butcher, tobacconist, and newspaper shop. When I walked in, the woman behind the counter—in her early fifties, with a heavily lined face, wearing a smocklike apron, her hair in curlers, a cigarette in her mouth—nodded at me and said, “You’re Dr. Buchan’s missus.”

“Uh . . . that’s right,” I said.

I must have seemed genuinely surprised, as the woman said, “Don’t sound amazed. It’s a small town. Hear you’re not happy at the motel.”

“My name’s Hannah,” I said, changing the subject and proffering my hand.

“Yeah, I knew that,” she said, reluctantly shaking my hand.

“And this is my son, Jeffrey.”

“Cute baby,” she said laconically.

I remained all smiles. “And you are . . . ?”

“Jesse Miller.”

“Very nice to meet you, ma’am.”

By the time I left the shop twenty minutes later, Jesse Miller was acting civilized toward me. No, we hadn’t become best friends, nor was she suddenly behaving in a gregarious, approachable manner (my powers of persuasion weren’t that good!). But she was, at least, being courteous and pleasant—and that pleased me.

Over the next few days I kept up the charm offensive. I made certain I was friendly and open with everyone I met. Just as I also reacted with good grace if there was a setback—like the carpenter being delayed several days on finishing the kitchen cabinets.

“Hope you won’t be too cross with me about that,” Billy said when he broke the news.

“Why would I be cross with you?” I asked. “It’s not your fault.”

“Jesse Miller really bawled me out when the carpenter was late building new cabinets for her shop.”

“I’m not Jesse Miller.”

This provoked a big laugh from Billy.

“Can’t say I disagree with you there.”

Nor did he disagree with me about the flintiness of Nurse Bass, or the fact that everyone I met seemed to be so wary of outsiders.

“Well, I guess it’s kind of the way things work here: until they get to know you, they’re a little bit suspicious.”

“And when they finally get to know you?”

“They’re really suspicious.”

Whenever Billy made a funny comment, not only would his strange laugh become explosive, but he’d also turn his back on you—as if he couldn’t bear the scrutiny of anyone else seeing him so convulsed. Then again, Billy had trouble making eye contact with others. Whenever we talked he always turned away, staring down at his shoes, focusing his attention on the nearest wall . . . anything to avoid looking at you. But he wasn’t at all slow on the uptake. In fact, he was much more in tune with everything going on around him than most people. For all his outward diffidence, it was clear that he had an empathy for other people’s problems—and even wanted to help put things right.

One night, around a week into the renovations on the apartment, I couldn’t surrender to sleep, so I got up around midnight and, having checked that Jeff was totally conked out, I left a note on the pillow next to Dan, telling him I’d gone out for a walk. I wandered out of the motel and walked up Main Street. A full moon was out. As I passed by Miller’s Grocery, and the municipal library, and the one-room schoolhouse, and the Pelham Baptist Church, and the Pelham Episcopal Church, and the Pelham Third Church of Christ, Scientist, I couldn’t help thinking about that day six months earlier when Dan and I had driven up here to meet Ben Bland and look around town. Dr. Bland was a very laid-back guy, and though he had shoulder-length hair and a big mustache, he seemed to be an accepted member of the community. And he painted such a great visual picture of life in Pelham—a small, tightly knit but accepting community; the sort of place where everyone left their doors open, where everyone went to church (but nobody made a big deal about it); where it was only a fifteen-minute drive to Sebago Lake—one of the most beautiful inland waterways in New England—and less than a half hour to the ski slopes of Mount Bridgton. I remember sitting in Miss Pelham’s, thinking: This is so rustic, so unadorned, the real America . . .

Now all I could think was, I could have been in Paris.

My anxious reverie was interrupted by the sight of a light in the near distance . . . specifically, a light in the window of the apartment over the doctor’s office. Approaching it, I saw the outline of Billy up on a ladder, a paint roller in one hand, a cigarette between his teeth. I glanced at my watch: twelve-thirteen a.m. I suddenly felt a massive stab of guilt as I realized he was working so late for us . . . for me.

I walked over to the back staircase behind the office and climbed up it, tapping quietly on the door. I could hear a radio playing in the background—what sounded like a play-by-play commentary of a baseball game. I opened the door. Billy was still up on the ladder, his back to me. I was terrified of surprising him, so I simply called his name softly. He seemed befuddled for a moment, turned around, and smiled when he saw it was me.

“Hey, Mrs. Buchan . . .”

“Billy, do you know what time it is?”

“No. Do you?”

“It’s after midnight.”

“So the Red Sox must be playing the Angels.”

“What?”

“The Red Sox are out in California tonight—that’s why the game is on so late. You a Red Sox fan? I’m a real Red Sox fan. My dad was supposed to be a real Red Sox fan too.”

“You never knew him?”

“I showed up, he disappeared.”

Another shy smile.

“Smoke?” he asked, fishing out his crumpled pack of L&Ms from his paint-splattered overalls.

“Thanks,” I said, taking one. He took out a book of matches and lit one. After touching the tip of my cigarette, he lit his own, and started wolfing it down. After three deep drags, nearly half the cigarette was gone.

“Do you really like working this late?” I asked.

“I’m not much of a sleeper. And a job . . . it’s something to do, right? And you need to get out of that motel fast, ma’am . . .”

“Billy, as I’ve told you before, my name isn’t Mrs. Buchan or ma’am . . . it’s Hannah, okay?”

As I said this, I reached out to touch his arm—in what I thought was a simple act of reassurance. But as soon as my fingers made contact with his wrist, Billy flinched and pulled away.

I was thrown by this.

“Sorry if I . . .”

He shook his hand, signaling me to say no more, then walked around the room in a little circle, puffing heavily on his cigarette, trying to calm himself down. I wanted to say something but sensed it was better to remain silent. After a few moments, he tossed the now-dead cigarette on the floor, lit another, and said, “I’ve got to get back to work now.”

“Billy, I didn’t mean to . . .”

Another frantic wave of his right hand.

“I’ve got to get back to work now,” he said.

“Fine, fine,” I said, even though everything wasn’t fine, and I didn’t know what to do to make things fine, except leave. So that’s what I did.

“See you tomorrow, Billy.”

He looked away and said nothing.

The next morning, I wheeled Jeffrey back down to the apartment. It was around eleven, and Billy was already working. When I walked in, Billy nodded shyly, climbed down off the ladder, fished out his cigarettes, and offered me one.

“You haven’t been here all night, have you?” I asked as he lit my cigarette.

“Oh, heck, no,” he said. “Got home around . . . I dunno . . . sun was just coming up.”

“But that was probably around six-thirty. Surely you need more than four hours’ sleep.”

“No, four hours just about does it. Anyway, you need to get out of that motel, and all going well, you might just be able to move in here next weekend.”

“That would be great, but not if you’re going to lose more sleep—”

“You really should talk to Estelle Verne,” he said, cutting me off.

“Who?” I asked.

“Estelle Verne. She’s the town librarian, and she needs an assistant.”

“Oh . . . right,” I said, just a little confused by the change in the conversation’s direction.

“I told her about you, and how you want a job.”

“Did I ever say that to you?”

“Uh, I dunno . . . but you do want a job, right?”

“I don’t know . . . I’m still taking care of Jeffrey during the day . . .”

“But Betty Bass’s mom will look after him while you’re at the library . . .”

God, everyone in Pelham really did know everything about everyone else.

“. . . and you really don’t have to worry about Mrs. Bass’s mom. I know she don’t keep the neatest house, but she’s real good with kids . . .”

“I’ll talk to Nurse Bass’s mom today, okay?”

“And you’ll talk with Estelle Verne too?”

“Billy, you’re really organizing my life,” I said.

“Just want you to be happy here, ma’am.”

“But I am happy here.”

“No, you’re not,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette on the floor.

Then he turned away from me, picked up his roller, and went back to work, letting me know our conversation was now over.

I went downstairs, feeling numb and confused. I walked into the doctor’s office. Nurse Bass was behind the reception desk. She gave me a nod, then turned back to some papers she was filing and said, “Doctor’s busy right now.”

“Fine,” I said. “Tell him I stopped by—and that it’s nothing important.”

I turned the baby carriage around. As I started to leave, Nurse Bass asked, “You going to take the job at the library?”

I forced myself to smile.

“We’ll see,” I said.


SIX

EVERY SO OFTEN, you run into someone with whom you instantly click, who, from the outset, becomes your friend. This was the case with Estelle Verne. From the moment I walked into Pelham Public Library, she put me at my ease.

“So you’re my new assistant,” she said, as I approached her desk.

I was thrown by this. “Am I coming to work here?” I asked.

“Looks that way to me.”

“But don’t you want to interview me first?”

“No need—even before you walked in here I knew you’d be just fine.”

“How?”

“Pelham’s a small town, and everyone kept telling me that you were an independent-minded cookie, which immediately made me think: that’s my new assistant.”

Estelle Verne was around fifty. She was a slight woman—she couldn’t have stood more than five feet two—with sharp features and a short mane of salt-and-pepper hair. But it was her eyes that told me she wasn’t merely a flinty, small-town New England type. They radiated mischief, intelligence, and a fiercely independent point of view.

She was a real Maine girl. Raised in Farmington, where her father had taught at the local teacher training college, Estelle had gone to the University of Maine in Orono, where she majored in English and library science. Then she’d found a job at the Carnegie Library in Portland, where she met a man in his mid-thirties who came in one day and asked her if the library had a copy of Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt.

“I thought that showed good taste—and the fellow was pretty reasonable-looking: well dressed, polite, seemed to be curious about things, because he started asking me for recommendations of other books to read. That’s when I met George Verne. Turned out he was a banker in a town I’d never heard of called Pelham, where his dad had been the banker before him. He came to Portland once a week on business, and he wasn’t married, and he asked me if I was doing anything for lunch.

“He took me to a little luncheonette near the library, and though I found him a little dry, I did like his intelligence and his curiosity about books and current affairs and ideas. He was full of stories about the three years he served in the Army during the war, helping liberate Italy, actually serving under General Patton.

“The next week, he came back into the library, returned the Sinclair Lewis, asked me for James Jones’s From Here to Eternity, and invited me out again to the same luncheonette. That was the beginning of things between us. And I was pleased—because I was thirty, still living in a rooming house, and had pretty much given up on the idea of marriage or having kids. All the other men I’d met in Maine seemed to be put off by my waspish tongue, but George Verne never seemed to be bothered by that. On the contrary, I think, back then, he thought my sarcasm was worldly. Which, to a boy from Pelham, it probably was.”

Those weekly lunches turned into weekly dinners. After three months, he invited Estelle to Pelham for the weekend—to the big red clapboard house off Main Street in which Pelham’s only banker resided with his widowed mother. Mrs. Verne was very frail at the time, but still ran her son’s life.

“I think she liked me, because I could think for myself, and also because she knew she wasn’t long for this world—she had a very fast-acting bone cancer—and there would be another woman to step in to organize her son. Or, at least, that’s how I’m sure she saw it.

“Now, believe me, if you think Pelham’s a nowhere place now, you should have seen it in 1953. But Mrs. Verne was a shrewd old operator—she could tell I thought Pelham was about as appealing as a life sentence. But on the afternoon before George was going to drive me back to Portland, she told her son to take a powder for an hour, then sat me down in what she called ‘the parlor’—she was that kind of nineteenth-century New England lady—and cut me a deal. If I’d marry George and move to Pelham and have his babies and keep the Verne name alive, she’d give me a library. That’s right—my very own library. Up until then, Pelham had just three stacks of books in the basement of the Episcopalian church. What she proposed was renovating the building you’re in right now, which used to be a feed store, and giving me $10,000 to stock the place with books. There was a bit of family money that she had to spend or see it end up in the IRS man’s pocket—so the library was one big tax write-off. And she also got to marry off her aging son at the same time. And I guess I was thinking: He’s not the worst. I get to have kids. And I also end up with a library I can do anything I want with. And I’m going to make George buy me a secondhand car as a wedding gift, so I can drive off to Portland whenever I need to make an escape.

As it turned out, Estelle discovered that day-to-day life with George was something of a bore. He was tight with money and turned out to be one of those secret drinkers who put away a bottle of booze during the course of the day. The kids she wanted never arrived (“I often wondered if all that rye whiskey he drank caused the problem”). They quickly drifted apart, and when Old Mrs. Verne died two years after their marriage, they started leading completely separate lives.

“Still, it really didn’t bother me. Because Mrs. Verne had been true to her word when it came to the library. She even used her influence with the local district council to get ongoing funding for its upkeep and its staff. And this year, when the Democrats finally won the council elections for Bridgton and environs—and that’s what they consider us, environs—I was finally able to convince the cheap bastards to pay for an assistant. And you’re it.”

Estelle quizzed me about a wide range of subjects—beginning with my taste in books. She approved of my love of Flaubert and Edith Wharton, and surprised me by saying that my dad’s book on Jefferson was one that she always recommended to anyone who ever asked for “something about the Founding Fathers.” She wanted me to know that, when she first moved to Pelham, she too had found it hard to fit in. “I was an interloper who was corrupting young minds in Pelham—not that there are too many of those—by stocking Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead in the library. It probably took me the better part of two years before anyone here began to consider me part of the woodwork.”

“Well, that means I might as well accept my outsider status until we leave next summer.”

“Now I don’t want to sound unduly pessimistic about things, but that does strike me as a prudent way forward. Because everyone in Pelham is suspicious of anyone who’s not from Pelham until they’ve lived there long enough to be finally considered from Pelham . . . if you follow my logic here. But at least you’ve got one ally here now.”

The job suited me perfectly—nine-thirty until two, five days a week, for which I’d receive a whopping $60. I didn’t care. A job was a reason to get up in the morning, a source of focus beyond the all-encompassing business of minding a baby. I knew now that I wasn’t cut out to be the stay-at-home little wife-and-mother—and, without work, I felt adrift, housebound, resentful. Oh, how my mother would have laughed.

“Of course, you’re going to need someone to look after the baby while you’re at the library,” Estelle said. “And though I know she’s not the warmest person on the face of the planet . . .”

I laughed.

“How could you say such a thing?” I asked.

Later that morning, I stopped by the doctor’s office with Jeffrey. Nurse Bass was behind the reception desk. Per usual, she was chilly.

“I’ve taken the job at the library,” I said.

“Uh-huh,” she said, all enthusiasm.

“And I’d like to talk to your mom now about looking after Jeffrey.”

“Come by tonight,” she said.

Barbara London liked to be called Babs. Unlike her daughter, she was a gregarious, friendly woman with an easy laugh. She was around sixty: tall, hefty, and (as I came to discover) always dressed in a housecoat that was dappled with baby food and cigarette ash. Though I was now smoking almost a pack a day, my intake struck me as downright moderate compared to Barbara London’s habit. She seemed to have three Tareytons on the go at any one time.

Still, from the outset, she won me over with her no-crap charm.

“Now that’s what I call one gorgeous baby,” she said, reaching down to pick Jeffrey up. Surprisingly, my son didn’t seem to mind these alien hands clutching him.

“We’re gonna get along real fine, you and me,” she said to Jeff. “And you’re gonna have fun here.”

“Here” was the living room of the house that Babs shared with her daughter, her grandson, and her son-in-law, Tony. He ran the local garage and, like his wife, he was the strong, sullen type. As I was chatting with Babs, he came into the room—wearing overalls and a T-shirt, carrying a can of Schlitz. Though he was thin—with a wispy mustache and hangdog eyes—his biceps were noticeably bulky. So too was the Marine Corps tattoo on his left arm, the words Semper Fidelis dyed red.

“Hey,” he said quietly.

“This here’s the doc’s wife,” Babs said. “And that’s her little boy, Jeffy.”

“Drive a Volvo, don’t you?” he asked.

“That’s right,” I said.

“Gotta go,” he said, and started leaving the house. Before he reached the door, his wife emerged from the kitchen, her baby, Tom, over one shoulder.

“Where you going?” she asked Tony.

“Out,” he said, and was gone.

“He say where he was going?” she asked her mother.

“Yeah. Out,” Babs said, then turned to me and asked, “Get you a beer, hon?”

I accepted a can of Schlitz and a Tareyton cigarette. Betty had put her boy into his playpen. Babs picked up Jeffrey and placed him alongside Tom. The playpen was filled with assorted wooden toys and looked like it needed a good cleaning—but I tried not to stare at it for too long.

“Now, hon,” Babs said, “as I am lookin’ after Tom here while Betty is out, I would be delighted to add Jeffy to our happy home.”

She gave Betty a big toothless smile. Her daughter glowered back at her.

“That would be wonderful,” I said, then explained the hours I’d be working and asked her how much she wanted a week to look after Jeffrey.

“Don’t want nothin’,” she said. “’Cause, like I said, I’m already babysittin’ my grandson here . . .”

“You’ve got to accept something from me,” I said.

“Okay, five bucks.”

“A day?”

“With you on sixty bucks a week? Hell no. Five bucks a week will do me fine. Keep me in smokes.”

Later that night, when Dan walked in after work, his appearance threw me. He’d had a haircut. Not a minor trim, but a radical crop that reduced his shoulder-length hair to short back and sides.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You’ve enlisted.”

My attempt at wit did not play well, as Dan looked tired and strained.

“So you don’t like it?” he asked, sounding testy.

I didn’t take the hint and change the subject. Instead I said, “No, I don’t like it. It makes you look like a drill sergeant.”

“I only got it cut because . . .”

“I know, I know. It’s easier to fit in here this way.”

“Something like that, yes. And you think that’s a conformist thing to do, don’t you?”

“Dan—”

“It offends your counterculture sensibilities, right?”

“Why the hell are you so angry?”

“I’m just wrecked, that’s all,” he said, kicking off his shoes and flopping down on the bed. “And it’s been a particularly bad day.”

“So that gives you the right to take it out on me?”

“I wasn’t taking anything out on you.”

“Yes, you were.”

“You’re not happy here, are you?”

“I’m not happy in this damn motel.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Hey,” I said, trying to steer us off this subject, “I took the job in the library.”

“Yeah, I heard,” he said.

“Aren’t you pleased?”

“Of course I’m pleased. And Nurse Bass told me that you agreed to let her mom look after Jeff. Politically, it’s the right call.”

“I liked Babs, although . . .”

“Yeah?”

“It’s a little grubby in there.”

“But not so grubby that . . .”

“I wouldn’t dream of leaving Jeff anywhere that wasn’t safe.”

“I know that.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said.

“Are you trying to start a fight?” he asked.

“No,” I said, “you were the one who started it.”

We moved out of the motel the next day after settling a bill for almost $200 for the two weeks we spent there. Considering that Dan was only being paid $600 a month and that we had been offered free accommodations at Bland’s house as part of the deal, it was just a little galling to have to pay for the pleasure of camping out at that “charming” motel.

“Don’t worry—we’ll get it back,” Dan said.

“You know, I’ve also just written out a check for six hundred dollars to Billy for all the repairs . . . which essentially wipes out any savings we have.”

“I’ll get on to Delores tomorrow.”

“No, I’ll get on to her. You worry about your patients, let me take care of the move-in.”

Actually, it was Billy who did the move-in. We’d been storing what little furniture we had in a local barn that he’d found for us. Now he hauled everything out, lugged it up the narrow back stairs, and reassembled it in the freshly painted apartment. Because of its relatively cramped size, we just had room for our double bed, a chest of drawers, a sofa, a large easy chair, and a simple pine table and chairs. Billy had done fantastic work. Considering the grim state of the place when we’d arrived, the transformation was astonishing. Freshly painted white walls, stripped and sealed floorboards, a renovated kitchen, and a toilet that no longer looked like a public health violation. I tried to forget the tiny size of the space. It was simply good to be somewhere clean and relatively airy, with our own simple furniture. And thanks to Billy’s amazing energy (he started moving our furniture at seven in the morning), we had the entire apartment unpacked and set up by the time Dan came home that evening.

“Coming home” for him meant mounting the back stairs from his office. When he showed up that evening, he had Nurse Bass with him. She blinked in shock when she saw the renovations, but quickly recovered and said, “Just wanted to see what you’d done here.”

“It’s Billy who did the work,” I said, nodding in his direction. He smiled shyly and continued adjusting a kitchen shelf. “Feel like a beer?”

“Got stuff to do at home,” she said.

“It’s fantastic, isn’t it?” Dan said, looking around.

“Makes a change,” she said, then turned and left.

“Well, I think it’s great,” Dan said and kissed me. “Thank you.”

Later that night, he made love to me. Try as much as I did to engage in the act, I still felt curiously detached. This was not the first time I’d been indifferent during sex—especially as we’d hardly made love since Jeffrey was born.

“You okay?” he asked afterward.

“Yeah, fine.”

“It didn’t sound like . . .”

“I didn’t want to wake Jeff,” I said.

“Right,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

“Can I go to sleep now?” I asked.

Happily, Dan didn’t push this point—or demand why exactly this part of our marriage had hit a bad patch. I couldn’t explain it myself. I realized this was crappy behavior. And I knew that I wasn’t treating Dan fairly. But right now, all I could see was an endless, empty horizon of broken nights and dirty diapers. And every time I turned on the television and saw news coverage of an antiwar demonstration, or watched footage of the Allman Brothers concert at Watkins Glen, or read in Time about Vonnegut’s new novel—I felt as if I had been physically removed from everything interesting in 1973. I woke up every morning with this terrible sinking feeling that I had landed myself in Permanent Dullsville and there was nothing I could do except tough things out. I was trapped. And I hated it, especially the fact that I myself had constructed the dead end in which I now found myself.

But when my mother showed up a week later she knew immediately that things weren’t exactly stable between us.

“So when did you stop having sex?” she asked me.

“I’m still having sex with Dan,” I said.

“You mean you’re duty-fucking him.”

“That’s a little blunt, Mom.”

“But accurate. And who can blame you, living in this dump?”

I didn’t know if she was referring to the apartment or Pelham—and didn’t push to find out. Instead I said, “Don’t all new marriages go through their teething pains?”

“Stop smoothing over the cracks, Hannah. You’re not getting on—and it shows.”

“Everything’s fine.”

“Liar.”

Much to my surprise, Mom didn’t press me further about the state of my marriage. Nor did she make many scathing comments about Pelham, except to say that she liked Estelle and thought Nurse Bass (whom she met outside Dan’s office) was “a quintessential example of Grumpy White Trash.” Maybe her lack of nonstop acerbity had something to do with the fact that her flying visit was just a quick layover en route to a talk she was giving at Bowdoin College about her work. A few days before she arrived, she called to explain that she was passing through Maine, and didn’t have a lot of time, but wanted to drop by and see me and her grandson.

“How much time is ‘a little time’?” I asked.

“About six hours.”

True to her word, she arrived in Pelham at eleven, and left at five. I showed her around the library and introduced her to Estelle. Then Dan took us all out to lunch at the local diner. He was preoccupied throughout, dashing off after forty-five minutes when Nurse Bass called to tell him that some pregnant farmer’s wife had just burst her waters. That’s when she asked me when I stopped having sex with Dan. And though she’d been briefed about the disaster that was our apartment, her only comment when she saw it was, “Where do you run to after you and Dan have had a fight?”

“We don’t have fights,” I said, wondering if my nose was about to enlarge, Pinocchio-style. My mom just rolled her eyes and changed the subject, asking me what I did for fun around here.

“Well, there’s Sebago Lake and some great hikes . . .”

“So where have you hiked?”

“Nowhere.”

“And how many times have you been to the lake?”

“We’re planning to go next weekend. Anyway, with all the problems we’ve been having with somewhere to live . . .”

“So I guess you watch a lot of TV.”

“Well, that old black-and-white set of ours only pulls in two channels. Anyway, I’m not much of a television type. And between my job in the library and looking after Jeff . . .”

“I know: a rich and fulfilling life.”

Long pause—during which I fought back tears and the desire to scream, rage, and tell my mother exactly what I thought of her. She saw this—and reacted out of character, coming over to me and squeezing my arm and saying, “If this gets too much, if you really feel like you’re heading for the edge, you can always come home.”

I looked at her, stupefied.

“You mean that?” I asked.

“Of course I do. And I mean you and Jeff.”

“You wouldn’t want us.”

She gave me a tough, no-bullshit look.

“How do you know what I want?”

Again she changed the subject, mentioning that Dad had just written an “extended jeremiad” for Harper’s about appearing on the White House “enemies list,” and pushing for a congressional judicial inquiry, especially in the wake of the firing of the special prosecutor, Archibald Cox.

“You did hear about the Saturday Night Massacre, didn’t you?” Mom asked, mentioning the recent evening when Nixon dismissed the entire judicial team that was investigating the Watergate break-in.

“I read about it in Time.”

“Time is the American Pravda.”

“Don’t you think that’s a little extreme, Mom?”

“Sure it is . . . and so what? Anyway, you should subscribe to Harper’s because then you can read your father coming across all Jeffersonian and pretending that he has some influence on affairs of state . . . whereas the truth of the matter is that he is just some minor-league academic at some minor-league—”

I didn’t want to hear this, so I cut her off, asking, “And where is Dad right now?”

“Off at an American Historical Conference in Seattle, then heading across the border to Vancouver Island, allegedly to hole up in some hotel for ten days and work on his new book. But what he doesn’t know is that I know he’s traveling with his new girlfriend, who—”

“Mom, I’d rather not know.”

“What would you rather not know? The identity of your father’s newest twenty-four-year-old conquest, or the fact that, yet again, your father is fucking around?”

“Both.”

“But why? It’s all just part of life’s rich cavalcade. And like the dumb schmuck that I am, I’ve accepted that we now have an ‘open’ marriage, and all I have to do is turn the other cheek, pretend that nothing is going on . . .”

Her face tightened—and for a moment or two, I thought she was going to cry. But when I tried to put my arm around her to console her, she took a step back from me.

“I’m fine,” she said, regaining control of her voice. “Just fine.”

We spent what remained of the afternoon visiting the work site that was the Bland house (“You shouldn’t simply screw them for the renovations on the apartment,” Mom said, “but for all the marital crap they caused you”), then we drove over to Sebago Lake. This was Mom’s idea. She’d spent several summers there at summer camp and hadn’t been back for years.

“It’s about time you looked at your neighboring natural wonder,” she said. “It’s only fifteen minutes away.”

Mom was right about the wondrousness of Sebago Lake—a vast expanse of becalmed water, set amid dense woodlands and minor hills. As it was a weekday, the lake was all but empty—one sole canoeist rippling its mirrored surface. We went down to the water. Jeffrey was asleep in his stroller, so we left him on the bank while we walked the few yards to the edge of the lake. Mom kicked her shoes off and tucked her toes into the mud, shivering as the chill of the water hit.

“I’d forgotten how damn cold it was,” she said.

“Well, count me out,” I said.

“Coward.”

We fell silent, staring out at all that water. Out of nowhere, my mom reached out, took my hand, and held it. I looked over at her. She didn’t make eye contact. She just kept staring out in the direction of that soft autumn sun, which was just beginning to recede and bathe the lake in a bourbon glow. For a moment or two, she seemed to be smiling. For a moment or two, she seemed to be content—something I could never remember her being before. I wanted to say . . . what? That I so loved and feared her? That I always so wanted her approval and never seemed able to earn it? That I knew her own life was full of deceptions and disappointments, but that, shit, we were here together now and had the chance to . . . ?

I didn’t complete that thought, because almost as if she were reading my mind, Mom disengaged her hand from mine and clutched her arms around her.

“Cold . . .” she said.

“Yeah,” I said quietly. The moment had come and gone.

“Thirty-four years,” she said.

“What?”

“I was at this lake thirty-four years ago. Summer camp. Christ, how I hated the great outdoors, especially since, just to really torture me, my mother had chosen this camp full of shiksas from Westchester County. I was the only Jewish girl there, which meant that all those vicious little Waspy bitches thought I put the id in Yid . . . not that anyone had any idea what an id was back in 1940. Still, I did do one big id thing that summer: I lost my virginity on the far side of the lake. And since one of the camp counselors found me and the guy in mid-act . . .”

“Do I really want to know this, Mom?”

“Sure you do. And you know, the guy in question, Morris Pinsker—can you imagine losing your cherry to someone named Morris?—is now a very respected orthodontist in New Jersey.”

“How do you know that?”

“Saw a wedding announcement for his daughter, Essie, in The New York Times around six months ago. Morris, Essie, and his wife’s named Mildred. You’d never guess they were Jews.”

“I thought you said you went to a Waspy camp?”

“There was a neighboring camp of circumcised boys—and occasionally, we had a social or a dance . . . although I know some of the Waspy mothers objected to all their Greenwich, Connecticut, daughters mixing with the Hasidim . . .”

“And that’s how you met the future orthodontist and ended up with him in the woods?”

“Yeah, it was as prosaic as that. And the thing was, it just . . . happened. I met the guy at this campfire dance, he asked if I wanted to take a walk by the lake, the next thing I knew we were doing it under a tree.”

“But you hardly knew . . . what was his name again?”

“Morris. That’s right. I’d only known him for around ten minutes before I let him get into my pants.”

“Why do you feel it necessary to tell me this?”

“Because it’s another example of just how idiotic life really is. And because it’s the first time I’ve been back here since.”

“So that’s why you really wanted to visit me?”

“You got it,” she said, giving me a sardonic smile. “A romantic déjà vu by the lake.”

“That incident was romantic?”

“You’ve got to be kidding. Especially since Morris had spots all over his ass.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“And when the counselor found you with Mr. Spotty Ass . . . ?”

“I was expelled from the camp, sent back to Brooklyn in disgrace. Your grandfather refused to talk to me for two months, and my mom kept telling me I was a whore.”

“That must have been fun.”

“Hey, it’s always complicated between parents and kids . . . as you’ll find out.”

“I’m sure I will.”

We fell silent for a moment. Then, “How can thirty-four years go so fast?” she asked.

“A year still seems pretty long to me.”

“Wait until you’re fifty—and time just seems to evaporate around you. Blink once it’s Christmas, blink again it’s summer. And you realize you’ve got—what?—twenty, twenty-five of these blinks left, and you start to wonder what the sum total of everything really is, and you make dumb, stupid pilgrimages to some backwoods lake where you humped some guy with pimples on his tokhes.”

Jeffrey began to stir. Mom said, “I guess that’s my cue to shut the fuck up.”

She drove us back to Pelham, dropping us off in front of the apartment. She turned down my offer of a cup of tea, telling me she’d better start heading off to Brunswick and her talk at Bowdoin. But she did get out of the car to kiss Jeffrey good-bye.

“Don’t give your mother too hard a time,” she told him. He just gurgled in response. Then she leaned over and did something highly unusual—she hugged me. Not a big, all-enveloping, let-me-comfort-you-with-maternal-warmth hug—but nonetheless a hug. It was something Mom rarely dispensed.

“You know where to find me if you need me,” she said, then drove off.

The next day, at the library, Estelle said, “I really liked your mom. A complete original.”

“That she certainly is,” I said. “But sadly, not the happiest camper who ever walked the face of the planet.”

“Hey, it comes with the territory.”

“What territory?”

“Being an original . . . which is a little easier in a place like New York. But in small-town Vermont? It’s like being a cyclone trapped in a well. Lots of combustion.”

“That’s a polite way of putting it,” I said.

Certainly I wasn’t going to turn into a trapped cyclone in Pelham. I was working very hard to maintain a bright perspective on everything. The job in the library wasn’t exactly taxing—stacking books, checking out books, ordering books, dealing with the few members of the public who crossed our doors. If we had eight to ten visitors a day, it was an event—though once a week, all twelve kids from the local primary school came in and caused pleasant mayhem for around an hour. Otherwise, there wasn’t much in the way of work to fill up my five-hour day.

“Are you sure you need an assistant?” I asked Estelle after my third week there.

“Of course I don’t,” she said. “But I do want the company . . .”

Estelle was really good news—funny, bright, and incessantly curious. Bar my father, she was about the best-read person I’d ever met (“Well, what else am I supposed to do around here?”). She made a point of spending one weekend a month in Boston, to visit the Museum of Fine Arts, make a concert pilgrimage to Symphony Hall, haunt the used bookshops around Harvard Square, and eat cherrystones and halibut at some place on the harbor.

“Didn’t you ever think of getting a job down there?” I asked.

“Sure, I thought about it when I was working in Portland. And after George died, I did think, Now’s your chance.”

“What stopped you?”

“Myself, I guess,” she said, lighting up a cigarette. “Like there’s no reason for me to stay here—except the library, which is my baby, but which is never going to be more than what it is right now. But . . . I don’t know . . . something has always kept me from making the leap. Fear, maybe . . . even though I know that sounds kind of lame.”

“No,” I said, “it doesn’t.”

She looked at me and smiled, and said, “Someone once said that the biggest roadblocks you encounter in life are the ones you construct for yourself.”

“Tell me about it.”

She offered me a cigarette from her pack.

“You’re still young.”

“True, but I often feel as if I’ve really shortchanged myself.”

“Welcome to adult life. Anyway, you can still do something about it.”

“Like what? Leave Dan?”

A long pause.

“I have thought about it,” I said.

“Are things that bad between you?”

“Not really. Just a little . . . static, I guess would be the right word.”

“Static isn’t an uncommon thing in most marriages. Anyway, you’ve had a couple of big changes over the past few months, not to mention . . .”

“I know, I know—getting shut out of Bland’s house. And yeah, I know I should be patient, and yeah, I know I should also take into account all the upheavals, and yeah, I know I’m probably being very hard on him . . .”

I stubbed out my cigarette, and reached for another.

“How long have you been together now?” she asked.

“Since my freshman year at college.”

“And there’s been no one else?”

I shook my head.

“Well, that’s admirable,” she said.

“And a little boring too?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, I did.”

I lit my cigarette.

“You never heard any of this from me,” I said.

“Don’t worry—I am the only person in Pelham who believes in keeping a confidence. But if I may impart a small piece of advice, it’s this: hang in there. Dan strikes me as a pretty good guy, and as you may know, he’s made a very good impression in town. People do like him. And though it might be difficult now, a certain equilibrium usually returns to a marriage if all the basics are right . . . and if he’s not doing anything drastic like cheating repeatedly on you or beating you up all the time.”

“Cheating repeatedly?” I asked.

“All men cheat.”

“Did your husband?”

“No, George was too boring for that.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“A little drama wouldn’t have hurt things. But George didn’t do drama. The fact is, George didn’t do anything out of the norm.”

“Nor has Dan.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“I know the guy. And even if he wanted to cheat, he hasn’t.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because, like most med students, he’s been too damn busy over the last four years.”

Though I knew I had a confidante in Estelle, I made a decision not to bore her further with my personal stuff. I didn’t want to be defined by my problems, and there was a deeply ingrained New England side of me that considered it inappropriate to speak about personal mess. Anyway, the mess wasn’t that appalling. Though the apartment was cramped, we were both so relieved to be out of that damn motel that we didn’t complain about the constrained space in which we were operating. On the contrary, every time I saw Billy around town, I would always tell him how pleased we were with the great job he had done for us. And he was so committed to seeing things right for us that he often showed up at the apartment, toolkit in hand, wondering if there was anything that needed repairing.

“I think that guy has a crush on you,” Dan said to me one evening.

“Oh, please,” I said.

“You should see the way he looks at you.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with that . . . unless, of course, you’re jealous.”

“That is a joke, right?”

“Yes, Dan. That is definitely a joke.”

I quickly changed the subject, because as part of my new domestic strategy I was trying to avoid all conflict between us. Ten months, three days—that was the length of our sentence in Pelham. The time would pass, I told myself.

“There’s only one way to live here,” Estelle said one morning. “Leave as often as you can.”

But as we had still “just arrived” in Pelham, I wouldn’t be venturing far beyond its boundaries. So the day’s routine became the routine of my days. I’d get up with Jeff at six and make breakfast. Dan would leave for work at seven-thirty. I’d do household stuff until it was time to drop Jeff off at Babs’s house. After that, I’d grab a muffin and a coffee at Miss Pelham’s and head to the library. At two, my working day was done. I’d pick up Jeff at Babs’s house, and then load him in the car and drive over to Bridgton, where there was a Stop-n-Shop supermarket that had all the stuff you couldn’t buy at Miller’s—though I made certain I did purchase at least $5 of essentials at Miller’s every week, otherwise my lack of custom (bar the morning paper and cigarettes) would be noted. On the days when I didn’t have to go to the supermarket—and if it wasn’t raining—I’d drive Jeff and myself over to Sebago Lake and wheel him for half a mile along the path that had been cut by the water’s edge, always marveling at just how damn beautiful it was, how limitless it seemed.

Then it was home to get Jeff fed. After that, I would get dinner ready and finish up any other domestic or child-care chores. Dan would arrive back around six—though it could be later if he had to make an early-evening house call, or had to visit a patient at Bridgton Hospital. Dan loved spaghetti and lasagne, so I did my best to oblige—though three days a week we did eat lamb chops or an omelet or meat loaf.

We always tried to have wine with dinner, although Dan would restrict himself to a glass or two. Most of his evenings were now spent studying big, weighty textbooks on orthopedics because my husband had now decided to become a “bone man” and to pursue a residency in orthopedics at the end of our year in Pelham.

I only discovered that Dan had made this decision when, one morning, Tom Killian, the local postman, dropped by the library to ask if we had any new Hornblower novels in stock, and to mention in passing that Dan must be into some very serious reading right now, as he’d just delivered two big boxes of books to his office. When I got home that afternoon, the books were already stacked up by the easy chair in the living room where Dan usually sat in the evening. That night, over dinner, I said, “That’s a lot of books . . .”

“Yeah, decided to bone up on orthopedics,” he said.

“Pun intended?”

“Yeah—pun intended.”

“You’ve decided to become an orthopedist?”

“Certainly thinking about it.”

“Well, you’re obviously more than thinking about it if you’ve just ordered all those textbooks. They must have cost a fortune.”

“Two hundred and twelve dollars—postage included. You have a problem with that?”

“Of course not. What happened to pediatrics?”

“I’m not ruling out pediatrics . . .”

“But as you’ve just spent a small fortune on orthopedic textbooks . . .”

“Okay, I should have talked this over with you. Sorry. It’s just . . . I kind of thought you’d be disappointed that I wasn’t following pediatrics.”

“I’m surprised, that’s all. I mean, orthopedics is pretty nuts-and-bolts stuff, isn’t it?”

“I kind of like that aspect of it—and the surgical dimension. There are all these new breakthroughs that might come about in the next ten, fifteen years—hip replacements, plastic joints . . .”

“Sounds totally nuts-and-bolts to me.”

“It’s interesting . . . and it will probably be very lucrative.”

“Lucrative?” I said, repeating the word with considerable surprise. “Since when did you get interested in lucrative?”

“Is this how you want to live for the rest of your life?” he asked, pointing to the apartment.

“This is not how we’re going to live forever. This is a stopgap solution . . .”

“I know what it is, and I know that once we’re in the Bland place, we’ll be much happier. But I still don’t want to be thirty-five and trying to support a family on eight grand a year.”

“You could still be a very successful—and very good—pediatrician . . .”

“And deal with chicken pox and diaper rash and tonsillitis until I’m sixty-five? Where’s the challenge in that?”

“I just wish you’d have told me you were thinking this way.”

“Okay, Hannah. Point taken. It won’t happen again.”

What else could I say but “Fine”—and wonder why Dan always had to be so damn secretive, why he kept such big considerations to himself and refused to involve me in the decision-making process. But not wanting to travel down that road, I decided to accept his apology and let him get on with his nighttime studying of all things orthopedic.

So after dinner five nights a week, Dan would curl up in his armchair and plunge into his textbooks, making copious notes on yellow legal pads. The apartment was so small that it was impossible for me to do anything but read while he studied—though I did negotiate an hour every week when he put down his books and we watched reruns of Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In together. Otherwise, I read novels and was in bed most nights by ten-thirty.

Day in, day out, my routine hardly varied. Dan often worked Saturday mornings, but we always tried to take a long walk somewhere on Sundays. We were never invited around to anyone’s house—largely because the only other young couples with children in Pelham were people like Nurse Bass and her husband, who looked upon us as college types with whom they had nothing in common. Even Estelle, for all her friendliness at work, didn’t want to socialize after hours (she hinted to me on several occasions that she treated home as a refuge and didn’t see the need to have friends around, especially as she escaped often to Portland or Boston). So we really had no one to hang with except each other—and given that Dan was filling every possible hour with study . . .

Meanwhile, Dad was back in the news, having just been interviewed on ABC bitterly condemning the decision to award Henry Kissinger the Nobel Peace Prize with Le Duc Tho for negotiating a cease-fire in Vietnam. It was a “cease-fire”—as Dad pointed out in his best outraged patrician tones—that had yet to come into effect.

I called Dad a few days later. He was, per usual, affectionate and harried. He didn’t have long to talk, as he was rushing to a lecture, but he was glad that I saw him on national television, and now he was certain that he was at the top of the Nixon Enemies List, and did I read his article in Harper’s with the very clever title “Dynamite Money” about the machinations that went on to award Kissinger the Nobel? And how were things in Pelham? And was his grandson doing well? And got to go now, will call in a couple of days, hope you are keeping busy up there.

Well, by my estimation, I was reading five books a week, which did keep my nights busy. Meanwhile, the job was steady. Bar the usual daily banter with Estelle, it was free of all surprises. Jeff slept progressively better. Dan and I continued to make love twice a week, and though I tried to show some interest, I continued to feel detached throughout, occasionally faking orgasm just to let him think I was engaged in the event. We continued to act as if all was well between us.

“There are times when I feel as if I am simply some cardboard cutout, being moved from place to place, day in, day out,” I told Margy during one of our weekly phone calls. “And I don’t know how to break out of this, except by doing something dramatic, which would mean creating havoc. And as there is no way I am going to create havoc, I have no choice but to continue acting out this damn role I’m in. Come June we will be gone from Pelham, and we’ll either be back in Providence or in some third-rate city like Milwaukee or Pittsburgh for Dan’s residency in fucking orthopedics, because Dan really prefers third-rate cities, and I’m too damn lame and tame—hey, that rhymes!—to do anything about it, and I’ll probably get pregnant again, and I might as well write off my entire life, and I think I’m really beginning to sound like a self-obsessed bore, and maybe I’ll get off this subject and ask you what’s going on in your life?”

Margy laughed. “Well, at least you haven’t completely lost your sense of humor.”

“Yeah, that surprises me too. But come on, make me jealous and tell me everything that’s going on in the big bad city.”

“Well, on the guy front, it’s the usual Bum of the Month club—the last loser being a would-be playwright named Mark who had a production of his latest magnum opus in some warehouse way downtown. Anyway, the play was all about the persecution of St. Sebastian for his boy love predilections—and the subject matter should have told me something, because two days after the opening, Mark broke down and confessed that he was, in fact, a switch-hitter. As in: bisexual. As in: ‘Oh shit, do I know how to pick ’em.’

“Anyway, the somewhat better news is that it looks like my days in gift shop sales are numbered, because I have a new job.”

“That’s fabulous, Margy.”

“No, it’s public relations, which isn’t fabulous, it’s about selling the fabulousness of others. Still, it’s one of New York’s biggest PR firms, a friend of a friend of my mother got me the introduction, I did the interview and seemed to make a reasonable impression, because they’ve offered me what’s called a junior account executive.”

“So why aren’t you sounding thrilled?”

“Oh, listen, I’m not depressed about it. It’s just that schmuck Mark rang up yesterday to ask me if I could return his original Broadway cast album of Company, and when I said I had just landed this job, do you know what he said to me? ‘Can you think of anyone who said, when they were ten years old, “When I grow up I want to be a public relations executive”?’”

“I hope you didn’t listen to him.”

“Of course I did—and of course I think he has a point, and I feel like I’m totally selling out, because didn’t Haldeman and Ehrlichman and all those other Nixon henchmen start out in public relations?”

“Yeah—and Hitler was a housepainter . . . but that doesn’t mean all housepainters are fascists.”

“Bad analogy, Hannah.”

“You know what I’m saying. . . . Look, if you don’t want the job,” I said, “don’t take it. Vanish off somewhere.”

“You mean, maybe I could do something really worthy, like teach in Indonesia with the Peace Corps and then come back to New York in two years and discover that I’m qualified for nothing, and that everyone chasing all the junior account executive positions is now three years younger than I am, and I’m back at square one again. No, this is a start at something . . . and at least you get to drink a lot in public relations, so that’s one compensation. Listen, why don’t you negotiate some time off for good behavior and get down here for the weekend?”

That night, I broached the subject with Dan—now that Jeff was no longer dependent on my breast for food and was sleeping through the night.

“I think you should do it,” he said, cutting me off.

“You sure?”

“Babs can look after Junior all day, I can deal with the nights, and anyway, you could use a break from all this, I’m sure.”

To say that I was pleased was the understatement of the year. I was completely amazed and thrilled that Dan was so understanding, so willing to give me the time-out that I desperately needed. More than that, for the first time in some months I found myself thinking: He’s actually my ally.

The next afternoon, after picking Jeffrey up from Babs’s house, I drove over to Bridgton to the only travel agent in the area, and reserved a place on a flight in ten days’ time from Portland to LaGuardia on Eastern Airlines. The cost of the flight shocked me—nearly $100 round trip. But then I did my sums and worked out that, thanks to the little I’d saved from my $60 per week paycheck, I could afford to splurge, figuring that I might spend, at most, another hundred dollars during the four days and three nights I was there.

Four whole days in New York. It seemed like a complete fantasy. Margy was arranging everything, from tickets to Sondheim’s new show, A Little Night Music, to a night on the town with a bunch of her friends.

But staring at myself in our bedroom mirror, I saw a small-town Earth Mother looking back at me. All those pasta suppers and the lack of exercise had added about seven pounds to my frame. I vowed that I’d lose five pounds before I left for New York next week.

“What’s with the Bugs Bunny diet?” Dan asked me when I served him lasagne at dinner that night while I stuck to shredded carrots on cottage cheese.

“I’m just trying to drop a few pounds, that’s all.”

“You look fine.”

“Well, thank you—but I still could lose a little weight.”

“So Margy and her friends don’t think you’re some chubby country girl? Believe me, no one in New York is going to care how fat you are . . . even if you’re not really fat.”

Not really fat? Thanks a lot, Doc.

Still, I didn’t care whether Dan thought I was being a little excessive on the dieting front. I continued on the Bugs Bunny regime while also making all the arrangements for my time away—from getting Babs to agree to take Jeff all day (“I don’t want any extra money,” she told me, “just one of those paperweights with the Empire State Building inside, which snow when you shake them”), to negotiating time off with Estelle, to calling the local cab company in Bridgton and arranging an early-morning taxi to the airport in Portland.

Everything was in place, everything was ready—including my little weekend bag, which I had packed three days before my departure. Margy had arranged to take two days off work and told me she’d even meet me as I came off the Eastern flight at LaGuardia.

Two days before my departure, I was at work in the library, stacking books as fast as possible so I could get back to reading E. B. White’s Here Is New York, when Dan walked in. I glanced at the clock on the wall. It was 11:05 a.m.—and from the time of day and the look on my husband’s face, it was clear that something was terribly wrong.

“What’s happened?”

“My dad’s had a heart attack.”

I shut my eyes—and, as selfish as it is to admit it, my first despairing thought was: I’m going nowhere this weekend.

“How bad?” I asked.

“Massive. He was at work when it hit. Until the ambulance guys arrived, everyone thought he was dead. They managed to get his heart going again, but . . .”

He bit his lip, trying to stay in control. I put my arms around him. He buried his head in my shoulder, stifling a sob.

“Just spoke to the hospital in Glens Falls. They say if he lasts a week, it will be a miracle.”

“Can you go there now?”

“I’ve got appointments until three, but Nurse Bass has called the Regional Health Authority in Lewiston and they’re finding a doctor to cover for me until I get back. I really can’t be gone more than a week, because then the town won’t have full-time coverage . . .”

I put my finger to his lips.

“The important thing right now is that you get to your father’s bedside. Is there a flight?”

“It would mean going to New York and waiting four hours for a little puddle jumper to Syracuse, then it’s a two-hour bus ride to Glens Falls. Also, Nurse Bass found out it’s over two hundred bucks one way. So I’m going to take the bus. There’s a Trailways from Lewiston at four this afternoon. Goes kind of a convoluted route—across to Burlington, then into New York State . . .”

“Why don’t you take the car?”

“Because you’ll need it this week. Anyway, once I’m there I can use Dad’s car.”

“Dan, it’s crazy spending twelve, thirteen hours on a bus.”

“I don’t want to drive. I can’t drive right now. I’m too . . .”

He released himself from my embrace, wiped his eyes, glanced at his watch, and said, “I’ve got patients . . .”

“Dan, I’m so sorry.”

He just shrugged and left.

Later that afternoon, I drove my husband to Lewiston. En route he said very little, except, “I feel bad about New York.”

“It’s kind of beyond your control.”

“As soon as this is all done, you can get down there.”

“New York’s not exactly going anywhere.”

I dropped him off at the bus depot in Lewiston. He gave me a fast peck on the cheek and said, “I’ll call tomorrow, tell you what’s going on.”

Then he grabbed my cigarettes off the dash, picked up his bag, and disappeared into the gray linoleum interior of the Trailways station. He didn’t turn back once to look at me.

On the way back to Pelham, I tried to keep my disappointment at bay. Margy was as let down as I was.

“This is rotten luck—for both of us. I was really looking forward to a wild weekend with you.”

“Well, as soon as things are settled . . .”

“You mean, as soon as Old Man Buchan kicks it . . .”

“Yeah, as soon as we’ve got him in the ground, you’ll see me in Manhattan.”

“How’s Dan handling it?”

“In a very Dan way.”

Margy understood. “He’s in shock,” Margy said.

“He almost cried—then thought better of it.”

“Cut the guy some slack. Losing your dad is a very big thing.”

“I know, and he’s dealing with it as best he can. But, once again, he’s left me feeling all isolated and outside of his life.”

“You’re just feeling disappointed about canceling the trip to New York.”

“It’s not just that, Margy.”

“It’ll pass, hon. Really it will. And you’ll be down here visiting me in no time. But for the moment . . .”

I know, I know. Keep your chin up. Look for the silver lining. Be the loving, supportive spouse.

When he rang me the next afternoon, Dan did sound absolutely exhausted. The bus trip had taken fourteen hours. He’d only arrived in Glens Falls at six that morning, and had gone straight to the hospital, where his father was in the intensive care unit.

“Clinically, he’s all but dead,” Dan said in a quiet, matter-of-fact voice. “There’s been extensive, irreparable neurological damage, coupled with cardiovascular trauma. The thing is, despite the fact that the myocardium is totally compromised—and there seems to be no cerebral activity—his heart is still beating strong. His will to live is ferocious. It could be weeks, months before he goes . . . How has your day been?”

I did feel immensely sorry for Dan—and told him so.

“If I could, I’d jump back on that bus right now and come straight home,” he said. “This is just going to be one long deathwatch.”

Later that day, around six, there was a knock on the door. It was Billy. He smiled shyly at me, then looked down at his shoes.

“I heard about Doc Buchan’s dad. I’m real sorry.”

“I’ll make certain he knows that.”

“Okay,” he said, nodding his head. Then he fell silent.

“Anything else, Billy?”

“Just wondered if you needed some work done around the place.”

“Everything’s just fine—thanks to you.”

He flashed another of his goofy smiles, but kept avoiding my gaze.

“Just was over working on the Bland house today. Mr. Sims lost his new plumber, so he had to call me, ha, ha.”

“No problems over there?” I asked, trying to sound polite, yet desperately wanting to end this conversation as soon as possible.

“Should have it all ready for you in another five, six weeks.”

“Well, that’s great.”

Another awkward pause. Then, bless his intervening heart, Jeff started to bawl.

“Listen, I’d better be going,” I said.

“Oh . . . right,” Billy said.

“Thanks for coming by.”

“You sure you don’t need anything repaired or fixed?”

“If anything goes wrong, you’ll be the first to know.”

I closed the door and went over to the playpen where Jeff was crying his eyes out. I picked him up, smelled his diaper, and wrinkled my nose. Then as I lay him down on the floor to change him, the phone rang. I reached for it while unfastening one of the diaper pins, half expecting Billy to be on the line and making me wonder how I should continue treating his strange friendliness. But instead I heard a male voice ask, “Hannah Latham?”

“It’s Hannah Buchan, actually.”

A little laugh. “Oh, right, forgot you got married.”

“Who is this?”

“Toby Judson.”

“Who?”

“You don’t remember meeting me? Tobias Judson?”

The penny dropped.

“Hang on, are you the Tobias Judson of Columbia sit-in fame?”

“The very one. And I met you briefly with your dad a couple of summers ago in Boston. Remember?”

Of course I remembered. It was the evening when I saw Dad with that woman.

“How did you get my number, Toby?”

“Your dad gave it to me.”

“I see,” I said.

“And he said if I happened to be passing through Maine, I should look you up.”

“You’re in Maine now?” I asked.

“Ever heard of a restaurant called Goodwin’s—home of the Awful Awful?”

“You’re in Bridgton?”

“You got it—and I was wondering: you wouldn’t have a floor I could crash on tonight?”


SEVEN

MY TWO-MINUTE CONVERSATION with Toby Judson made me nervous. Not that he said anything weird or unsettling. If anything, the guy was charm itself. He explained with a little laugh that he was “on the run” from his doctoral thesis at the University of Chicago (which was now a year overdue) and had been hitching around the country. He said he fully understood that I would have to check with my husband before deciding if I could put him up for the night, and gave me the phone number at Goodwin’s so I could call him back and let him know if he should start thumbing a ride in the direction of Pelham. There was nothing sinister in his repartee—and hey, calling up friends of friends out of nowhere, introducing yourself, and asking for a spare floor to crash on was simply the done thing. This also wasn’t just a friend of a friend . . . this was a friend of my dad’s, and a guy who had made news across the country for helping turn Columbia University into an ideological battleground during the big sit-down strike there. Toby Judson was something of a campus radical legend, so I certainly knew who he was.

No, what bothered me was—how can I put it?—his know-it-all tone, the air of easy familiarity, the little sarcastic laugh that entered his voice when I used my married name (no doubt, that had made him immediately write me off as totally bourgeois). But maybe my unease came from the fact that I, in turn, hated myself for being so hesitant, so cautious, so bourgeois. Still, I was a married woman living in a very small town, so . . . I took down his number at Goodwin’s, hung up, and called my dad in Vermont.

Much to my surprise, he was at home when I rang. Better yet, he was not his usual preoccupied self. He seemed genuinely concerned about Dan’s father and he also wanted to know everything that Jeffrey was up to—all his little developmental milestones.

“I know I owe you a visit,” he said. “Life has just been a little too full.”

“Speaking of visitors,” I said, then mentioned my phone call from Toby Judson.

“Typical of Toby to hit the road like that,” he said. “He might be the brightest kid I’ve run across in thirty years, but he can never apply himself when it comes to the long haul. One of the best public speakers I’ve ever heard—articulate, funny, ferociously well-read, and a really good writer to boot. You should have seen the stuff he published in Ramparts and The Nation. Great style—and a brilliant analytical mind.”

“Sounds like a smart guy,” I said, interrupting Dad’s rave review.

“Can you put him up for a couple of nights?” Dad asked.

“Well, as you know, Dan’s not here right now.”

“And the neighbors might talk?”

“Something like that.”

“Tell Dan—and also tell the neighbors before they can start gossiping. That’s the time-honored New England way of defusing rumors. And don’t worry, he won’t talk politics at you all the time. That’s not Toby’s style.”

After hanging up, I called Dan in Glens Falls but got no answer. I glanced at my watch. It was nearly seven-thirty p.m.—and I couldn’t keep the guy waiting in Goodwin’s for the rest of the night. I also thought Dan would be cool about it, so I called back Goodwin’s. Toby must have been standing by the phone, since he answered immediately.

I said, “My dad sends you a big hello.”

“Did he also tell you that I don’t wear fangs and don’t sleep in a coffin?”

“Oh, you come highly recommended.”

Another of his sardonic laughs.

“Glad to hear it,” he said. “And your absent husband doesn’t mind?”

“He’s got other things on his mind right now. His dad is dying.”

“That’s a drag.”

Nice turn of phrase you’ve got there, mister.

I went silent. “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t do sympathy very well.”

“Listen, I can only put you up for a night or two.”

“And that’s all I’m planning to stay.”

I told him where to find us in Pelham.

“Shouldn’t be too difficult,” he said. “Be there as soon as I can hitch a lift.”

I hung up, whipped around the house, washed up the dishes in the sink, put away a couple of diapers that had been drying by the stove, cleaned the toilet and the bathroom sink, and thought to myself: You really are bourgeois. I even changed out of the baby-food-splattered overalls that I had been wearing all day, exchanging them for a pair of jeans and a Mexican blouse that I had bought a few years ago at some groovy little shop in Boston, and which still looked reasonably, well, groovy, I guess.

Then I picked up the phone and tried Dan again. No answer, so I dialed a local number. Nurse Bass picked up on the second ring. It was hard to hear her, as the television was, per usual, blasting away in the background.

“Will ya turn it down, for Christ’s sakes,” she yelled, before coming back to me and asking, “You calling to tell me the doc’s dad’s dead?”

“Not exactly. I’ve been trying to get through to him this evening, but I’m getting no answer at his dad’s house . . .”

“Well, he’s probably at the hospital.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured too. But I know he checks in with you to find out about his patients—and just in case he calls late tonight and might worry about ringing me afterward in case I’ve gone to bed, would you mind telling him that a friend of ours has come to stay for a few days and we’ll probably be up until about midnight?”

I know this all sounded a little contrived but I didn’t care. Because if Nurse Bass had seen a strange man emerging from our front door tomorrow morning, I wouldn’t have heard the end of it. So, as Margy might have put it, I was covering my ass. Nurse Bass took the bait.

“Who’s the friend?” she asked.

“Someone from college,” I said, then wished her a good night and hung up.

As it turned out, Dan called thirty minutes later. He sounded strained.

“Dad’s heart arrested twice this afternoon but they brought him back.”

“Was that a good idea?”

“Of course not. But doctors are legally bound to try to keep the patient alive—even if he’s completely brain-dead, like Dad is now.”

“You sound wrecked.”

“I am wrecked—and I want out of here. Fast. If Dad arrests again, I think that’s it.”

“Well, we want you back. Have you spoken with Betty Bass tonight?”

“Not yet.”

So I explained how I left a message for him, just in case he called late, about our surprise visitor. When I filled him in, Dan said, “As long as he’s off our floor by the time I get back, it’s fine by me.”

“I’m only doing it as a favor to Dad. They were ‘comrades in arms’ on the barricades.”

“Well, if he gets in your way, kick him out. Oh . . . it was smart to tell Betty about him showing up. Good thinking, Batman.”

“Get some sleep, hon.”

“I miss you.”

After we hung up, the thought struck me: That was about the most affectionate conversation we’ve had in weeks, maybe even months.

An hour went by . . . and still no sign of the famous Tobias Judson. Then another hour. I was just about to leave a key under the mat and a note on top of it, telling him I’d gone to bed, when there was a knock on the door.

I opened it. It had been around three years since I’d met him, and there was so much going on that night that I hadn’t really registered much about him. But the first thing that came into my head when I found Toby Judson on my doorstep was: He’s kind of cute . . . if you like the bearded intellectual type.

Actually, his beard wasn’t really a beard, more like a heavy stubble that softened his very angular face. He was tall and thin, with bushy black hair and little round John Lennon glasses. He wore a frayed blue button-down shirt, a crew neck navy blue sweater with a couple of holes in the sleeves, gray bell-bottom corduroys, and hiking boots. Though he looked scruffy, the good breeding immediately shone through. So did the perfect teeth—the result, no doubt, of hundreds of hours spent in the orthodontist’s chair.

I saw the perfect teeth when he gave me the perfect smile as I opened the door.

“Sorry about the delay,” he said, “but there are no cars between Bridgton and Pelham after sunset.”

“Oh God, I should have said something.”

“Why? Have you ever tried hitching from Bridgton to Pelham after sunset?”

“No. Not even before sunset.”

“So why are you apologizing? Mind if I come in?”

“Oh, sorry, sure.”

He lifted the backpack on the floor beside him, its camouflage cloth dappled with mud, while the rolled sleeping bag fastened to the top needed a good wash.

“Looks like you’ve been on the road for a while,” I said.

“Three straight days from Chicago—something I don’t recommend doing.”

“Didn’t you stop off anywhere to sleep?”

“No, but I did catch around six hours the night before last in the back of a truck that was hauling refrigerators from Pittsburgh to Albany.”

He dropped his backpack on the floor by the sofa and looked around.

“Cozy,” he said.

“You mean small.”

“Is this what they offer the doctor around here in the way of living quarters?”

“Not exactly,” I said, and explained about the flood at Chez Bland.

“Ah yes, the pitfalls of Do It Yourself . . . a largely middle-class obsession which allows the bourgeoisie to think they can do without skilled laborers from the proletariat classes.”

“I kind of thought of DIY as more of a weekend hobby, not to mention a way of saving money.”

“My point entirely: eliminate the proletariat by having their work seized by an educated elite who consider, say, rewiring a house to be a hobby that any college graduate can master. Didn’t you know that Marx had a whole chapter on Plumbing and the Redistribution of Wealth in Das Kapital?”

“You’re joking.”

He put on a Groucho Marx voice and flicked an imaginary cigar.

“Lady, if you believe that, you’ll believe anything.”

“Well, I didn’t believe it.”

“Just like your dad, who once told me that the key to being a proper historian is having a first-rate bullshit detector.”

“Didn’t my father borrow that line from Hemingway?”

“‘Immature poets imitate, mature poets steal.’”

“T. S. Eliot?” I asked.

“I am impressed,” he said.

“Oh, reading is something I get to do a lot of around here. Why don’t you sit down, make yourself at home.”

“Thanks,” he said, plopping down on the floor.

“You can use the sofa, you know.”

“Yeah, but my jeans are so damn scuzzy after three days on the road that they might dirty up your furniture.”

“So you are a member of the bourgeoisie?” I said lightly.

“Touché. But, to be completely classist about it, I am a member of la grande bourgeoisie—Shaker Heights, Cleveland, division, where every Jewish-American girl is a princess.”

“And where every Jewish-American boy . . . ?”

“. . . is a tax-lawyer-in-waiting.”

“Where did you go wrong, then?”

“I got addicted to politics—and to disturbing the peace.”

“Feel like a beer?”

“That would be splendid.”

I went to the icebox, pulled out two cans, and handed him one.

“Schaefer,” he said, studying the label. “A good, honest American beer.”

“No, it’s not good—it’s just cheap.”

“I’m surprised a doctor and his wife have to do cheap.”

“Dan is still an intern and this is Nowhere, Maine—where the pay, even for a doctor, isn’t that great.”

“Well, as Uncle Joe Stalin used to say, a year in Siberia is good for the soul.”

“Stalin never said that.”

“You do have a first-rate bullshit detector.”

“Yeah, I know crap when I hear it.”

Jeffrey started to cry in the bedroom.

“Didn’t know you had a kid.”

“Well, now you do,” I said.

I went inside and picked him up out of his crib, kissing him on the head. Then I lifted him up and smelled his very dirty diaper. I brought him back into the living room.

“This is Jeffrey Buchan,” I said. “Say hello to Toby, Jeffrey.”

I lay Jeffrey down on the changing mat I kept near the television, unfastened the safety pins, and removed the dirty diaper. Toby glanced over in our direction.

“Better you than me,” he said.

“Hey, it’s just shit. And shit, as your Mr. Marx once put it, is the essence of life.”

“Marx never said that.”

“I know, but it still sounded good. And speaking of shitty smells, your three days on the road have left you a little ripe.”

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Any chance I could use your bath? I need a long soak.”

“Not only can you use the bath, I insist you use the bath. And while you’re at it, give me all your dirty clothes and I’ll throw them into the wash.”

“Hey, you don’t have to be my maid.”

“Yeah, but I have this thing about body odor. So the quicker you and your clothes are washed, the faster this apartment is going to smell better.”

As I finished changing Jeffrey, Toby started to open his backpack. I went into the bedroom, found a dirty pillowcase in our laundry basket, returned to the sitting room, and handed it to him.

“Here, put everything into that.”

He did as ordered, then went into the bathroom, closed the door, and half opened it a few moments later, his bare arm appearing with a handful of his clothes.

He closed the door again and I could hear the water running. I returned to Jeffrey who had amazingly drifted off back to sleep. I put him back in his crib, picked up the bag of clothes, and went downstairs to the laundry room behind the doctor’s office. After I loaded Toby’s smelly clothes into the machine, I stepped out into the street. A voice called behind me.

“Hey there, Mrs. Buchan.”

Damn.

“Hello, Billy. What has you out late?”

“Often take a walk around now. Everything working okay in the laundry room?”

I stiffened. “How did you know I was in the laundry room, Billy?”

“Why else would you been down here around eleven p.m.?”

Good point.

“See you’ve got a visitor,” he said.

“How did you see that, Billy?”

“Saw him walk into town earlier, and come to your door.”

“I thought you only went out for a walk a few minutes ago.”

He avoided my questioning gaze.

“Been out a lot tonight.”

Evidently. “He’s an old college friend of ours.”

“Ain’t any of my business, ma’am. Just making an observation, that’s all. Hope I didn’t trouble you or nothing.”

Well, frankly, Billy, you did. Because I’m wondering if—and why—you’re watching my front door all the time.

“Not to worry, Billy. Good night.”

“And a real good night to you, ma’am.”

As I went back upstairs I made a mental note to ask Estelle tomorrow if Billy ever had a history of stalking people . . . or if I was the first person to be honored with his excessive interest.

Once inside the apartment I checked on Jeffrey, who was still sleeping soundly. The bathroom door remained closed. A half hour went by, during which I continued trying to work my way through Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow and wondering was it me or Pynchon that was making it such hard going. Then I walked over to the bathroom door and tried to listen for sounds of life within. When none came, I knocked on the door. No response. I knocked again. Still no response. I called out Toby’s name—twice. Now I was nervous. One final loud knock on the door and I flung it open.

“Toby!”

He was lying naked in the bath, fast asleep, his head well above the top of the water. I glanced in his direction, then turned my eyes away and left the room shouting his name again. This time he came to, looking thoroughly disoriented, evidently wondering where the hell he was right now, and who was this woman trying to wake him up.

“Jesus fuck . . .” he said, squinting madly.

“And a very good morning to you.”

“It’s morning?”

“Hardly. But you have been asleep in there for over half an hour and I was worried you might have drowned.”

“Sorry, sorry . . .”

“Hey, just glad you’re still with us. Feel like eating now?”

“That would be great.”

“How does an omelet sound?”

“Very edible.”

He emerged around ten minutes later, clean-shaven, wearing a fresh T-shirt and a pair of jeans.

“Thanks for rescuing me from the watery depths,” he said. “It would have been a stupid way to go.”

“Well, six hours of sleep in three days is kind of a recipe for disaster.”

He sat down at the kitchen table. I offered him another beer and heated up the frying pan.

“Why are you hitchhiking?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier to buy a Greyhound pass?”

“Sure. But the whole point is to have an On the Road experience. You know, coast to coast by thumb—and maybe get a couple of magazine articles or a book out of it.”

“And what made you decide to start in Maine?”

“The first truck that picked me up got me to Akron, Ohio. The second lift to Pittsburgh, then Albany, then Plattsburgh, where I spent half the night in a twenty-four-hour diner, then a retired Marine Corps captain got me as far as Manchester, New Hampshire—which might just be the most fascist town in America . . .”

“Did you tell the Marine Corps captain that?”

“Hell no. I didn’t discuss politics with him—I wanted to keep the lift. Anyway, after Manchester I hooked up with a trucker heading north to Bangor. He had some truck stop girl he was seeing in Lewiston, so he detoured off the highway and he dropped me in Bridgton because—”

“My dad told you, ‘If you ever need a bed for the night in Maine, call Hannah’?”

A shrug.

“He did mention you were up here when I told him I was hitting the road and gave me your number. I’ve phone numbers of friends and friends of friends around the States. Anyway, if you’re doing a trans-American hitchhike, Maine is a good geographic starting point. Top of the country and all that.”

“No doubt, your doctoral adviser isn’t exactly pleased that you’ve decided to vanish for a year.”

“So speaks a prof’s daughter. Nah, he was pretty cool about it—and he knows that if I get a book out of this trip, it will raise my profile quite a bit, which will help get me the right tenure-track job when the time comes, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah . . . and yeah, I have these hidden careerist facets to my character.”

“Or maybe not so hidden. What was the doctoral thesis on?”

“‘Do It Yourself Plumbing and Marxist Redistribution of Communal Wealth.’”

“Very funny.”

“It’s not far off. The real subject is the sort of DIY Marxism that Allende tried to practice in Chile.”

“You’ve spent time in Chile?”

“You mean, you never read my stunning collection of dispatches from Santiago in The Nation?”

“No, I only read Playboy,” I said, “for the interviews.”

He laughed. “I deserved that.”

“Yes, you did.”

He looked at me. “I really like your style.”

I fought back a small blush.

“So,” I said, “having failed to save America from Vietnam, and Chile from the CIA, you decided to run back into the protective arms of the Ivory Tower.”

“Man, you’re brutal—and right on the money.”

I served up the omelet, grabbed two more cans of beer from the icebox, and listened to Toby’s stories about his time in Chile and how he got a little too friendly with an older revolutionary named Lucia, who turned out to be working as a paid informant for “our spooks in Washington” and who was appointed to a big job in the Pinochet regime after the coup.

“Assistant undersecretary for Chilean-American affairs—of which she already had considerable experience, courtesy of yours truly.”

“You’re lucky she didn’t have you hanged, drawn, and quartered.”

“Ah, but as soon as Allende was ‘suicided,’ a sympathetic guy in our embassy got a message to me in Santiago that I had around twelve hours to get out of Dodge, as I was on a death squad list. So I took his advice, hightailed it to the airport, and just managed to talk my way onto the last flight of the night, which happened to be bound for Miami. Pinochet’s goons broke into my room around an hour after I was in the air.”

“Now I see why you wanted to do something nice and quiet afterward, like a PhD.”

“Yeah, you can’t stay on the barricades forever . . . though your dad might be the exception to that rule.”

Toby went into a glowing testimonial about my dad—how he had “the most acute historical mind” he had ever encountered; how he had a real interest in his comrades and never tried to “pull that Jimmy Stewart paternal shit” on anyone younger than him; and how, unlike so many people he’d met in the antiwar movement, he was less interested in his public image than he was in “sticking it to the man.”

“I don’t think my father minds the public attention.”

“Didn’t Lenin say that all revolutionary leaders need ego and the id?”

“Sounds more like Freud to me.”

“Probably is—since I just made it up. Good omelet, by the way.”

“Well, that’s what us housewives are good at—cooking and having babies.”

“I can’t imagine that you’re just a housewife.”

“No, I also work in the local library. And if you say, ‘That’s interesting,’ I won’t talk to you again.”

“That’s interesting.”

Long silence, during which he stared directly at me, challenging me to blink, laugh, whatever. After one very long minute, I cracked, giggling. He laughed too.

“You’re a piece of work, did you know that?” I asked.

“That’s what my father always told me: ‘Toby, vy you bein’ such a schmuck and tryin’ to be Emma Goldman? The FBI, they come to my door, they say: “Your son, he vants to tear up the Constitution of the United States and set up a Marxist state.” I tell ’em: “Nah, he just thinks the revolutionary stuff vill get him laid.”’”

“Does your father really talk like that?”

“Just about. He came over from Wrocław in 1930—just before it completely hit the fan there for Polish Jews.”

“And did he really say that to the feds?”

“So he told me.”

“And did you become the big revolutionary to get laid a lot?”

“Well, radical ideas are an aphrodisiac.”

“Who said that? Sonny Liston?”

He laughed, then asked, “Are you happy being a librarian?”

“No—I want to teach. But opportunities aren’t exactly thick on the ground in Pelham, and just having had the baby . . .”

“Excuses, excuses.”

I tensed and said nothing.

“Did I touch a sore spot?” he asked.

“Yes, you did.”

“I could say sorry, but I wouldn’t mean it.”

“Well, at least that’s honest.”

“Or as honest as I ever get.”

“Which is more honest, I suppose. Another beer?”

“Actually, what I’d like to do now, if you don’t mind, is crash.”

“Fine by me—it’s late. And I’m a working mom, so I’m up early. What are you planning to do tomorrow?”

“Well, I could hit the road if I’m in the way here.”

“You’re not in the way. And don’t you want to rest up for a couple of days after your marathon trip?”

“That would be cool.”

“Dan won’t be back for at least three days—that is, unless his dad dies before then, in which case I’ll have to head off with Jeffrey to Glens Falls. But really, you’re welcome to stay for a couple more nights if you like.”

He reached over and touched my arm.

“Thank you,” he said.

I could feel my cheeks redden, and hoped they weren’t noticeable, and I wondered why the hell I had reacted that way to his touch.

I helped him arrange the cushions from the couch on the floor to create a makeshift bed. He rolled out his sleeping bag, which looked even dirtier when fully unfurled.

“Give that to me tomorrow and I’ll wash it for you,” I said.

“You really don’t have to wait on me like this.”

“I’m not waiting on you. I’m just offering to put your sleeping bag in a washing machine and turn it on . . . which isn’t exactly a big deal, now is it? But let me guess: you grew up in a house full of servants and you always feel a lingering class guilt about having help around the house.”

A pause as he continued making up his bed.

“We didn’t have servants,” he finally said. “Just a maid named Geneva—which sounds very Aunt Jemima, I know—but, hey, it was Shaker Heights . . .”

“And it certainly gave you something to rebel against.”

In the bedroom, Jeffrey started to stir—a tentative cry that I knew would build up into a massive yelp if I didn’t get to him in the next minute.

“I’d better go sort out Monsieur,” I said.

“This has been fun,” he said.

He looked at me with those bedroom eyes of his—and I found myself wanting to get into my own bedroom fast.

“Get some sleep,” I said.

I managed to settle Jeff down in a couple of minutes. Then I got undressed, slipped into bed, and tried to concentrate on my book. But I kept replaying our conversation in my mind, and found myself thinking: He got me to sound like Dorothy Parker, or some real New York smarty-pants. He made me feel smart. More than that, he took me seriously . . .

I turned off the light. I tried to sleep. I couldn’t. I kept replaying that moment when I found him asleep in the bath . . .

I turned the light back on. I read for two hours, forcing myself to navigate Pynchon’s vision of America the Deranged. Once or twice I heard Toby stir in the next room—and listened intently for signs that he might be up and about. But eventually such restive noises were superseded by the metronomic sound of him snoring. I cursed myself for acting like a love-struck teenager, turned off the light, and finally surrendered to sleep.

When Jeff woke me around six hours later, I snuck into the kitchen to heat up a bottle for him, and saw that Toby was still passed out on the floor, his head and naked shoulders protruding from the top of his sleeping bag. When I returned an hour later to use the bathroom, he was still fast asleep. I got dressed, fed Jeff some gooey oatmeal, then scribbled a note to Toby, telling him where to find breakfast stuff and asking him to stop by the library sometime before noon “after you’ve explored all the wonders of Pelham.”

I did my usual morning routine, dropping Jeff off at Babs’s house, stopping by Miller’s for my cigarettes.

“Heard you got company staying with you,” Jesse Miller said.

Her tone was completely mild and unthreatening—she was just making a passing comment—so I replied in a similar vein.

“That’s right—an old college friend of ours has dropped by for a couple of days.”

“And how’s the doc’s dad?”

“Still alive, but only just.”

“Tell him how sorry I am the next time you’re speaking to him.”

“I will,” I said.

When I reached the library, Estelle said, “So I hear you’re entertaining lone men on your own.”

“Oh for God’s sakes . . .”

“Hon,” she said, “welcome to Pelham.”

Over our morning coffee I answered her assorted questions about my houseguest—sticking to the line that he was an old college friend—then tried to keep myself busy with work. An hour or so later, as I was restacking books, I heard the door open and Toby ask Estelle if I was around.

“Ah,” she said, “so you’re the tall, dark stranger who wandered into town last night.”

Toby laughed, and I hurried out from the stacks, wiping book dust off my hands en route.

“Don’t listen to my boss,” I said, “she’s an agent provocateur.”

“I have a soft spot for agents provocateurs,” he said, extending his hand to Estelle. I could see Estelle looking him over, and trying (without success) to suppress a smile.

“So you were at UVM with Hannah and Dan?” she asked him. I could see Toby do a double take—and for one horrible moment I thought he might say, “Who told you that?”

But to his immense credit, he understood what was going on and said, “That’s right. Hannah’s dad was my adviser.”

Estelle seemed to buy this, but another unsettling thought clouded my head. Say she works out who Toby is? Surely she must have read about all the sit-downs at Columbia and how this Toby Judson was the chief provocateur. Then she’s going to think: Why did Hannah lie to me?

And she’d be right to think that, because there was no reason why I couldn’t have told her the truth. That’s the problem with lies—they always push you into a corner, from which there is little chance of escape without looking like a duplicitous fool.

“How’d you sleep?” I asked him.

“Like the dead,” he said. “I even feel vaguely human today. And I’ve just spent the last half hour exploring the delights of Pelham. Quite a friendly place. As soon as I walked into the luncheonette . . . what’s it called again?”

“Miss Pelham’s,” I said.

“Yeah, well, as soon as I walked in there and sat down, the waitress said, ‘You wouldn’t happen to be the college friend who’s staying with Doc Buchan and his wife?’”

He winked at me, and I was sure Estelle caught the hint of conspiracy between us.

“We like to live in each other’s back pockets in Pelham,” Estelle said. “Which means we have a kind of communal intelligence service that would make the CIA envious. And we hate when anyone does anything out of the norm—like having an old male friend stay when her husband’s away.”

“Well,” Toby said, “wasn’t it Conrad who said: ‘It’s only those who do nothing that make no mistakes’?”

“Heart of Darkness?” Estelle asked.

“An Outcast of the Islands,” Toby said.

“So what are you planning to do today?” I asked Toby, trying to change the subject.

“Not really sure. Any ideas?”

“If you like the Great Outdoors,” Estelle said, “we’ve got plenty of it around here.”

“Yeah, you could go over to Sebago Lake, maybe rent a canoe if you know how to navigate one.”

“Oh, I was sent to summer camp like every Shaker Heights kid.”

“You grew up in Shaker Heights, Ohio?” Estelle asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Well, one of my maternal aunts married someone from Shaker Heights. Name of Alisberg. Ever heard of them?”

“Nope,” Toby said.

“She’s still alive, my aunt . . . well, just about. And I talk to her once a month—and she knows everybody in Shaker Heights—so I must mention you to her the next time we speak. What did you say your last name was?”

“I didn’t, but it’s Mailman. However, I doubt your aunt would remember my folks, because they moved to Florida around fifteen years ago.”

“Oh, Ruthie’s the sort who remembers everyone she’s ever met. What did your dad do?”

“A lawyer.”

“Listen,” I said, interrupting, “if you want to go to Sebago Lake now, I can lend you the car.”

“That would be cool,” Toby said.

“Do you know how to drive a gear shift?”

“No problem,” he said, motioning that I should follow him out to the street. “Nice meeting you,” he said to Estelle.

“You too,” she said.

I grabbed my cigarettes off the reception desk (Christ, did I need a smoke now) and told Estelle I’d be back in a minute.

Outside on the street, I offered Toby a cigarette. He shook his head. I lit one up. As I sucked in a deep lungful of smoke, Toby arched his eyebrows and said, “Now would you mind explaining why you did something so dumb like tell everyone I was an old college friend?”

“Because I thought the idea that you were Dan’s friend wouldn’t—”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, cutting me off. “That’s what I figured when that waitress mentioned it. God forbid it should be some guy who doesn’t know the good doctor, staying all alone with his wife while he stands vigil by the hospital bed of his dying father.”

“All right, I was a coward,” I said.

“No, you were just being prudent—and I understand that. And I know that, if I had used my real name, your librarian friend would have worked out who I was, and how we weren’t all great pals at UVM . . . as if I’d have gone there in the first place.”

“Hey, there’s no need to get all Ivy League about it.”

“All right, I’m a snob. But listen, don’t worry if she does eventually work out who I am. You can always say something like, ‘Because of his radical credentials, he prefers to travel under an assumed name’ . . . and yeah, I do know that sounds pretentious as hell. But she strikes me as a pretty cool woman for a small-town librarian, so I think she’ll work out why I don’t exactly announce who I am and what I’ve done over the years.”

“My, what a big head you have.”

“All the better to impress you with, my dear.”

“You’d make a shitty Big Bad Wolf.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. You sure you don’t mind me taking the car?”

“As long as you don’t wreck it. It’s the orange Volvo parked behind the doctor’s office. And Sebago Lake’s just about fifteen minutes from here . . .”

“Why don’t we do Sebago Lake this afternoon?”

“We?”

“Yeah—you and me and Jeffrey. I can take the car now and drive over to Bridgton to get the necessary supplies for the dinner I’m going to cook for you tonight.”

“There’s no need for you to cook dinner.”

“I know. I’d like to cook for you. And before that I’d like to take you and Jeffrey out for a canoe ride on the lake . . . especially as it is such a spectacular fall day.”

He held out his hand for the keys.

“So does that sound like a good plan?” he asked.

I dropped the keys in his hand.

“Sure,” I said.

He asked me what time I got off work. I told him. He said, “That should give us a good two hours on the lake. By the way, I didn’t lock the apartment door on the way out. Was that cool?”

“There’s no such thing as theft in Pelham. Only nosiness. See you at two-thirty.”

Back in the library, Estelle gave me a very knowing smile.

“Well, he is seriously dreamy.”

“Yeah, and I’m seriously married.”

“Hey, I’m just making an aesthetic judgment . . . though if I was all alone with him in that small apartment of yours . . .”

“I’m not all alone with him. I do have my son there.”

“No need to get all serious on me, Hannah. I’m just kidding around.”

“You know what it’s like here, Estelle.”

“Everyone knows he’s Dan’s friend too. So you’re covered if, in the privacy of your own home, you want to undress him with your teeth.”

“Ha.”

“Two of those and you’d be laughing. And speaking of laughs, what the hell was a boy from Shaker Heights doing at the University of Vermont? No one outside of the Northeast ever goes there.”

“He was a ski bum.”

“That makes sense . . . though I’ve never met a ski bum who quoted Joseph Conrad.”

“Well, now you have.”

When I got back to the apartment with Jeff after work, Toby was already there, unpacking a vast array of Italian produce in the kitchen. I blinked in amazement as real olive oil and cloves of garlic and actual Italian sausage and a big wedge of Parmesan cheese and a bottle of Chianti appeared out of the paper bag.

“Where did you get all that?” I asked.

“Didn’t you know you had an Italian deli in Pelham?”

“Come on, tell me how you found this stuff.”

“I asked around, that’s all.”

“Asked where?”

“At the supermarket in Bridgton—which, outside of Chef Boyardee tomato sauce, has absolutely nothing in the way of Italian stuff. But someone at the shop told me about this little place off Congress Street in Portland, which apparently is the only Italian deli in the entire state of Maine. So I drove over there, and hey, presto: the makings of a great rigatoni con salsiccia.”

“You drove all the way over to Portland?”

“It’s only an hour each way—and your Volvo seems to be able to handle all those bumpy back roads. Not the prettiest of towns, Portland. Still, the deli was quite a find. The owner’s named Paolo, his dad came from Genoa, worked as a fisherman on the Maine coast, then set up this little operation which the son now runs . . . I got the whole story, not to mention a cup of very good espresso.”

“I don’t believe this.”

“Ask and you shall find out. And don’t look so startled. I was just in the mood for cooking Italian.”

“I’m impressed, that’s all.”

I was also a little ashamed that it had taken an out-of-stater to suss out that there was an Italian deli within an hour of here. Not that I ever got any farther than Lewiston these days. Ask and you shall find out. That was the problem—I never asked about anything.

Toby finished putting the last of his Italian shopping away, then turned to me and said, “So, shall we head to Sebago Lake while we still have a couple of hours of light?”

Toby insisted on driving us over to the lake—“I never get the chance to drive in Chicago”—only he went by a new route, bringing us to a picnic area on the far side of the lake where there was also a place to rent canoes.

“How’d you find out about this place?”

“Asked at a gas station in Bridgton where I could rent a canoe at the lake.”

“Ask and ye shall find out.”

“As Jesus once said to Karl Marx.”

“Amen.”

It was a short walk from the parking lot, past the picnic tables, to a little cabin at the lakefront manned by a lone guy in his fifties, renting canoes and rowboats.

“You’re my only customers today,” he said. “Come October, there’s hardly anyone on the lake anymore.”

I looked at the canoes and kept thinking how easy they were to capsize.

“Mightn’t it be safer in a rowboat?” I asked the lake guy.

“Oh come on,” Toby said, “for the authentic Maine experience, you’ve got to cross Sebago Lake by canoe. Anyway, it’s a perfectly calm day. Better than calm. No wind whatsoever.”

“Your husband’s right,” the lake guy said. “It’s glass out there today—and you’ve just as much chance of capsizing in a rowboat as you do in a canoe. Anyway, we’ll fit you all out with life jackets.”

Toby, however, chose not to wear his. “I like to live dangerously.”

“Well, excuse me, husband, if I’m Little Miss Prudent,” I said, “but Jeff and I are going to wear ours.”

“Well, wife, not everyone has to be as vain as me,” he said.

At least Toby was right about the stillness of the lake. It was one of those rare, peerless fall days when the sun was at full wattage, the air was suffused with a tang of impending winter, and the wind was nowhere to be felt. I sat in the bow of the canoe with my son clutched against me as Toby, in the stern, paddled us out into the middle of that becalmed inland sea. I looked north, south, east, west—all possible horizons, all defined by water and woodlands, its foliage alight with reds and yellows from the fiery end of the color spectrum. I leaned back, pulling Jeffrey even closer to me, and stared up at the sky—a hard blue dome, empty of all hints of impending gloom. I breathed deeply—the air so pure, so crisp, that I actually felt light-headed. And for a brief time, I lost all sense of the world beyond here. Everything that worried me, all my misgivings about my life, all the emotional baggage that I dragged with me, day in, day out . . . for a couple of precious minutes, it all fell right off me. There was no past, no future, no personal complexities, no sense of inadequacy or regret, and no guilt. There was only the moment: the lake, the trees, the limitless heavens, my son asleep against my chest, the dimming sun still incandescent on my face. And I found myself thinking: So this is what bliss is . . . fleeting, short-lived, ephemeral . . . and gone. In a moment.

At the other end of the canoe, Toby had also fallen silent. He stopped paddling and sat back, staring up at that great blue void.

“Are you religious?” he finally asked, breaking the moment.

“Not really, though I wish I was.”

“Why?”

“Oh, the sense of certainty, I suppose. The idea that you are not totally responsible for everything that happens to you. And, of course, the belief that there is something beyond all this.”

“That would be a pretty damn amusing discovery,” Toby said. “Life after death . . . though, personally speaking, from everything I’ve read about it, I think I’d find heaven pretty damn boring. Nothing to do but contemplate paradise. What would I do all day? There’d be nothing to change.”

“How can you be so sure that you’ll end up in heaven?”

“Good point, especially if God also happens to be a Columbia University graduate.”

“You really caused some chaos down there.”

“They deserved it.”

“Who’s they?”

“The university administration and the board of trustees. Letting the CIA operate covertly out of the think tanks they had set up at Columbia. Accepting large donations from companies that make napalm. Allowing the science labs to be used for research by the military-industrial complex.”

“But did you manage to change anything in the end?”

“We did get Columbia to renounce the napalm money from the big corporations, and the chemistry department did agree to stop working on several Pentagon projects.”

“That’s something, I guess.”

“You don’t sound impressed.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed?” I asked.

“Revolutionary change doesn’t happen overnight—especially in such an ingrained capitalist system like the United States. The problem here, unlike pre-Bolshevik Russia, is that the proletariat lives under the illusion that they can push their way into the bourgeoisie through hard work and obedience to the secular state. You don’t have the same sort of downtrodden serf class as existed in czarist Russia. Instead, the exploitation is hidden under the guise of consumerism—making the working classes feel they need that new car, that new washing machine, that new remote control color television . . . all the totemic goodies of a rabidly acquisitive . . . am I boring you?”

“No, I’m listening,” I said.

“But you’re also sitting with your head back against the stern, staring up at the sky.”

“Can you blame me? Look at where we are.”

“Point taken.”

“I’m not trying to make a point, Toby.”

“No, but I stand guilty of shooting off my big mouth, as usual.”

“You talk a good game.”

“Really?”

“Oh come on, you do know that. And it is interesting.”

“But not in the middle of a lake on a day like today.”

“You’re learning,” I said.

Long pause.

“Why did you ask me if I was religious?” I asked.

“Because I get the sense that—how can I say this without sounding totally asinine?—you’re searching for some sort of meaning.”

“Isn’t everyone? But religion’s too easy. ‘God is watching you . . . God will help you overcome your problems . . . and if you play by the rules on earth, you’ll get life ever after.’ I don’t believe it for a moment.”

“But you do want to believe something, don’t you?”

“You mean, the way you believe in revolutionary politics, or the way my dad believes in nonviolent political change?”

“Perhaps.”

“Actually, what I really want to believe in is myself—and my ability to do something well.”

“What do you mean by that?”

I was reluctant to delve into the things that were nagging me about my life—not just because I was certain that they seemed so banal and housewifey compared to the “forces of revolutionary change” that Toby was dealing with, but also because it seemed strange (not to mention a little shabby) to be talking about how trapped I felt while holding my son in my arms.

But I still said, “What I mean is that I know it’s ‘bourgeois conventions’ that are keeping me in my place and stopping me from doing anything special. But I’m helplessly tied to those conventions. Because the idea of doing something really radical—like walking out on my husband and son—is simply impossible.”

“Hey, not everyone can play Trotsky,” he said. “And breaking social convention, especially when there is a kid involved, isn’t easy. But you can make little acts of protest against all the day-to-day stuff you have to put up with.”

“Like what?”

He smiled at me. “Like anything that goes against the marital contract, or what is expected of you, or how you’re supposed to behave.”

A long silence.

“I don’t think I could do that.”

“Do what?”

“Do what you are suggesting.”

“I’m suggesting nothing. I’m just saying that your husband probably doesn’t realize what a lucky guy he is . . . and what a remarkable person you are.”

“That’s flattery.”

“Maybe, but it’s also accurate.”

“What makes me remarkable?”

“The way you see things . . . and the fact that you’re beautiful.”

“Now you really are talking shit.”

“Have you always suffered from such a poor self-image?”

“Yeah—and I haven’t blushed like this since . . .”

“Last night.”

I said nothing. I just felt myself blushing some more.

“Let’s get off this subject,” I said.

“Good timing, since we’ve also got to get off this lake.”

He picked up the paddle, sat up straight in the stern, and began the half-hour paddle back toward the shoreline—the sun just beginning its slow descent toward dusk. We said little on the way back, though the thought did strike me that no one had ever called me remarkable before. I kept mulling over what he said to me about marriage:

Breaking social convention, especially when there is a kid involved, isn’t easy. But you can make little acts of protest against all the day-to-day stuff you have to put up with . . .

But the one little act of protest that I could make struck me as an enormous step—and a frontier I could not cross without suffering calamitous guilt.

We reached the shore, we returned the canoe, we loaded ourselves back into the car. Toby drove again—as Jeffrey had woken up and was demanding nourishment. So I sat in the back with him, feeding him from the bottle I had brought along.

“Doesn’t he mind that it’s cold?” Toby asked.

“When you’re hungry, you’re hungry. Anyway, how do you—the great I’ll never have children guy—know all about cold bottles of formula?”

“I used to feed my two nieces when they were babies.”

“Ever change a diaper?”

“I don’t do diapers—as my sister well knew.”

“Is she your only sister?”

“She was my only sibling.”

“Was?”

“She died a few years ago.”

“Oh God, that’s terrible.”

“Yes,” he said quietly, “it was.”

“Had she been ill or something?”

“Something,” he said in a way that hinted he didn’t want to talk about this anymore.

Darkness was falling when we reached Pelham. Toby parked the car outside of the doctor’s office. Inside, I could see Nurse Bass doing some paperwork at the reception desk. She looked out as the car pulled up—and I watched her watching us, taking in the detail that Toby was behind the wheel, that he was helping me bring in Jeff, and that we had evidently been somewhere together for the afternoon. I waved to her and flashed her a big false smile. She immediately looked away, glancing down at the pile of papers on her desk.

Upstairs, I changed and fed Jeffrey, then put him in his playpen. Toby rolled up his sleeves and began to chop garlic.

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked.

“Yeah, get lost for a while and let me get on with the cooking.”

“You sure about that?”

“Like totally sure.”

“Mind if I take a bath, then?”

“Why would I mind? And if Junior here starts acting up, I’ll just give him a glass of Chianti to keep him quiet. Okay?”

I couldn’t remember the last time somebody cooked for me, or when I had the luxury of soaking in a very hot tub for over an hour. Even at night, when Dan was home and Jeff was asleep, the idea of a really long bath always seemed an overindulgence—and Dan was always good at reminding me (mildly, of course) of all the domestic stuff that still needed to be done. But now I was determined to lie there without interruption until Jeff needed me or Toby told me dinner was ready . . . though I did keep the door ajar, just in case my houseguest could not handle my son’s occasional obstreperousness.

But, from what I could hear through the door, Toby and Jeff got on just fine—and around an hour into my lengthy soak, the chef announced that dinner would be ready in about twenty minutes. So I hauled myself out of the bath, toweled myself down, put on a robe, and dashed into the bedroom. I went into the closet and chose a long flowery skirt and a white gauze shirt that I had always liked but rarely wore.

“You look beautiful,” Toby said as I came into the living room.

“Oh please . . .” I said.

“Why do you blush when I say that?”

“Because (a) I’m not used to it, and (b) you’re not my husband.”

“But (c) it’s just a comment . . . and (d) it should be taken as such. Cool?”

“Cool.”

“Glass of wine?”

“Sure, but let me call Dan first.”

I sat down on the sofa, picked up the phone, and dialed Glens Falls. Dan answered on the third ring. He sounded close to despair.

“I got a phone call around seven this morning, saying they thought he was going . . . so I rushed down there. But by the time I got to his bedside, he’d rallied again. The doctor told me he’s never seen anyone like Dad—he’s exactly like a prizefighter who’s about to be called out and always seems to rally on the ninth count. He just doesn’t want to let go—and who can blame him? Though, if I stay here much longer, it’s me they’ll be carrying out feetfirst.”

“Then come home,” I said tersely, even though it was the last thing I wanted right now.

“That’s exactly what I’m planning to do in two or three days. How’s things?”

I gave him a pretty anodyne synopsis of the day’s events, leaving out the canoe ride on Sebago Lake, but mentioning that our “houseguest” was still here.

“Is he okay?” Dan asked, sounding not terribly interested.

“Yeah, fine.”

“Sorry if I sound a little out of it. I am. Got to go. Kiss Jeff for me. Tell him his daddy misses him.”

And with a fast good night, he was off the phone. I hung up the receiver, reached for my cigarettes, lit one up. I felt suddenly edgy.

“Everything okay?” Toby asked, handing me a glass of wine.

“Yeah, fine . . .” I said, taking a big gulp of wine and another drag off my cigarette. “Well, no, actually, things are not fine.”

“Is it all to do with his dad?”

“And other stuff. But to tell the truth, that dinner smells too damn good to spoil it with other stuff.”

He topped up my glass. “Then let’s eat,” he said.

I brought Jeff back to his crib, but he resisted all my efforts to settle him down and began to cry when I walked back into the living room.

“Great,” I said. “Just great.”

“He obviously doesn’t want to leave you alone with me.”

“Or maybe he wants another glass of wine.”

“Bring him in—and I promise you that our conversation will so bore him, he’ll be asleep in fifteen minutes.”

I did as ordered, lifting Jeff out of his crib and balancing him on my knee as we ate. The food was sensational. Rigatoni con salsiccia—a round pasta baked with Italian sausage, a homemade tomato sauce, and a thin crust of Parmesan cheese—was the best Italian dish I’d ever eaten. The garlic bread was perfect—Toby didn’t just use fresh garlic and oregano, but had also managed to obtain proper Italian bread. And halfway through the meal, Jeff did tire of all this grown-up chat and passed out.

“Where did you learn to cook like this?” I asked as Toby opened the second bottle of wine.

“Prison.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Well, I was in jail twice.”

“For how long?”

“Around two nights in both instances—and I was let off without charges. The feds really don’t like wasting their time prosecuting civil disobedience. But the truth is: I learned how to cook Italian courtesy of a woman named Francesca, whom I met at Columbia.”

“Was she Italian-American or Italian-Italian?”

“Italian-Italian. A Milanese—and her parents were good Gucci Communists, which meant that their daughter had read her Marcuse and her Che Guevara, but also knew how to dress and how to make a great rigatoni con salsiccia.”

“So we’re eating her recipe?”

“Indeed we are.”

“And this Italian Communist was, no doubt, beautiful and very worldly?”

A smile. “Yes, on both counts. And you’re jealous.”

“Because I wish I was beautiful and worldly.”

“What did I say at the lake?”

“You were just making me feel good.”

“I was telling the truth.”

“I wish I could believe that.”

“Your husband has done a real number on you, hasn’t he?”

“Not totally.”

“Your mom as well?”

“She’s a rather critical woman.”

“A ballbuster . . . something your father confided to me several times. And I’m sure it wasn’t easy growing up with a dad who was so much in the public eye and so sought after.”

“Especially by available women.”

“And what’s such a big deal about that?”

“No big deal.”

“You don’t really believe that. You hate the fact that your dad slept around. Although you’d never have the courage to cheat on your husband.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because it’s written all over you,” he said, smiling.

Silence. I reached for my cigarettes, lit one up, and asked, “Can I have another glass of wine, please?”

He refilled my glass.

“Did I speak a little too bluntly?” he said. “Did I tell it like it is?”

“You don’t really care if you did, do you?”

“Who likes hearing the truth?”

“I don’t need to hear what I already know.”

“Whatever you say.”

“You really do think I’m a hick.”

“No, you think you’re a hick. I think . . . well, you remind me a lot of my sister, Ellen.”

“What happened to her?”

“Ellen was a very decent woman. Perhaps too decent. Always trying to please everyone, always putting others first, always downplaying her own needs and ambitions. An incredibly bright woman—magna cum laude from Oberlin—who got trapped in a dead-end marriage with an accountant. Within four years, she’d had three kids and felt totally hemmed in—her husband, Mel, turned into one of those schmucks who think a woman’s place is at the stove. But instead of doing the difficult, dangerous thing and breaking free, she felt duty-bound to tough out the marriage. Little by little, she slid into a major depression. Mel—a real Mr. Understanding—kept taunting her about ‘being such a downer.’ He actually threatened to have her institutionalized if she didn’t snap out of it. She told me this three days before her car went off the road in a remote spot up the Lake Erie coast. She’d plowed right into a tree. And as she wasn’t wearing a seat belt—”

He broke off for a moment, staring into his glass of wine.

“The cops found a note in her very neat handwriting on the dashboard: Sorry I had to do this—but my head just hurts all the time, and it’s hard living with a hurt head.”

Another pause. Then, “A month after Ellen’s suicide, I got arrested for tossing back a police tear gas grenade during the Chicago convention riots. Two months after that, I was back at Columbia, spearheading the siege of the administration building. And yeah, my sister’s death and those other events are completely interrelated. What happened to her completely radicalized me—made me want to lash out at every conformist asshole in this country. That’s the thing about America—if we don’t knuckle down and accept our roles, society crushes us. That’s what people like me and your dad are really fighting against. Ellen tried to break free. Ellen was destroyed. And that’s your fate if you don’t . . .”

His hand slid across the table and his fingers laced through mine. “If I don’t what?” I asked, my voice a whisper.

He tightened his grip on my fingers.

“If you don’t break free,” he said.

“I don’t know how to break free.”

“It’s easy,” he said. “You just . . .”

That’s when he kissed me, his mouth covering mine. I didn’t resist. On the contrary, I’d been so desperate to kiss him for the past day that I was all over him in a moment. We slid off our chairs and onto the nearby couch. He was now on top of me. I opened my legs and pushed myself up against him, his penis hard within his jeans. He began to pull my skirt up. I dug my nails into his back, my tongue down his throat. And then . . .

Then . . . Jeffrey started to cry.

At first I tried to ignore his whimpers. But as they escalated into a full-scale roar, I froze.

“Oh, great,” Toby said, rolling off me.

“Sorry,” I said, then jumped up, pulled down my skirt, and raced into the bedroom. Jeff calmed down once I picked him up. I cuddled him against me and slipped the pacifier back into his mouth. I sat down on our bed, rocking my son, my head spinning, an ever-creeping guilt seizing me. As I pulled Jeffrey closer against me, I felt something close to horror.

“You okay in there?” Toby called from the next room.

“Yeah, fine,” I said. “Just give me a moment.”

Once I was certain Jeff was on the verge of nodding off again, I gently put him back in his crib, covered him with his little blanket, and stared down at him, gripping the side of his crib for support.

I can’t do this . . . I just can’t do this.

The door opened. Toby came in, a glass of wine in each hand.

“Thought you could use this,” he whispered, handing me one.

“Thanks,” I said, accepting it. He leaned over and kissed me. I sort of responded, but he could immediately sense my reserve.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, fine.”

“Good,” he said, kissing my neck. But I hunched my shoulders against him and said, “Not here.”

We went back out into the living room. As soon as he closed the bedroom door behind us, his hands were all over me again. This time, though, I gently pushed him away.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I just can’t.”

“The kid?”

“That and—”

I broke off, walking to the other end of the room, looking out the window.

“Bourgeois guilt?” he asked.

“Thanks for that,” I said, not turning around.

“Hey,” he said, coming over and putting his arms around me, “can’t you take a seriously bad joke?”

I turned and faced him. “I want to, but—”

He kissed me.

“It’s not a big deal,” he said.

“I—”

Another kiss.

“No one will know,” he said.

“I’ll know.”

Another kiss.

“So?”

“I’ll have to live with—”

Another kiss.

“Guilt is for nuns,” he said.

I laughed. And kissed him. And said, “Then I’m a Mother Superior.”

He laughed. And kissed me. And said, “You are beautiful.”

“Stop.”

“You are beautiful.”

Another kiss.

“Not now,” I said.

Another kiss.

“Then when?” he asked. “When?”

When? The question that had been plaguing me all my life. Paris when? New York when? Career when? Independence when? And, as always, I had a ready-made, play-it-safe answer: not now. He was right. When? When? When would I ever take a chance?

Another kiss.

You are beautiful.

When had Dan last said that to me?

Another kiss—and I felt his hand reaching down, pulling up the back of my skirt again.

“Not here,” I whispered, suddenly remembering that we were kissing by a window.

“Don’t worry,” he said, reaching over to pull down the blind. “It’s night. The place is deserted.”

I glanced out the window as the blind came down and thought I saw someone standing in the shadows looking up at us.

“Who’s that?” I hissed.

Toby stopped lowering the blind and peered out the window.

“You’re seeing ghosts,” he said.

“You sure?”

The blind closed behind him. He gathered me up in his arms.

“There is nothing to worry about,” he said.

Another kiss. And another kiss. And another kiss.

I took him by the hand. I led him to the bedroom. Jeff was fast asleep. I turned toward Toby and pulled us both down onto the bed. Telling myself, Nothing to worry about. Nothing at all.


EIGHT

WE MADE LOVE twice that night. By the time Toby fell asleep, it was nearly three in the morning. I was still wide awake—spent, depleted, expended, played out, but wired. Because my son was sleeping just three feet away from the bed where such unbridled ardor had taken place . . . the bed I had only ever shared with Dan until tonight.

Once Toby had dropped off to sleep, I extricated myself from his pleasurable grip (he had his arms bound tightly around me) and checked again on Jeff. Still conked out, oblivious to everything. During our lovemaking, I’d had the occasional dreadful thought that I’d find Jeff sitting up in his cot, staring at all this wild physical activity being acted out in front of him. And though I would rationalize to myself that his six-month-old brain certainly wouldn’t register what was going on before him, even the thought that I had considered sleeping with another man in front of my son . . .

I backed off from the crib, returned to bed, and actually clasped the pillow over my ears to block out that angry, reproving voice that was telling me, in no uncertain terms, just what an immoral monster I’d been. Just as the rational, Bad-Girl side of my brain was shouting back, Drop the guilt trip. Toby’s right: guilt is for Carmelites. Anyway, why beat yourself up over the fuck of your life?

That’s what still had me reeling—the sheer amazing out-of-body experience that making love with Toby had been. The way he was able to unlock . . .

I got up and walked into the living room. I grabbed my cigarettes and lit one, then stormed over to a kitchen cabinet where I kept the one bottle of liquor we had in the house—a fifth of Jim Beam bourbon. I found a glass. I poured a slug. I threw it down. It numbed the back of my throat but did nothing to dampen down my anxiety. So I resorted to diversionary tactics—and washed all our dinner dishes, all the pots and pans Toby had used. Then I noticed that the kitchen floor was pretty damn dirty, so I got out a bucket and mop and scrubbed the linoleum. After that, I found a sponge and a bottle of Mr. Clean, and I tackled all the kitchen surfaces, not to mention the bathroom. While negotiating a particularly bad ring of gunk in the bathtub, I thought, So this is how you celebrate the best sex you’ve ever had . . . Are you pathetic or what?

Guilty. Guilty as charged.

After finishing the bathroom, a wave of exhaustion hit me. I put away the cleaning supplies, flopped on the sofa, lit up yet another cigarette, and wished to God I could calm down. But the guilt was all-pervasive and uncontrollable, like a fever that kept spiking and wouldn’t respond to any medicine.

He has to go in the morning. He has to pack up his backpack and hit the road before sunrise. Then I have to wash the sheets—twice, at least—and thorough-clean the bedroom to make certain that any evidence of his whereabouts has been scrubbed and vacuumed away. Then I will try to forget all this has happened. I will file it away in that box marked “Off Limits” and wipe it from my memory . . .

Like fuck you will.

I slammed my fist down on the coffee table, trying to end this inane debate. I glanced at my watch. Five-fifteen. Tomorrow was nearly here—and the day would be one long exercise in self-reproach. One more cigarette and I would try to get an hour or so of sleep . . . before Jeff sprang into action.

But as I was lighting my fourth cigarette of this guilt-ridden all-nighter, the bedroom door opened. Toby staggered out, completely naked, looking scarcely awake. He squinted at me, as if it was hard to discern me in his half-asleep state.

“Don’t tell me you’re feeling guilty,” he said, walking over to where the bottle of bourbon had been left on a countertop.

“What makes you think that?”

“Oh please,” he said, pouring some bourbon into a glass. “Rattling around here like Banquo’s ghost, doing dishes, cleaning house . . . it was all pretty damn audible in the bedroom. And it also woke me up.”

He brought the glass of bourbon over and sat next to me on the sofa.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Don’t be sorry about anything,” he said, stroking my face. “Especially about the sex. Because sex is just sex—and fucking is good for the psyche. A way to shake your fist against convention, entrapment, death.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said.

“You sound deeply unconvinced.”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Then why can’t you sleep right now?”

“Because . . . this is all new territory for me.”

“Don’t tell me you’re worried about ‘betraying’ your husband and all that conventional stuff.”

“I’m trying not to be.”

“It’s a little late for that now, isn’t it? If you didn’t want to fuck me, you shouldn’t have fucked me.”

“That’s not the point,” I said quietly.

“Then what is the point? Let’s follow the Socratic argument here. You wanted to fuck me, even though you were also worried about feeling guilty. But you decided that the fuck was worth the guilt, even though you knew you’d be feeling guilty afterward. In other words, you engaged in a pleasurable activity, knowing full well that you’d hate yourself for doing it—which is kind of skewed, masochistic logic, isn’t it?”

I hung my head. He said, “Oh, for Christ’s sake, don’t act like a schoolgirl who’s been chastised . . .”

“Well, aren’t you chastising me?”

“No, what I’m doing is trying to snap you out of this guilt jag. It’s pointless and it’s self-defeating.”

“It’s easy for you to say that—you’re not married.”

“It all comes down to perception: how you want to interpret an event, the way you want to color it, to turn it into a commentary on yourself . . . or simply see it for nothing more than what it is.”

“Maybe you’re one of those lucky types who don’t have a guilty conscience.”

“And maybe you’re the sort of person who always has to beat herself up, and can’t just live in the moment.”

I hung my head again. Nobody likes hearing the truth about themselves.

“‘The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.’ Know it?”

“Yeah.”

He touched my chin with his finger, gently raising my head up again.

“Milton had a point, didn’t he?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Well, stop making a hell of things, eh?”

I said nothing. He kissed me lightly on the lips, then asked, “Is that your idea of hell?”

I said nothing. He kissed me again.

“Still feeling hellish?”

“Stop it,” I said quietly, but I still accepted his next kiss.

“Look, if you want me to go . . .” he said and he kissed me again, “just say the word and I’m gone.”

Another kiss. This time I reached up and pulled him toward me.

“Don’t go yet,” I said.

We made love on the sofa—slowly, gently, with no rush to finish, no sense of time beyond this time, this place, this precise extraordinary moment. When we finished I held him tight—not wanting to let him go. I felt myself choke back a sob—and worked hard to control it. But he heard it.

“Not more guilt?” he asked.

No—the sad, terrible realization that I was falling hard for this guy . . . and that I would have to let him go.

“Please stay a few more days,” I said.

“I’d like that,” he said. “I’d like that a lot.”

“Good.”

Eventually dawn’s early light found the gaps in the blinds and sent eerie autumnal rays across the room. In the bedroom I could hear Jeff stirring. Toby went off to have a bath. I dealt with my son’s assorted needs—and after changing and feeding him, placed him in his playpen as I made coffee. Toby emerged from the bathroom. We sat at the table and said nothing, possibly because we were both so damn tired after a night without sleep, but also because we really didn’t need to say anything right now.

I finished my coffee. I showered and got dressed. When I came back into the living room, Toby was crouched down by the playpen, making funny faces for my son’s benefit. Jeff giggled wildly—and all I could think was: Why isn’t this man my husband? With that thought came a split-second reverie of a life with Toby . . . the fantastic conversations, the fantastic sex, the mutual respect, the sense of shared destiny . . .

Now you really are acting like a lovesick teenager. The guy is the original free spirit. Here Today, Gone Tomorrow. You’re a fuck to him, another notch in the belt, and nothing more.

But then he lifted Jeff up and buried his head in his stomach and made all sorts of funny noises, causing my son to howl with laughter—and I immediately wanted to have a kid with him.

Oh, lady, are you some idiot.

He put Jeff back in the playpen, then came over and kissed me gently on the lips.

“You look lovely,” he said.

“No, I look wrecked.”

“You really do love giving yourself a bad time.”

I kissed him back and said, “Stick around and maybe I’ll lose the habit.”

He returned the kiss.

“Invitation accepted.”

“So what are you going to do today?” I asked.

“First order of business is to go back to bed.”

“Lucky you.”

“When you get back from work, you can grab a nap.”

I cupped his backside in one of my hands and pulled him toward me.

“Only if you’ll grab it with me.”

“You’re on,” he said.

There was one final long kiss before I glanced at my watch and said, “I really have to go.”

“Then go,” he said. “And don’t spend the day thinking that everyone knows you’ve got some big guilty secret.”

That fear had been one of a stream of paranoid thoughts that had run through my head all night: as soon as I showed my face around Pelham this morning, everyone would know. It would be written all over me.

Just act as if nothing has happened—because, as far as everyone is concerned, nothing has happened . . . unless you indicate otherwise.

So when I brought Jeff over to Babs’s house, I just smiled my regular smile and tried to act nonchalant when she said, “Looks like you haven’t slept all night, hon.”

“Jeff had bad colic . . .”

“Real curse, that one. When Betty was six months old, she kept me awake for two straight weeks with her damn colic. Felt like I was about to go gaga by the end of it all.”

“Well, that’s just about how I feel now—and I’ve only had a day of it.”

“He keep your visitor up last night?”

“Uh, no . . .”

“Must be a pretty sound sleeper, then.”

Was she giving me a telling look—or, worse yet, was I blushing or acting suspicious?

“Never heard him stir.”

“Guy must sleep like the dead. You gonna want him at the same time today?”

“Want who?” I asked, sounding jumpy.

“Your baby boy, of course. Who’d you think I was talking about?”

“Sorry, sorry. Sleep deprivation kind of makes me scatty.”

“Listen, you want a nap this afternoon, I can keep him on till four or five.”

I liked the sound of that. It would give me a couple of hours alone with Toby.

“You sure it wouldn’t be an inconvenience?”

“Your little boy is never an inconvenience. And you really look like you could use some time alone in bed.”

By which you mean . . . ?

“Well, thanks, Babs,” I said. “I’m really grateful.”

“You take as long as you like in bed, okay?” And she gave me a little wink.

As I walked over to Miss Pelham’s, I kept trying to analyze that damn wink, wondering what the hell it meant, had she read me like an open book, or put two and two together to make four . . . or whether she was just pulling my chain, seeing if she could get some sort of rise out of me. But why would Babs do that, unless she had definite suspicions . . .

I stopped into Miller’s Grocery for my Boston Globe and cigarettes.

“You’re looking tired today,” Jesse Miller said to me.

“Bad night with the baby.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, handing me my paper and smokes. “When’s the doctor back?”

“Any day now, I hope.”

Uh-huh. Was that just one of Jesse’s usual uncommunicative grunts . . . or was that a who-you-trying-to-kid uh-huh? And why did she ask about Dan’s return in the same damn breath?

When I reached the library an hour later, Estelle said, “Well, everyone’s speculating whether you’re up to anything.”

“Jesus-fucking-Christ . . .” I said, hoping I sounded sufficiently outraged.

“Hey, it’s just the usual malicious small-town speculation. Everyone privately realizes that nothing’s going on. You’d have to be insane to do something like that in a place as all-knowing and miserable as Pelham. People just want something to talk about—and the fact that you’ve got a good-looking college friend staying with you while the Doc is out of town, well, it gives everyone a chance to think about something other than their petty problems for an hour or so.”

I didn’t mention Estelle’s observation to Toby when I got home. Maybe that had something to do with the fact that, as soon as I was in the door—and he saw that I was baby-less—he pulled me straight into bed. I didn’t put up a struggle, but I was just a little conscious that we were making love directly above Dan’s office. Knowing that the bed creaked loudly, I insisted that we pull the mattress onto the floor. Toby didn’t like this interruption, especially as we were half undressed and all over each other when self-preservation and common sense took over. Then again, if I really had any common sense and self-preservation, I wouldn’t be trying to pull a mattress to the floor while my lover cupped his hands over my breasts and kissed the nape of my neck.

“Give me a hand here,” I giggled.

“This is more fun,” he said.

“And more work for me.”

“You’re being paranoid about the bed.”

“You heard it creak last night.”

“No . . . I was otherwise engaged.”

“Very funny.”

He buried his face against the side of my neck.

“C’mon, just one big tug,” I said, feeling myself get wetter.

“All right, all right,” he said—and grabbed hold of the side of the mattress, hoisting it down with one ferocious pull. I fell on top of it. He followed—and I pulled him straight inside me, desperate to hold on to him, terrified that we’d make too much noise, trying to lose sight of everything beyond this room, wondering if we could be heard downstairs, not caring a damn whether we could be heard downstairs, wanting him to get up and leave town as soon as we were finished, wanting to keep him here for as long as possible, wondering if this was what love was, telling myself I was playing an insane game, never wanting this moment to end.

Afterward, we clung to each other and said nothing for a very long time. He ran his finger slowly down my face, and finally broke the silence.

“It’s shitty luck, isn’t it?” he said.

“What is?”

“You being married.”

I put my finger on his lips. And said, “Let’s not talk about that. This is too nice, too—”

But he cut me off.

“And when your husband comes back tomorrow or the next day, how are you going to file this little affair away? Une petite aventure, as the French tend to call it; un rêve that will seem even more like a dream with the passage of time?”

“Toby, please don’t spoil . . .”

“Spoil what? The illusion that this is something more than it is?”

I suddenly felt very worried about the direction this conversation was taking.

“This can only be what it is,” I said.

“‘And I have always relied on the kindness of strangers,’” he said, putting on a Southern accent. I felt as if I had been slapped across the face.

“That was a nasty thing to say.”

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“You’re right, I’m not sorry. I’m angry. Angry that you’re trapping yourself in such a dead-end marriage, in such a dead-end town. Angry that you can’t run off with me . . .”

“You want me to run off with you?”

“Damn right I do.”

“Oh, Toby . . .” I said, putting my arms around him again.

“Don’t ‘Oh, Toby’ me. The fact is, you’re not going to run off with me because you couldn’t turn your back on—”

“What can’t I turn my back on?” I said. “My ‘bourgeois comfort’? My ‘domestic subservience’? My ‘need to uphold traditional American values’? I’d walk out of this town, this marriage, for you right now . . . if it wasn’t for my son.”

“He shouldn’t be an excuse.”

“Jeffrey is not an excuse. You know nothing about parenthood. No matter how tied down your kids make you feel, you’d still scratch out the eyes of anyone who would dare try to take them away from you. I never understood this until I became a mom . . .”

“A mom,” he said, the sarcasm showing. “Is that how you see yourself—Mommy?”

“You’re being cruel.”

“Only because I want to snap you out of your complacency . . .”

“I am not fucking complacent.”

“If you stay here, you will be. Whereas I can offer you . . .”

“I know what you can offer me. Romance, passion, adventure—all that big, heady stuff. Don’t you think I want that? Don’t you think I want to escape all this? But to do that, I would have to leave my son. And I cannot—will not—ever do that.”

“Then you will always be caught up in this bullshit scene. The doctor’s little wife.”

I stiffened. “You don’t know that.”

“People don’t change that much,” he said.

“Are you always such a fucking absolutist?”

“Hey, why so testy? Don’t tell me I struck a nerve.”

I stood up and started reaching for my clothes.

“Are you always such an asshole?”

“Are you always so damn touchy when confronted with the truth?”

“You don’t speak the truth; you speak crap and act as if it’s the truth.”

“Individual perception is everything.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said, pulling on my jeans. “And do you know what I perceive right now? The fact that I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

“It certainly didn’t sound that way when we were fucking.”

I turned and looked at him straight on. “That’s exactly what this was for you: a fuck.”

“Well, what was it for you? Love?”

He said that last word with such disdain that it landed like a slap across the face. I said nothing. I just continued to get dressed—avoiding his smirking gaze. Then when I was ready to leave, I said, “I have to go over and pick up Jeff now.”

“And . . . ?”

“I’m happy to drive you over to Lewiston tonight. There’s a Greyhound bus station.”

“You’re throwing me out?”

“I’m asking you to leave.”

“All because I asked you to run away with me.”

“That’s not it . . .”

“Okay, because I had the audacity to challenge your image of yourself . . . to consider you special enough to want to try to make a life with you. And what do you do? You go ballistic—and tell me I’m an asshole and ask me to leave. And maybe I deserve that, because my style is just a tad confrontational. But if there’s one thing I know about getting someone to embrace revolutionary change—whether political or personal—it’s this: sometimes you have to hit them hard to shake them up.”

“I don’t need shaking up.”

“I think you do. But listen, I think I’m just telling you stuff you’ve told yourself dozens of times, which is why you’re screaming at the messenger. And before you bawl me out again, you don’t have to drive me to Lewiston. I’ll just get my stuff together and hit the road. I’ll be gone by the time you get back.”

“Fine,” I said, and headed to the door. Then, when I got there, I suddenly turned back to him.

“Stay till morning,” I said.

“Why?”

“So I can think this over.”

As I walked downstairs, I deliberately passed in front of the doctor’s office to gauge Nurse Bass’s reaction to me. She was, per usual, seated behind the reception desk. She looked up as I walked by, gave me one of her usual curt nods, then returned her gaze to the Reader’s Digest. Nothing in her face hinted that she had heard anything while Toby and I were upstairs. I walked on over to her house, trying to stay calm, trying to sort through the jumble of thoughts and fears that were racing around my head. I had been a fool to become so furious at Toby—because what he said had been fundamentally true. I did feel trapped. I did feel thwarted. I did feel unloved—and I knew how much I was to blame for being in a place I didn’t want to be in. Just as I was flattered, dazzled, by the fact that Tobias Judson—star radical extraordinaire, a pinup among women lefties—actually wanted to run away with me. And he seemed genuine enough that he was willing to fight with me about it. How right he was about the way I had embraced the complacent option. And how I wanted to get back into bed with him at the earliest possible moment . . . preferably as soon as Jeff was down for the night.

But. But. But. The voice of reason—of boring play-it-safe conformity—kept whispering in my ear. Let’s say you run off with the guy. You do the unthinkable—you abandon your son, leaving him behind with his father—and hit the road with the amazing Mr. Judson. He brings you everywhere. You meet all his famous friends. You go to Washington and have lunch with Senator McGovern. You go to Chicago and talk politics with Abbie Hoffman. You go to New York and visit Columbia, where he’s treated like a radical deity—the John Reed of our times. You stay in hotels, motels, and friends’ spare beds. You make love every night and the sex is never less than three-orgasm good. You sit in on meetings where he pitches an article to the editor of Ramparts or Carey McWilliams at The Nation. You attend the lunch where he talks over his book idea with an editor at Grove Press. Your parents approve of your choice of guy—and have few qualms about your walking out on your spouse and child (“It’s about time you did something extreme,” your mother tells you. “And frankly, I should have walked out on you and the Professor when you were five and I knew you were going to fuck up my life.”). You are the envy of all those women you see at Toby’s talks (besides everything else, he’s also on a lecture circuit). You try to bask in his glory, but secretly feel like nothing more than an appendage. And no matter how good the sex is . . . no matter how interesting the people you meet are . . . you are haunted by one simple, terrible thought: You haven’t simply left your son, you’ve also betrayed him—and in a way that would affect his life forever. You have failed him.

And then, in the midst of all this terrible longing for Jeff, this ongoing private grief, Lover Boy announces one day that he feels a little trapped by having a full-time woman in his life; that the moment has come when “we should both experiment with other alternatives” (or some such shit). You’re devastated. You’re terrified of being abandoned. You plead with him not to turn you out, to give you another chance. Your entreaties fall on deaf ears. “Hey, everything’s ephemeral,” he says. So you grab a Greyhound heading north and end up back in Pelham, where everyone looks at you as if you are the Fallen Woman, and where Dan slams the door in your face after telling you that it’s too late for apologies or second chances. There will be no reconciliation—Dan has met a very nice, very available nurse at Bridgton Hospital who is now helping him raise Jeff and whom your little boy will consider his own mother . . . for his father will tell him (as soon as he’s able to understand such things) that his real mother abandoned him for her own selfish, venal needs.

By the time I reached Babs’s house, I was thoroughly spooked. I knocked on the door. It opened. Babs was holding Jeff in her arms. He gave me a big smile—and, per usual, my heart melted.

“I can’t thank you enough for giving me the extra couple of hours today,” I said.

“Well, he was no trouble whatsoever,” she said. “You manage to get some sleep?”

“A little.”

“You sure look like you’ve just gotten out of bed,” she said. “And if I was you, I’d try to get a big long sleep tonight. If you don’t mind me saying so, you could use it.”

“Well, thank God it’s the weekend.”

“I hear ya. Have a good one, hon.”

As I walked back into the apartment, the smell of frying garlic and tomatoes filled my nostrils. Toby was in the kitchen, adding ground beef to a hot, olive-oily skillet.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

“Why not?” he said. “I mean, I like to cook, we have to eat, and anyway, I thought it would be a nice peace offering.”

I put Jeff into his playpen, walked over, and put my arms around Toby.

“Peace offering accepted,” I said, kissing him deeply. “And I’m sorry for—”

He put his finger to my lips and said, “You don’t have to explain anything.”

Another long, heady kiss. Then, “There’s still a bottle of Chianti left,” he said. “Why don’t you get it opened?”

I did as commanded—and as I worked the corkscrew, I glanced into the bedroom and noticed that not only had he pulled the mattress back onto the bed, but he had also remade it perfectly . . . right down to the hospital corners.

“My, you were raised well,” I said, nodding toward the bedroom.

“Well, my mom threatened to take back my bar mitzvah money if I didn’t make the bed every . . .”

The phone rang. I picked it up, fully expecting to hear Dan’s voice. Instead, I found myself talking to a stranger.

“Hi, can I speak with Jack Daniels?” he asked, his voice low and edgy.

“Who?” I asked. Immediately Toby stopped stirring the sauce and looked over at me.

“Jack Daniels,” the voice said, sounding impatient.

“There’s nobody with that name here,” I said.

“He told me he’d be there.”

“Look, you must have the wrong number.”

“No, this is the right number.”

“And I’m telling you there is no Jack Daniels here.”

“Yes, there is,” Toby said, hurrying out of the kitchen and relieving me of the phone.

“Hi, it’s me,” he said into the mouthpiece, his voice barely more than a whisper.

“Toby, what’s going on?” I demanded. But he silenced me with a wave of the hand and then showed me his back. I stared at him, wide-eyed, wondering why someone had called Toby here, and why the sinister-sounding guy on the line referred to Toby by an alias. I couldn’t read Toby’s face because every time I tried to look at him straight on, he turned away. Nor was he giving anything away on the phone, as his end of the conversation was monosyllabic: “Yeah . . . right . . . I see . . . When? . . . You sure? . . . How long? . . . You saw what? . . . And that’s it? . . . Okay, okay . . . Got it . . . Yeah . . . Right now . . . Yeah, tonight . . . Done.”

After he hung up, he avoided my gaze. But I could see that he was looking blanched and nervous.

“Oh fuck, the sauce,” he said, dashing over to the frying pan and stirring the congealed contents. From the way he was attacking the garlic, tomatoes, and meat it was evident that he was nervous.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

Silence. He kept stirring the pan.

“Who was that on the phone?” I asked.

Silence. He kept stirring the pan.

I walked directly over to him, turned the heat off the pan, and pulled the spoon out of his hand.

“Tell me what is going on,” I said.

He walked over to the table upon which I had left the Chianti bottle, poured himself a glass, and drained it in one go. Then he said, “You have to drive me to Canada tonight.”


NINE

IT TOOK A moment to sink in.

“What did you just say?” I asked quietly.

He met my gaze. “You have to drive me to Canada tonight.”

It was the use of the imperative that got me. No Could you please . . . Instead You have to . . . as if I had no choice.

I studied him carefully and immediately his eyes betrayed his fear.

“I don’t have to do anything, Toby,” I said, my voice as composed as his own.

“Yes, you do. Otherwise the feds could show up here at any moment . . .”

The feds. As in: Federal Bureau of Investigation. I felt a stab of terrible panic—but tried not to show it.

“And why would the feds be showing up here?” I asked, reasonableness itself.

“Because they’re looking for me.”

“And why are they looking for you?”

“Because . . .”

He paused.

“Because what, Mr. Jack Daniels? Is that your code name or some such shit?”

“We never use real names on the phone, just in case someone’s listening to the call.”

“And why would somebody be interested in listening to your calls?”

“Because of who I am, what I do.”

“Yeah, but what you do is rabble-rouse, and occupy university administration buildings, and write the occasional j’accuse article in small-circulation lefty magazines.”

“True, but I’ve also had an affiliation with a certain group . . .”

“What certain group?”

He poured himself another glass of wine and drained it in one go.

“The Weather Underground.”

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. The Weather Underground was the violent, radical wing of the student protest movement—a collection of shadowy “revolutionaries” who thought nothing of using dynamite to achieve their so-called political aims.

“You’re a Weatherman?” I asked.

“Not exactly. As I said before, I have an affiliation with them . . .”

“An affiliation? What does that mean—you’re a subcontractor?”

“When I was the head of Students for a Democratic Society at Columbia, I was in contact with an entire range of radical groups—from the Panthers to the Weathermen. And since most of the Weathermen came out of the SDS, we were particularly close to them. So close that, when I moved to Chicago, some of the group out there got in touch with me. I’ve never openly endorsed their use of confrontational violence—even though I do believe that, for revolutionary change . . .”

“Why are the feds chasing you?”

A pause. He started reaching for the wine bottle again.

“You don’t need another drink to tell me,” I said.

He moved his hand away and instead reached for my pack of cigarettes. He lit one, took two deep drags, and said, “Did you read about a bombing in Chicago a couple of weeks ago?”

“A government office or something?”

“The regional office of the Defense Department, to be exact about it.”

“You bombed that office?”

“Hell no. Like I said, I would never do anything violent.”

“You’d just support the people who were doing it.”

“Political transformation demands theorists, activists, and anarchists. And yeah, it was the Weathermen who blew up the building. The thing was . . . they set the charge to go off in the middle of the night, thinking there was nobody there. But they didn’t realize that the Defense Department had decided to start using a firm of private security guards to keep an eye on things at night. There were two guards in the building at the time. They were both killed.”

“Hey, it was just a couple of working stiffs. In your book, it was a small price to pay for political transformation.”

“That’s not how I think.”

“Bullshit—but that’s beside the point. Did the security guys have wives and children?”

He took another drag on his cigarette.

“I think so,” he said.

“You think?”

“Both married, five kids between them.”

“You must have been very proud of your Weathermen friends.”

“They weren’t my friends,” he said, sounding angry.

“Comrades, then?”

“Does it matter?”

“So if you didn’t plant the bomb,” I said, ignoring his question, “then why are you on the run?”

“Because after the bombing went wrong, the two operatives stayed with me for a couple of days.”

“In other words, you harbored two murderers.”

“I let them chill at my place, that’s all.”

“But isn’t it a criminal offense to let murderers chill out chez vous?”

“They are not murderers.”

“In my book, if they killed two men, they are murderers . . . and don’t you go telling me that, because it was a political act, it’s not murder.”

“Think what you want,” he said. “The fact is: once the heat died down, the two guys staying with me slipped out of town—to points unknown . . . at which point it was suggested to me by some people in the organization that I get out of Dodge for a while too, just in case the feds or the police put two and two together and worked out that I had been hiding the operatives. Which is exactly what happened.”

“How did they work that out?”

“I didn’t get all the details on the phone, but it seems there was an informer in the organization, because the feds raided my apartment last night. And according to the guy who called me, they found the number of Eastern Airlines on a notepad by the phone. And from there they were able to . . .”

“Hang on,” I said. “You told me that you hitched out here.”

He stubbed out his cigarette and reached for another. After lighting it up, he said, “That was a lie. I flew from O’Hare to LaGuardia, then changed planes to Portland.”

“Why Portland?”

“You don’t want to know this.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Because when word got out that we’d been infiltrated . . . and I was told it was best to vanish for a while . . . in my panic I called your dad.”

“You what?”

“Look, your dad’s always been a great friend and I’ve always turned to him for advice.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“And he advised you to use my place in Maine as a hideout?”

Now he did avoid my furious gaze.

“Not exactly. But he did say that, if I did happen to be in Maine . . .”

“Oh, bullshit!” I yelled. “You were told to get lost, you called John Winthrop Latham for advice, and he said . . .”

I stopped myself because I remembered exactly my conversation with Dad that evening—how I mentioned that Toby said he was just bumming around the country, having “fled” his doctoral thesis at the University of Chicago. And what was my father’s reply?

“Typical of Toby to hit the road like that. He might be the brightest kid I’ve run across in thirty years, but he can never apply himself when it comes to the long haul. One of the best public speakers I’ve ever heard—articulate, funny, ferociously well-read, and a really good writer to boot. You should have seen the stuff he published in Ramparts and The Nation. Great style—and a brilliant analytical mind . . .”

And then, “Can you put him up for a couple of nights?”

Dad knew all along what Toby had done, what he was actually fleeing. Dad set me up.

“. . . and he said, ‘My daughter has a place in Maine. Quiet little town, just a couple of hours from the Canadian border. And best of all, her husband’s away right now . . .’”

“That’s not exactly how he put it.”

“Let me ask you something,” I said. “If your face has been all over the papers as a wanted man . . .”

“According to the guy on the phone, the feds haven’t gone public on this yet. They raided my apartment, they want to talk to me, but I’m not on the Ten Most Wanted list. They know who planted the bomb and have established that I simply ‘aided and abetted.’”

“Still, why didn’t you just make a run for it to the border?”

“The thought did cross my mind—and I discussed it with my comrades. But there was a genuine worry that, if the feds were already onto me, they’d be watching the border. Anyway, even if they weren’t onto me just then, the problem for someone with a big FBI file for allegedly subversive activities is that once you cross into Canada, you can’t get back into the States without, at the very least, getting the third degree from the American authorities.”

“So you decided—with my father’s blessing—to use this shitty apartment as a hideout, in the hope that you wouldn’t have to do the Maple Leaf Rag to the High North?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“And while you were indulging in the hospitality of the Great Radical Professor’s daughter, why not fuck her at the same time?”

“I think that was a pretty mutual decision.”

“Yeah, but if you hadn’t come on to me, I would have never dared make the first move. And I wouldn’t now be in such a goddamn mess.”

I clenched my fists and tried to think clearly. After a moment, I said, “As far as I’m concerned, if you have to flee to Canada, you can pack your bag and hit the road straightaway. But knowing what I now know, there’s no damn way I am driving you to the end of Pelham Main Street, let alone the border.”

“You have no choice.”

“Oh, cut the melodrama. We both know that, even if the feds have already tracked your movements to Maine, they’re not going to figure out—”

“What? That I’m not here? Christ, you are naive. Don’t you know that, having worked out I’m in Maine, they’ll try to figure out all my known contacts here? And I promise you that, knowing my connections with your dad, they’ll open up his file, see that he has a daughter in Maine . . .”

“How the hell are they going to know that?”

“Hannah, as far as the feds are concerned, your dad is a big-deal troublemaker—not to mention, in their book, an Eastern establishment class traitor. And if there’s one thing that Hoover hates more than the Eastern establishment, it’s a radical from their ranks. I promise you, they’ve got such a comprehensive file on John Winthrop Latham, they don’t just know the name of each of his mistresses, but the time, place, and position of every fuck he’s had since . . .”

“Shut up,” I said.

“And just to be on the ultrasafe side they’ll have run countless background checks on you and your husband. So, believe me, the feds know that you live in Pelham—and with me now in Maine, it’s not going to take them very long . . .”

“All right, all right,” I said, the fear now evident in my voice. But even though I had been completely persuaded, I still wasn’t going to aid and abet his run to the border.

“Look,” I said, trying to sound calm and rational. “If the feds do show up here and you’re gone, I’m still going to be in trouble for putting you up, right? Whereas if I help you flee, I will be guilty of criminal activity.”

He reached for the wine bottle, splashed some more Chianti in his glass, threw it back, then regarded me with contempt.

“I knew you’d try to get out of it. But you’re not getting out of it—and here’s why. If you don’t drive me to Canada and the feds do nab me before the border, I will tell them you harbored me for all that time they were looking for me, and I’ll even drop in the fact that we were lovers, just to really stick it to you. And even if I do make it into Canada undetected, once I’m there the Weather Underground will release a statement to the press, saying I’ve fled and that, thanks to the ‘fraternal courage of certain comrades in Maine,’ I was able to get out of the country. I promise you, once the feds read that, they’ll do another cross-reference with your dad’s file and you’ll have a dozen agents swarming around Pelham with photographs of me. And when they discover that I was here under an assumed name, and that you knew my true identity . . .”

“You son of a bitch,” I said.

“You can call me any name you want,” he said. “The fact is: this is a war. And in a war, you sometimes have to bend the rules to achieve your aims. And I don’t care what you think of me or my methods. All I know is, as soon as night falls, you are driving me to Canada. And if you refuse—if you force me to go it alone—”

He reached over and scooped up the car keys that I’d left earlier on the kitchen table.

“. . . I’ll take your car and drive it myself across the border. If you call the cops to have me arrested, I’ll talk . . .”

“All right, I’ll fucking drive you,” I said.

He favored me with a nasty little smile.

“Good,” he said. “And I promise you, if you do exactly what I say, follow everything I tell you, you’ll be back in Pelham by early morning tomorrow, and no one will have even noticed you were gone.”

Then he asked me if I had a road map of Maine. I said there was one downstairs in the car. He asked me to get it. I left the apartment and went outside to the Volvo. Once there, I leaned against the passenger door and fought the urge to get sick. Don’t think, don’t think. Just do what he asks. Get it over with. Get back here, and hope to hell that when the feds arrive, you can play naive and dumb.

I opened the car door and took the map out of the glove compartment. Then I went back upstairs.

Toby was crouching down by the playpen, goo-gooing with Jeffrey.

“He got a little upset when he realized you’d stepped out. So I was keeping him happy.”

I pushed by Toby, reached into the playpen, and picked up my son.

“I don’t want you even looking at him again,” I said.

Toby let out an amused laugh.

“Hey, suit yourself,” he said. “But you do know he’s coming with us to Canada.”

“Did you actually think I’d leave him behind?”

“No, but I thought you might try to deposit him with that babysitter you use—just to keep him out of this.”

“And raise more suspicion?”

“My point exactly. Glad to see we’re on the same wavelength. Can I see the map?”

I handed it to him.

“Why don’t you get that sauce heated up while I’m plotting our route. And could you get some spaghetti going too?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Well, you’re going to be driving all night—and you’re not going to be able to stop anywhere to grab a bite, so you’d better eat now.”

I walked over to the kitchen and turned the heat on under the sauce. Then I dug out the big pot I used for pasta, filled it with water, put it on the stove, and turned on the gas flame. While I waited for the water to boil, I plucked Jeffrey out of his playpen, put him in his high chair, and fed him a jar of applesauce. Toby reached for another of my cigarettes—then motioned me over to the table.

“It’s a pretty direct shot from here,” he said. “We drive to Lewiston, take the interstate to Waterville, switch for Route 201, and drive straight north to Jackman and the border. Keeping well within the speed limit, it’s five hours tops each way. If we leave in an hour—around seven-thirty—and considering the time you’ll have to spend in Canada to cross back over another checkpoint, you should be back here tomorrow by seven a.m. And since it’s a Saturday, you’ll be able to sleep for most of the day.”

I said nothing. I simply nodded.

“I’ll get the rest of dinner together,” he said, standing up. “Why don’t you sort out what you need for the drive—and then you can call your husband.”

I went into the bathroom, stripped off all my clothes, and took a very fast, very hot shower—washing away any lingering reminder of Toby Judson from my body. Twice during the shower, I felt myself about to start sobbing, but I fought the temptation to start feeling sorry for myself. Get through this . . . get through this. So I finished the shower, dried off, wrapped a towel around myself, and went into the bedroom. I dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and a sweater. Then I stripped the stained sheets off the bed, dug out the spare set from the closet, and remade the bed. I found a small travel bag and stuffed it with a couple of clean diapers, a spare set of pins, baby clothes, and an extra canister of baby powder.

“Dinner’s ready,” Toby shouted from the other room. I emerged with the bundle of dirty sheets, and said, “Back in a moment.”

“Hey, do you really need to do laundry right now?”

I turned back to him and said, “Yes, I do. Because I need to remove every trace of you from this house.”

I went downstairs. I shoved the sheets in the washing machine, dumped in some powder, turned it on. Back upstairs, I accepted a plate of pasta from Toby, turned away from him, and ate standing up. Toby laughed another of his shitty little laughs.

“If you want to be that way . . .” he said.

I slammed my plate down on the counter. And said, “Let’s get something straight here, mister. I will follow your orders. I will do exactly what you say in order to get you to Canada and out of my life. But beyond that, I want nothing to do with you anymore. And I especially don’t want to talk with you—except about the simple logistics of driving you across the border. Are we clear about that?”

“Have it your way,” he said.

I finished the spaghetti, then filled the percolator with coffee and put it on the stove. As I waited, I prepared a couple of bottles of formula to bring with me, and threw two jars of baby food into the bag. Once the percolator dome started turning brown, I found a thermos and filled it with coffee, then went over to the little pantry where I kept a spare carton of cigarettes and dropped two packs into the bag. I knew I would be smoking heavily tonight.

“One small, crucial detail,” Toby said. “Do you have a passport?”

As a matter of fact, I did have one—having gotten one three years earlier when I thought I might be traveling to Paris for my junior year abroad. I nodded.

“Good—and while you’re at it, why don’t you find your son’s birth certificate. You don’t need this stuff for entering Canada—most of the time they just wave you through—but just in case we encounter an asshole official at the border . . .”

“Fine,” I said tersely. I returned to the bedroom, went into the closet, opened the file box where I kept all important documents, and dug out the passport and birth certificate. Then I went back into the living room and picked up the phone.

“You calling your husband?” Toby asked.

I nodded.

“Tell him that . . .”

“Leave it to me,” I said sharply. I finished dialing the number. There was no answer for three, four, five, six rings. He must be out. And if he’s out now, he’ll ring later. And we will have to wait for his call, because if he rings around ten and I’m not here, he’ll get worried and call Nurse Bass and ask her to check up on me. And she’ll find the apartment empty and the car gone. And then . . .

Or if we do wait around until ten and then leave, I won’t be back until at least ten the next morning. And people will notice that the car isn’t there when they get up in the morning (people in Pelham always notice these things). And then . . .

Seven rings, eight rings, nine rings . . .

“No one there?” Toby asked.

I nodded.

“Well, hang up and we’ll hold on until . . .”

Suddenly, someone picked up the phone. It was Dan, sounding out of breath and tired.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Just dashed in from the hospital. Why are you calling?”

“Why am I calling? I just wondered how your dad was doing.”

“Sorry, sorry,” he said. “I’m just usually the one who calls.”

“So?”

“He’s still holding his own. Still comatose, but his heart is stronger than ever. And I’ve decided I’m out of here tomorrow.”

Oh great.

“That’s terrific,” I said, trying to sound genuinely enthused. “Will you be taking the bus?”

“No, the plane.”

Worse and worse.

“Isn’t that a fortune?”

“An old high school classmate, Marv English, is running the local travel agency here—and he managed to get me a flight to Portland via Syracuse and Boston for fifty bucks one way.”

“That’s . . . great. What time do you get in?”

“It’s an early start. The flight from Syracuse is at seven-fifteen, but there’s a two-hour stopover in Boston . . .”

Well, thank God for that.

“Still, I should be landing at Portland at ten-thirty . . . which is a hell of a lot easier than fourteen hours on the damn bus. So can you pick me up?”

“Uh . . . sure.”

“And what about our houseguest?”

“As it turns out, he has to be out of here tomorrow too.”

“Good timing, then.”

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“You sound a little tense, that’s all.”

“Just a bad night with Junior,” I said. “He doesn’t seem able to settle right now.”

“Well, that will pass. Can’t wait to get the hell out of here,” he said.

“It will be great to have you back,” I lied.

As soon as I put down the phone, I turned to Toby and said, “We have to go now.”

“So I gather.”

I walked over to the window and glanced out at the street. Night had arrived. I checked my watch. Six thirty-five. All the shops on Main Street had closed. The place was deserted.

“Coast clear?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Let’s do it.”

Toby went down to the car first, bringing his backpack and my overnight bag. Upstairs, I changed Jeff’s diaper, put him in a new onesie, and remembered to bring two pacifiers and a couple of rubber toys to keep him occupied. Then, leaving a light on in the living room (just in case anyone was out walking and happened to glance upstairs at our place), I picked up my son and brought him downstairs. En route, he started to cry—evidently not pleased about being exposed to a midautumn frost and a very dark early evening. I closed the driver’s door beside me and held out my hand for the car keys.

“No funny stuff now,” said Toby. “You drive us to a police station, I promise you I’ll—”

“Shut the fuck up and give me the keys.”

He actually laughed—and dropped the keys into my outstretched palm. I turned on the ignition, put the car into gear, and pulled out onto Main Street. Jeff was still crying.

“Is he going to keep this up all the way to the border?” Toby asked.

“If he does, too damn bad.”

I turned into Main Street. It still looked completely empty. Until . . .

“Oh shit,” I said.

“Just keep driving.”

“It’s Billy,” I said, recognizing his sloping gait and the way he hung his head while walking. But as he heard our car approaching he looked up.

“Wave to him,” Toby said.

“Don’t tell me what to do,” I said. But as we drove by, I did nod in Billy’s direction. He smiled shyly—and I could see him taking in the fact that Toby and I were in the car with Jeffrey.

“If he mentions anything, just tell him you were driving me to the Greyhound station in Lewiston.”

“I’d worked that one out already.”

“Well, bravo for you. Right turn here.”

“I do know the way to Lewiston.”

We fell silent—and stayed that way for most of the next five hours. I had tossed a pack of cigarettes on the dashboard before setting off. We slowly worked our way through them during the drive north. The narrow back road to Lewiston was free of traffic. When we reached the interstate, I stuck to the speed limit, resisting the temptation to pick up a little extra time by traveling five miles an hour faster than allowed. I kept glancing at the clock on the dash. By the time we’d reached Waterville—and the turnoff to Route 201—Jeff had fallen asleep. I switched on the radio and listened to the music being spun by Jose, the nighttime DJ who always sounded like he’d had two joints too many and favored Pink Floyd, Iron Butterfly, and other trippy bands. Next to me, Toby seemed lost in some sort of deep personal reverie—chain-smoking, staring out the window, taking my refusal to speak with him at face value, looking pensive and drawn and more than a little anxious. And me? One hundred different things were swirling around my head—most of them centering on my father, my husband, the shit sitting next to me in the front seat, how Dad had betrayed me, how I had betrayed Dan, how this horrible little man had used all of us for his own aims, and how I was guilty of the worst judgment imaginable over the past forty-eight hours. I so wanted to talk to Margy right now and tell her everything, but I couldn’t help thinking that the phone might be tapped, that the feds would be waiting for me when I returned (or, worse, were standing by at the border, ready to nab us), and wondering if my marriage would survive all this, and if Dan would try to take Jeff away from me, especially if I was found guilty of a criminal offense, and how I’d never really be able to look at my father again after what he did, and how I was more scared now than I had ever been in my life, and . . .

“Let’s stop here for a moment,” Toby said, pointing to a gas station at the intersection of the interstate and Route 201. “We need to fill up and I need to take a leak.”

We pulled over and drove up in front of a pump. As I turned off the ignition, Toby reached over and pulled out the keys, pocketing them.

“I’ll hold on to these,” he said.

I was going to call him names, but felt too tired, too tense, to do so. So I just said, “Fine,” and got out of the car to check on Jeff. He was completely zonked out. I glanced at my watch. Nine-eighteen. Three hours to the border, all going well. So far, we were on schedule.

The gas station attendant—an elderly man with a match in the side of his mouth—came out and filled the car and squirted some water on the windshield and wiped it off with a squeegee. Toby returned with three more packs of cigarettes.

“Figure we might need these.”

“Yeah, we will. The keys, please. Now it’s my turn for a pit stop.”

“You actually think I’d drive off with your son in the backseat?”

No, I didn’t, but I wanted to make the point that I completely distrusted him. So I just stuck out my hand and snapped my fingers. Another of his smirks and he dropped the keys in my hand.

I went into the grubby toilet and held my breath against the stench of blocked drains as I had a fast pee. Then I splashed some water on my face and avoided gazing at the cracked mirror over the sink. The last thing I wanted to do right now was look at myself too closely, if at all.

When I got back to the car, Toby was paying off the attendant. As I climbed into the driver’s seat, he turned to Toby and said, “Letting the little woman drive? That’s brave.”

“Hey, I get to sleep,” he said, nudging him.

He climbed in next to me and shut the door.

“Well, he was a total sexist asshole,” he said.

“Just like you.”

That was the last exchange we had for the next 130 miles. The road north was long, wooded, quiet, and slow. The trees formed a canopy that often blocked out all moonlight and made me crane my neck to peer over the headlights as the route gradually turned into a steep climb toward Canada. We passed through a couple of obscure, blink-once-it’s-gone towns—but these were the only outposts on an otherwise empty stretch of track. And it reminded me (as if a reminder were needed) just how empty and lonely Maine could be. I was preoccupied with the thought that if we did break down out here, there would be no way we could get any help until morning. By which time . . .

I reached for another cigarette—and checked the clock. Ten twenty-three. Had an hour vanished just like that?

“Feel like some coffee?” Toby asked.

“Yeah,” I said. He reached down for the thermos, unscrewed the top, and poured me a cup. I balanced it against the wheel as I drove, managing to sip it slowly. Once I’d finished, I handed the cup back to Toby without saying a word. Then I reached for another cigarette, lit up, and took a deep drag.

The FM station I’d been listening to faded away into static. I flipped the dial, and heard a rapid-fire disc jockey talking in French. Quebec was near. I pressed down further on the accelerator and passed a sign saying: Border: 15 miles.

A quarter of an hour later, we rolled into the town of Jackman. The clock on the dash said twelve-ten. Toby told me to pull over. I stopped in front of the local courthouse.

“I’m going to drive us across,” he said. “It’ll look better that way. And I want you to sit in the backseat and pretend you’re asleep next to our baby. If the Canadian border guy wants to ask you a few questions, he’ll wake you up. But my guess is, he’ll just wave us through—and with you asleep in the back, he won’t be able to get a good look at your face . . . which is kind of what you want, right?”

“Yes, that’s what I want.”

“Oh, and leave the passport and birth certificate with me, just in case he wants to inspect them.”

I dug out the documents. I put them on the dashboard. I opened the door, got out, then slid into the backseat. Jeff stirred slightly, making a few grumbly noises. But then I noticed that he’d spit his pacifier out. I scrambled around the darkened floor until I found it, then popped it quickly into my mouth to crudely sterilize it before plugging it back between his toothless gums. I stretched out on the seat, my head just next to the baby chair.

“You ready?” Toby asked.

“Yes,” I said, and closed my eyes.

It was around a five-minute drive to the border. I could feel the car slowing down. Toby turned the radio off. There was a minute when we weren’t moving, then the car crept forward a little bit more, then it came to a stop. I could hear a window being rolled down, and someone saying, in a Quebec accent, “Welcome to Canada. May I see some identification, please?”

There was a rustle of papers, a pause, then, “And what brings you to Canada, Mr. Walker?”

Mr. Walker?

“We’re visiting friends for the weekend in Quebec City.”

The beam of a flashlight hit my face. I blinked and decided it was best to act as if he had woken me up. So I began to stir, looking up at the border guy with bemusement.

“Désolé . . . sorry,” he muttered.

“You go back to sleep, hon,” Toby said.

I lay down again, covering my face with my hands.

“You’re traveling late,” the official said.

“Just got off work at six—and we can only drive long distances with Junior here at night, when he’s fast asleep.”

“Don’t remind me,” the official said. “My two girls cried if they were more than thirty minutes in the car. Anything to declare?”

“Nothing.”

“No cigarettes, alcohol, foodstuffs?”

“Nope.”

“And you’ll be returning to the U.S. on . . . ?”

“Sunday evening.”

“Have a nice weekend in Quebec,” he said.

“Thanks,” Toby said, putting the car in gear and inching us forward. Around a minute later, as we were gathering speed again, he said, “Don’t sit up yet . . . just in case.”

“I won’t.”

“Well, that was easy. Not that I expected it to be particularly hard. Family men always get waved right through.”

So that’s another reason why he wanted me to drive him across. Because when the Canadian officials saw him with his alleged wife and child, they’d ask no questions and simply presume that he was simply dropping into the country for a social visit.

“All right,” he said when we were a few miles further down the road. “You can sit up now.”

“Aren’t you getting out here?” I asked as we passed a sign thanking us for visiting the town of Armstrong.

“No,” he said.

“Then where?”

“Around forty miles north of here. A large town called Saint-Georges.”

“Forty miles? That’s going to put another ninety minutes on my journey.”

“Can’t be helped. That’s where my rendezvous has been arranged.”

“Your rendezvous?” I said, sounding outraged.

“You didn’t think I’d just drift into Canada like some draft-dodging goof, did you? When the heat is on, we have people up here to look after us.”

“So you knew we were heading to Saint-Georges from the moment you got that phone call?”

“Does that matter right now? Forty more miles and I’m out of your life. And yeah, this might mean you won’t get back to Pelham until nine—but big deal. If hubby has to wait a little while at the airport . . .”

Jeff stirred awake and started to cry. Immediately I unstrapped him from his seat and lifted him onto my lap.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said, pulling him close and reaching into the bag for a bottle. But he pushed the bottle to one side and raised his cries by a few decibels.

“You’re going to have to pull over,” I said. “He needs to be changed.”

“And my rendezvous is scheduled for twelve-thirty—and I’m running late, so sorry.”

“Pull the car over,” I said.

“No,” he said, and sped up.

Somehow I managed to change Jeff on the backseat—though twice we hit potholes on the road and he nearly went flying. I left the dirty diaper on the floor and had to fight the temptation to dump it on Toby Judson’s head. But this was no time for grandstand gestures. The faster we were in Saint-Georges, the better.

At ten after one, we saw the lights of a large-ish town in the distance. A few minutes later, we were on its outskirts. There was a small mill just off the side of the road. As we approached it, Toby flashed the Volvo’s lights. Out of nowhere, some lights flashed back. Toby turned off toward the mill, killing the headlights. Suddenly, we were encased in another blast of light—as the brights of an approaching car blinded us. Toby stopped the car and turned off the engine.

“What the hell is going on?” I hissed.

“They just want to make sure it’s us—and not someone pretending to be us . . . like the cops.”

I heard a door open and footsteps approach. A shadowy figure approached the car. I now understood why they’d blinded us with bright lights. It ensured that I didn’t see the identity of the person drawing near us. Instead, all I could discern was a form peering through the driver’s-side window, tapping twice on the glass and receiving a clenched-fist salute from Toby. Then the figure retreated, and a few seconds later, the brights were cut and we were plunged into darkness, my eyes aching from this abrupt blackout. Jeff started howling, but I plugged a bottle into his mouth and it immediately soothed him.

“All right,” Toby said. “Here’s where I get off. A couple of very basic, very simple things. I am going to get out of the car, get my bag out of the trunk, then walk toward the other car. You are to stay put in the backseat until the other car has pulled away—and wait here until a good five minutes have passed. If you don’t, there will be trouble.”

“Anything else?”

He reached into his pocket, fished out a wad of money, and put a bill on the passenger seat next to him.

“Here’s twenty Canadian dollars, which will buy you gas before the Coburn Gore border crossing.”

“I don’t want your money,” I said, simultaneously thinking, The bastard arrived in Pelham with a wad of Canadian dollars on his person, just in case . . .

“When you leave here,” he said, ignoring me, “take Route 204 heading to Lac-Mégantic. After that, you hook up with the 161 going to Woburn. La frontière americaine is only a few miles from there. All going well you should be crossing back into the Land of the Free around three a.m. The American border guy is going to be deeply curious about why you’re traveling with a baby in the middle of the night. Tell him you’ve been visiting friends in Montreal—and you got a call late last night from your husband, saying that his dad was dying and you’re rushing back blah, blah, blah. If he’s suspicious, he might search the car—but since it’s clean, he can’t hold you for feeding him a story he finds fishy, so he’ll have to wave you through. Then, because you’ve already traveled a ways south, it’s a straight back-road shot to Lewiston and Pelham.”

“And when the feds raid my apartment in the next day or two, what should I say then?”

He laughed.

“They’re not going to raid you,” he said.

“If they found out that you flew from Chicago to Maine . . .”

“I didn’t fly from Chicago to Portland. I hitched—because it seemed safer to hitch, just in case they were watching the bus stations, the airports . . .”

“Hang on, you told me they found an Eastern Airlines number on a pad in your apartment and then worked out . . .”

“I lied . . . to make sure you were scared enough to drive me here. And yeah, that was yet another shitty thing I pulled on you—but on behalf of the Revolution, I thank you for making your small but vital contribution to—”

“Get out,” I said.

“Your wish is my command. One final thing: as much as you may now hate me, I am a man of my word. Now that you have gotten me here in one piece and without hassle, I will keep my promise that, if and when I am ever asked if anyone helped me across the border, I will never mention your name. And my advice to you now is: forget any of this ever happened.”

“Believe me, that’s exactly what I’m planning to do. Now beat it.”

“Do yourself a favor, Hannah—stop trying to be good all the time.”

“I said: beat it.”

A final smarmy little smile. Why did guys like this always think they were so superior? Stop trying to be good all the time. But if the last two days had shown anything, they’d shown that I wasn’t good. On the contrary, I had compromised everything important in my life for the sake of . . .

Behind the wheel, Toby flipped the brights twice. This was answered with a Morse code reply with headlights.

“Okay,” he said. “Remember to stay still for five minutes after the car goes. Have a good life . . . if that’s possible.”

The headlights suddenly burst into life, enveloping us in a dazzling white glow. Toby got out of the car and slammed the door. A moment later, I heard the trunk open and close, then his footsteps on the gravelly ground. A moment or two later I heard a car start up and the headlights suddenly pulled away from us, beamed themselves in another direction, and disappeared.

I did exactly as instructed. I sat in the backseat, hugging Jeff close to me, trying to remain calm, trying not to let everything I had been holding in check suddenly burst out. I knew that if I started crying now, I wouldn’t be able to stop—and the one thing I had to do now was get myself and my son back home.

So when the five minutes were up, I strapped Jeff back in his seat (he hated this and wailed loudly to let me know), climbed back into the front, lit up the cigarette I had been craving for the past twenty minutes, tossed back a fast, semisteadying cup of coffee, put the car in gear, and hit the road.

It was now just after two. I followed Toby’s directions—driving slowly through the sleeping center of Saint-Georges, then picking up the 204 for Lac-Mégantic. I resisted the temptation to crank up my speed—this two-lane blacktop was narrow and full of unexpected twists—and I was relieved to get to Lac-Mégantic and the turnoff marked Route 161: Woburn et la frontière americaine. This road turned out to be even narrower than the previous one—and very dark. As I pushed closer to the frontier, I kept telling myself: Just be cool with the guy at the border . . . act like a normal person . . . and he’ll buy your story and wave you through. Show any fear and you’ll end up in a small room, answering a lot of questions you really don’t want to be asked.

Every five kilometers there was a road sign, informing me I was that much closer to the border. With every passing sign, my fear cranked up a notch or two, and even though I tried to convince myself that the fear was overblown, I was so edgy and tired that I had lost all perspective. Anyway, the fact of the fucking matter was I had helped a wanted criminal escape across an international boundary . . . and though my help may have been coerced, I nonetheless aided and abetted . . . because I was terrified that he might expose the affair we’d had. And I could just hear some flinty old judge, looking down sternly at me and informing me that, on account of letting my own venal fear of exposure for the sin of adultery cloud my notion of right and wrong, he had no choice but to sentence me to . . .

La frontière americaine: 3 kilometres.

A quick stop for gas and I’d be there in less than ten minutes. Keep calm, keep calm.

As I edged closer and closer, I suddenly wished that I wasn’t such a complete nonbeliever in God, the Almighty, Jahweh, the Alpha and the Omega, whatever. Because if there ever was a time in my life for prayer, it was now. But I had been guilty of enough hypocrisy over the past few days. I wasn’t going to augment it by pleading for help to some Supreme Being whom I knew didn’t exist.

So instead, I decided to bargain with myself—to take a vow that, if I got through this whole experience unscathed, if I made it across the border without incident, if the feds didn’t show up, if that creep Toby Judson didn’t reveal anything about who got him to Canada, if Dan didn’t become suspicious of me for some reason—I would atone for all my transgressions by being as good as I could be. I’d accept my destiny as Dan’s wife. I’d go where his career took us. I’d support him completely, and would damp down all dreams of escape. I’d do everything I could for Jeff and any other children we might have. Their needs—and those of my husband—would always come before mine. And I’d accept all the compromises and limitations of my life with grace, knowing that, if my selfish, venal behavior had been uncovered, I would have lost everything. You can’t escape your actions, any more than you can escape yourself. There’s a price to be paid for everything. And if in the future I mourned the freedom I’d given up, the small scope I’d imposed on my life, I’d always remind myself that this was the price extracted for my transgressions—and that, maybe, I’d gotten off lightly.

La frontière americaine: 1 kilometre.

There was a gas station up ahead. I filled the car. I dumped the dirty diaper. I cleaned out the ashtray that was brimming with butts. I freed Jeff for a few moments from his car seat and rocked him in the night air. I went into the shop and paid the $11 for the full tank of gas (God, it was expensive up here). I blew the change on five packs of cigarettes, a couple of candy bars, and a large cup of coffee. I loaded Jeff back into his car seat and handed him a rubber rattle that he seemed to favor, in the hope that it would keep him occupied while we crossed over to the States. I positioned myself behind the wheel, took a steadying breath, turned on the ignition, and drove.

There were no formalities leaving Canada—just a sign thanking you for visiting the country and wishing you a Bon Retour. There were around five hundred yards of no-man’s-land before I arrived at a shed with the Stars and Stripes on a flagpole and a large sign saying: Welcome to the United States.

I was the only traveler at this hour of the night. The border official walked slowly out of the shed. He was a chunky man in his thirties, wearing a green customs uniform and a large wide-brim Forest Ranger–style hat. He ambled over to the car, nodded at me, then studied the license plate and walked once around the vehicle before stopping in front of the now rolled-down passenger window.

“Evening, ma’am,” he said.

“Hi there,” I said, forcing a smile.

“You’re traveling awful late . . . or maybe awful early.”

“It’s not by choice, sir.” And I explained how I’d been up visiting friends in Quebec and got a call from my husband only a few hours ago, saying that his father was dying.

“I could have stayed till morning, but I knew I wouldn’t forgive myself if I didn’t get back . . .”

“Yes, I can certainly understand that. So how long have you been out of the States?”

“Just two days.”

“And do you have any identification for yourself and your baby?”

I handed over the passport and the birth certificate.

“That certainly works as ID,” he said with a smile. He scrutinized the documents, then handed them back to me, and asked if I was bringing anything back from Canada.

“Just a couple of packs of cigarettes.”

“Well, you’re free to go. Drive friendly.”

And he waved me through.

I waved back as I drove on. First hurdle crossed. I glanced at the dashboard clock. Three-ten. If I kept up a steady speed, I should make Pelham by eight-thirty—enough time to wash the dishes, give the apartment a fast going-over, have a quick shower, and make a beeline for Portland Airport.

Jeff complained much of the way south. I stopped twice to change/feed/cuddle him but he wouldn’t settle down. Still, I had no choice but to keep driving, keep awake, keep telling myself that I just had to pull myself through a very long day ahead.

The sun broke around seven-fifteen. Fifty minutes later, I rolled into Pelham. As soon as I brought Jeff into the house and put him in his playpen, he conked right out. I envied him. Having hardly slept the previous night (when guilt and sexual craziness kept me awake) I had now been awake for nearly forty-eight hours.

However, I didn’t have time to consider my exhausted state. I simply needed to get the house in order and get out of here. So I washed up all the dinner dishes and pans from the previous night, did a fast scrub of the bathroom, vacuumed around the bedroom, and made certain that nothing telltale (like a strange cigarette butt or discarded male underwear) had been left by the bed. Then I made another pot of coffee, and threw myself into the shower, blasting the water in an attempt to keep myself awake. I ran downstairs with a handful of laundry, and noticed to my shock that the stained sheets I had put in the machine the night before had been hung up to dry. And just as I was wondering if I had lost my reason and had forgotten I’d hung them up, I heard a voice behind me, “Hope you didn’t mind me helping you out with the laundry.”

I spun around. It was Billy, standing near me, a bucket in one hand, a long extension ladder under the other arm.

“You hung up the sheets to dry?”

“Yeah,” he said, all smiles. “Saw you put ’em in last night before you left with that fella . . .”

“You saw me put in the sheets?”

“Well, I happened to be around here when . . .”

“Billy,” I said in a calm, reasonable tone, “the laundry room is in the back here . . . which means that the only way you could be watching is if you made a deliberate effort to put yourself somewhere where you could . . .”

“I wasn’t spying or anything,” he said, suddenly very defensive. “I was just watching, that’s all.”

“Hey, I’m not angry at you,” I said, deciding this was not the right moment to get into a discussion about the difference between spying and watching.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Good, ’cause I was planning to wash your windows this morning.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Told the doctor I would around a week ago—before he left town.”

“Well then, by all means wash our windows.”

“You really sure you’re not angry at me?”

“We’re friends, Billy.”

That brought a smile to his face.

“We sure are,” he said, “and I’d never say anything about you leaving town last night with that fella.”

Oh God . . .

“Well, I was just bringing him to the bus station in Lewiston.”

“But you were gone all night.”

“How do you know that?”

“Your car wasn’t here until this morning.”

“I had a flat, had to stay in a motel all night.”

“With the fella?” he said, giving me another of his skewed smiles.

“Hardly,” I said. “Anyway, he was gone on the bus before I had the flat.”

“You kiss him good-bye?”

“What?”

“Saw you kiss him once.”

“Where did you see this?”

“Saw it in your window.”

“When?”

“A night or two ago.”

“Around what time?”

“Oh, it was real late. I was out walking, saw the light on, looked up, there you were, kissing the guy.”

“Was anyone else with you?”

“Heck no. Main Street was deserted. I was the only person out.”

“And did you tell anyone that you saw me?”

“Heck no again. You’re my friend. I wouldn’t do that.”

I was about to touch his arm, but thought better of it, remembering what happened the one time before this when I made that mistake.

“Well, I truly appreciate that, Billy. Secrets are very important between friends—and I am very, very grateful to you for keeping this one.”

“You going to leave the doctor for this fella?” he asked, his tone as nonchalant and nonthreatening as before.

“Of course not. It was just a kiss good night, that’s all.”

“A real long kiss good night, the way I saw it,” he said, laughing his goofy laugh. Was he indirectly threatening me . . . or was this just his way of reporting events?

“It was just a kiss, that’s all. But if you mention anything to anyone about that kiss—or about me not getting home last night—it could cause me a lot of problems.”

“Would you stop being my friend?”

“Well, put it this way: if you asked me to keep a secret and then I told somebody about your secret, what would you do?”

“I’d stop being your friend.”

“And you’d be right to,” I said. “Because friends keep secrets, right?”

“You bet they do.”

“So I can trust you with my secret, Billy?”

“You bet you can.”

“Thank you.”

He gave me a shy smile, and said, “Can I wash your windows now?”

All the way to Portland Airport, I fought the temptation to throw up. I was now sick with worry that Billy might somehow spill the beans and bring my entire life down around me. I ripped open another pack of cigarettes and smoked three during the hour-long drive, my lungs raw from nonstop chain-smoking for the last eighteen hours.

When Dan got off the plane, he waved at us, then gave me a tired hug and kiss before fetching Jeff up in his arms to say “Hi, big fella” and handing him back to me.

When we got into the car, he sniffed all the accumulated cigarette smoke and said, “God almighty, have you turned into a chimney?”

I said nothing, but I was grateful to let him drive us home. I settled down into my seat and listened to his angry monologue brimming over with resentments about the way the second-rate hospital in Glens Falls had treated his father, and the indifference of some long-standing neighbors . . .

“Am I boring you?” he asked.

I realized I had nodded off.

“Sorry. I had a terrible night with our boy. If I caught two hours of sleep, it was something.”

“I didn’t mean to sound like such a cantankerous old shit,” he said. “It’s just been one godawful week.”

I reached over and stroked his face. “Well, it’s good to have you back.”

“Your visitor leave?”

“Last night.”

“Was he in the way?”

“A little bit—one of those boring lefty types who talks revolution all the time.”

“Well, I’m sure your dad was pleased you put up with him.”

“Yeah, I’m sure he was.”

We stopped in Bridgton on the way home for food. When we reached Pelham, I had visions of Billy waiting out in front of the doctor’s office, saying, “Still told nobody about you kissing that fella!” But Billy was nowhere to be seen. Dan took in the apartment with a cursory look and said something about getting in touch with “that awful Sims guy” about when we could move into the Bland house. I made lunch. Afterward, when Jeff nodded off for his afternoon nap, Dan put his hand on my thigh and motioned toward the bedroom. Though I could have screamed with tiredness, I followed him, took off my clothes, and spread my legs and tried to appear passionate.

I drifted off to sleep, and awoke sometime later to the sound of a ringing telephone. As I stirred, I saw that it was dark outside. I glanced at the clock by the bed. Five forty-two p.m. I had been asleep for around three hours. Dan opened the bedroom door.

“You feeling better?”

“A little, yeah. Thanks for letting me have the nap.”

“No sweat. Listen, your dad’s on the phone.”

“Tell him I’ll call back.”

But I didn’t call him back that night. The next morning, the phone rang about eight-thirty. But it wasn’t my father—it was Nurse Bass, wanting to speak to Dan. As he hung up, he reached for his coat and medical bag and said, “Looks like Josie Adams’s son has gotten an advanced case of tonsillitis. I’ll be back in an hour tops.”

Five minutes later, the phone rang again.

“Hannah, it’s Dad.”

I said nothing.

“Hannah?”

“What?”

“You okay?”

I said nothing.

“Hannah?”

“What?”

“You upset about something?”

“Now why would I be upset about something?”

“Look, whatever’s going on, I just wanted to say that I’ve heard from our mutual friend, and he told me how you helped him out. I’m so pleased that you . . .”

I hung up—and found myself gripping the side of our armchair for a few minutes in an attempt to calm down. You upset about something? Didn’t he have any idea about anyone else’s feelings? Was he that self-absorbed? But he must have understood that, by sending that shit to me, he’d put me under suspicion with the federal authorities. Why else would he have talked in such coded language about “our mutual friend”?

The phone rang again. “We seemed to have been cut off,” he said.

“No, I hung up.”

“Hannah, I didn’t mean to place you in harm’s way.”

“But you did, you did, you . . .”

I started to sob. Everything I had kept under control for the past few days suddenly came out in a torrent of anguish. I hung up. The phone started to ring again. I raced out of the living room and into the bathroom. I filled the sink with cold water and then found myself hanging on to its edge. The phone kept ringing. It took me a good quarter of an hour to get myself under control again. I splashed some water on my face, then caught sight of my reddened eyes in the mirror—underscored by deep black rings—and couldn’t help but think that I was suddenly looking older and a lot less wise.

I dried my face. I walked into the kitchen and put the percolator on for coffee. I poured myself a small shot of bourbon and downed it in one go. I treated myself to a refill, and felt considerably better as its anesthetic warmth did its work. I lit a cigarette. I poured myself a cup of coffee. I took a deep breath. The phone rang again. I picked it up.

“Hannah . . .”

“I don’t want to speak to you,” I said.

“Please hear me out.”

“No.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Good. You should be.”

I hung up. The phone rang and rang. I didn’t answer it.

My dad didn’t call after that. But three days later, just after Dan had headed downstairs to his office, a letter arrived Special Delivery, postmarked Burlington, Vermont. I recognized my father’s neat, taut handwriting on the front of the envelope—and though I signed for the letter, I immediately tore it up and threw it away. Then I loaded Jeff into his baby carriage, deposited him at Babs’s house, and moved on to Miller’s for my paper and cigarettes. When I got to the library I made coffee, then opened my newspaper. As I browsed through the Globe, my eye caught a small UPI item on page 7, under the headline “National News in Brief.”

WEATHERMAN ESCAPES TO CANADA

Tobias Judson, 27, the onetime co-leader of the Students for a Democratic Society who helped shut down Columbia University during the student protests of 1968, has fled to Canada following his alleged involvement with the bombing of the Department of Defense office in Chicago on October 26. In a statement issued by Revolutionary Press International—an international underground news agency—Judson stated that, though he was not a member of the Weather Underground group that claimed responsibility for the Chicago bombing, he had aided his “fraternal comrades in the struggle”—and was forced to flee to Canada in order to avoid “persecution” by federal authorities. According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Judson has had a long-standing affiliation with the Weather Underground and harbored the two alleged Chicago bombers—James Joseph McNamee and Mustafa Idiong—after the explosion at the Federal building which killed two security guards. The FBI said they are working with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to apprehend Judson, who was recently spotted in Montreal.

I read the article twice, vastly relieved that there was no photograph of Toby, and that they hadn’t listed his assorted aliases—one of which might have been the Tobias Mailman he had used here. I knew that Estelle read the Globe every morning but couldn’t see how, without a photograph, she would be able to connect the Weatherman now on the run with the guy she drooled over while he was in Pelham. In fact, she’d made little mention of Toby since Dan had come back—bar one comment, “Back to the marital grind, I suppose,” on the Monday after Dan had returned.

I scoured all the Maine papers at the library that day, to see if they made any mention of Judson—or had dug up a photo of him. The Portland Press Herald had run the same UPI item as the Globe—reduced to around three lines and buried in a corner of a page. I made a point of watching network news that night at home. Nothing on any of the three networks, nothing on the All News/All The Time AM radio station from Boston that my little transistor radio was just about able to pull in.

Days passed—and I woke every morning with a terrible dread that today would be the day when the feds would arrive, or Judson would issue another asshole statement from the High North implicating me, or Billy would tell Nurse Bass about seeing me in deep embrace with Mr. Revolutionary, or my father would show up and confront me about the manner in which I had cut him off, and the entire desperate truth would come oozing out and drown me.

But . . . nothing happened. I woke up. I got my husband and son ready for the day. I did my early-morning routine. I went to work. I picked up Jeff. I went home. Dan came home. We ate. We talked a bit. We watched TV or read. We made indifferent love twice a week. The weekends came and went. The working week started again. And in the midst of all that . . .

Nothing happened.

Oh, things happened. My dad wrote me another letter—which I also threw away. I got a phone call from my mom, who said she just wanted to say hello and asked all sorts of roundabout questions about how things were going, and talked a little about a new exhibition she was working on, and then, as a matter-of-fact aside, asked me, “Anything wrong between you and your dad?”

“No,” I said calmly. “Why?”

“Anytime I’ve mentioned him recently, you’ve gone all quiet, even a little sad. And when I’ve asked him if you’ve had a falling out or something, he’s clammed up. So go on, Hannah—spill it. Why the rift?”

I surprised myself by remaining completely composed and cool in the face of the third degree.

“There’s no rift,” I said.

“Then what’s the problem?”

“There’s no problem.”

“You are such a hopeless liar.”

“Listen, I’ve got to go now . . .”

“Hannah, don’t play games . . .”

“I don’t play games—and you know it.”

“I want some answers.”

“And I have none to give. Good-bye.”

She called three more times that afternoon. But I held my ground, refusing to give anything away. Because I had also reached the conclusion that, as I could never win my mother’s approval, it was useless trying to pursue it. And the very fact that I was no longer chasing her love rendered her powerless over me.

“You will tell me what’s going on,” she finally yelled into the phone.

“There’s nothing to tell, there’s nothing to say.”

I hung up again and didn’t answer the phone when it rang and rang for the next hour.

Of course, there was everything to tell, everything to say—and like anybody with a terrible secret, I was desperate to talk about it, to share it with someone. And so, when Margy called the next afternoon and immediately shot off into one of her wonderful motormouth monologues—“Just sitting behind my dumbass desk at this dumbass office still doing this dumbass PR job, and wondering how my best friend, who I haven’t spoken to in about a month, is doing right now”—I said, “Listen I can’t talk right now . . .”

“What’s up?”

“It’s just not the right moment. But are you around tomorrow—say at four p.m.?”

“Sure . . .”

“Be at your desk at four and I’ll call you then.”

I hung up and picked up the phone and dialed Babs and asked if she would mind looking after Jeff until six-thirty tomorrow, as I was heading into Portland on a little shopping expedition. That night over dinner, I told Dan that I’d heard about this great Italian deli in Portland, and thought I’d borrow the car tomorrow afternoon and drive over there.

“Can you get real Parmesan?” he asked.

“That’s what the Press Herald said.”

“Well, that sounds worth the trip to me.”

I left work an hour early the next day and got to Portland just after two. I found the little Italian joint and dropped nearly thirty dollars on wine, cheese, pasta, authentic Neapolitan canned tomatoes, garlic, bread, amaretto cookies, real espresso, and even a small two-cup espresso maker that you put on the stove. It was the cost of our weekly grocery bill, but I didn’t care. The owner insisted on fixing me one of his “famous” provolone hero sandwiches, washed down with two glasses of Chianti “on the house.” I was still feeling a little light-headed when I reached the telephone exchange at Central Portland Post Office and told the operator on duty that I wanted to place a station-to-station call to New York City.

“Booth Four,” she told me.

I entered the booth. I sat down on the hard wooden chair adjacent to the little table on which an elderly phone sat. After a moment it rang. “Your call’s being put through,” the operator said. Then I heard a ringing tone and a decisive click as the operator left the line. Margy answered after two rings.

“Hannah?” she asked immediately.

“How did you know it was me?”

“It’s four o’clock—and I’ve been worried sick for the last twenty-four hours about what the hell is wrong with you.”

“Lots,” I said.

“As in . . . ?”

“As in: I am making this call from the Portland, Maine, Post Office because I am worried that Big Brother might be listening in on my phone line.”

It took around twenty minutes to get through it all—and I must have told it pretty damn well because Margy, one of the world’s great interrupters, said nothing for the length of the story.

When I finally finished, there was a long silence.

“You still there?” I asked.

“Oh, I’m here, all right,” Margy said.

“Sorry if I chewed your ear off with that.”

“No. It was . . . riveting.”

“So what do I do now?”

A long pause. Then she said, “Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“There’s nothing to do. He’s gone. The feds aren’t on your tail. Your husband doesn’t know—and I doubt that sad kid Billy will ever risk losing you as a friend by saying something, and your dad will definitely keep his lips sealed . . . and, by the way, you are going to have to forgive him, but you know that already . . . so . . .”

Another pause.

“You’ve gotten away with it,” Margy said.

“Have I?” I asked, sounding surprised.

“You know you have.”

“But what about the repercussions?”

“If you’ve gotten away with something, there are no repercussions—except those you bring down on your own head.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. How do I live with it?”

“It’s simple: you just do.”

“I don’t know if that’s possible.”

“You mean, you don’t know if you can forgive yourself?”

“I can’t forgive myself,” I said.

“You have to forgive yourself.”

“Why?”

“Because you didn’t commit a crime . . .”

“Yes, I did.”

“A misdemeanor, Hannah. But not a crime. Come on, sweetheart. Your body pulled you one way for a few crazy days, and then that bastard gave you no choice but to do what he said. In my book, the only crime you’re really guilty of is being human and weak like the rest of us.”

“I wish I could see it that way.”

“You will.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because it’s what happens. You have a secret. It might seem like a terrible secret at the moment. But in time, it will just be a little room that only you know about, and that only you can enter. I promise you, after a while you won’t want to enter it at all. Because it won’t seem that important to you anymore. And because, bar you and me, nobody will ever know that this secret exists.

“And now, hon, I am being called into a dumbass conference. So . . .”

We ended the call, promising to speak again the following week. I hung up. I stood up and paid the telephone operator. I went outside. I got into my car and drove back to Pelham thinking, No one really gets away with anything. Or should that be, no one with a conscience really gets away with anything.

I took my time getting home, delaying my arrival as late as I could. When I finally rolled into town around seven, Dan was already at the apartment with Jeff. My son looked up as I entered, then returned to tossing his wooden blocks around the crib. My husband gave me a light peck on the top of my head, then looked into my bags of Italian goodies and said, “That all looks pretty nice. Get the Parmesan?”

I nodded and began to unpack the bag. The bill came out with a box of pasta. Dan picked it up and whistled loudly when he saw the price.

“Gosh, that was expensive.”

“Don’t you think we deserve to treat ourselves now and then?” I said.

Though I said it without much in the way of attitude, something in my tone made Dan change his.

“You’re right,” he said. “Treating ourselves is a good thing. What’s for dinner, by the way?”

I said that I would be making an authentic Italian lasagne.

“Neat,” he said. “Think we should open a bottle of that Chianti you bought?”

I nodded my approval. As Dan rumbled around for a corkscrew, I turned and stared at my very beautiful son—and thought about the pact I had made with myself and knew that, if Jeffrey wasn’t here, I wouldn’t be here either.

Dan turned around—and must have caught my pensiveness, as he asked, “You okay?”

There is a price to everything.

I smiled. I kissed my husband. I said, “Everything is just fine.”
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THE SNOW WAS starting to fall heavily as I climbed into my car. Only in Maine would you get a near blizzard in early April. Being a hardened New England native, I’ve always liked our ferocious New England winters. Recently, however, all the strange climate change stuff meant that there was one year when we didn’t see a single flake of snow. This winter, on the other hand, the mercury plunged to 15 below in early January—and with Easter now almost upon us, it still refuses to budge above freezing. And the snow keeps coming down.

The engine on my Jeep started on the first go, as usual, and the heating kicked in by the time I had pulled out of the parking lot. The Jeep had been my fiftieth birthday present. Just recently, Dan said maybe it was time we traded it in for the most recent model—or some other kind of SUV. I flatly refused. It’s bad enough that I knock around Portland in such a large vehicle (although it’s great on snowy nights like tonight). But the idea of dumping another ten grand into a new Jeep Cherokee when my current model is still running so well strikes me as unnecessary. Dan, on the other hand, thinks nothing about trading in his Lexus every two years.

“We can afford it,” he gently reminds me whenever I raise a qualm or two.

I turned the radio on to NPR. There was a live relay of a Boston Symphony Orchestra concert—Levine conducting the Second Symphony of Sibelius: perfect music for a dark, wintry evening.

I negotiated my way out of downtown Portland, passing an entire area of old 1930s office buildings that had been left abandoned for years—and were, at one time, scheduled for demolition. But that was before the big boom in the mid-nineties, during which southern Maine benefited from an influx of enervated young professionals, fleeing big-league metropolitan areas. And every time there was some Town & Country article about Portland being one of the most livable small cities in America, the property values seemed to jump by another ten percent. Which is why those abandoned office buildings downtown had all been turned into fashionable lofts, which could now run you up to $500,000 for 1,600 square feet . . . whereas our own house in Falmouth . . .

No, I’m not getting into that topic again. Nowadays in Portland, anytime you’re over at somebody’s house for dinner, real estate becomes a central conversational point. In this sense, I suppose we’ve just managed to catch up with everywhere else. But it also makes me think: Why do we always seem to spend so much time these days talking about stuff we own and stuff we want to own?

It’s only a five-minute shot up the coastal interstate from downtown Portland to the town of Falmouth Foreside, where we live. Maine Medical Center—the state’s best hospital and the place where Dan operates—hovers on a hillside halfway between the city and our home. Dan doesn’t have far to travel—and he likes it that way.

As I signaled for the Falmouth Foreside exit, my cell phone rang. “Hannah, it’s Sheila Platt here.”

“Hi there,” I said, trying to sound enthusiastic. Sheila was a long-standing member of the reading group to which I belonged. Initially, we’d been just a book group. Just a few months ago, I suggested we start alternating a play with a book—because a play gave us the chance to read it aloud, acting out the various parts. What’s more, Portland was full of book groups, and I convinced the six other women in our “congregation” that it would be interesting to try something beyond Pride and Prejudice. Just this evening, we’d read our way through the first two acts of Measure for Measure—and, per usual, our discussions of the play afterward had turned into one long catfight between Sheila Platt and her bête noire in the group, Alice Armstrong.

Alice was an art instructor at a local junior college; divorced and amusingly bitter about it. Her husband, another art teacher, had left her for a very successful corporate lawyer, who helped him screw Alice in the divorce settlement (“I was so angry at the bastard, I stupidly agreed to his shitty terms, as a way of showing him I didn’t need him anymore. I tell you, pride always costs you dearly”). She was very smart and very thwarted—a talented illustrator who couldn’t find any outlet for her work in Maine, and had to plug away at the teaching job to support her two kids. She was also politically savvy, with a strong streak of mischief—which is why I should have known better than to let her choose one of Shakespeare’s foremost problem plays as our next “group read.” Not only is Measure for Measure predicated on its ethical complexity, but it also raises all sorts of questions about the interrelationship between political and sexual power, as well as exploring the narrow frontier between religious piety and hypocrisy. Given Sheila’s evangelical Christianity and her pronounced admiration for our current commander in chief—and Alice’s equally pronounced “radical secularism” (as Sheila contemptuously dubbed it) and her vocal pro-choice feminism—it only figured that the play would get them rubbing each other the wrong way . . . which, I sensed, was Alice’s exact intention.

“The whole play is about hypocrisy,” I said at the start of our post-read-through discussion. “Puritanical hypocrisy.”

“Now when you say ‘hypocrisy,’” Alice asked, “are you talking about sanctimoniousness or deceit?”

“Both, I guess. Angelo is a man whose moral rigidity is undercut by that most human need for sex.”

“But the sex thing is really a cry for love,” Sheila Platt said.

“No, it’s a total sex thing,” I said. “It’s about power.”

“But Hannah, he does tell her that he loves her,” Sheila said.

“As far as I’m concerned,” Alice said, “Angelo is a typical power-mad male politician who plays the devout-Christian card, moralizing like hell about the weaknesses of others, while simultaneously using his authority to try to force a nun to sleep with him. And what makes the play so damn relevant is that Shakespeare understood that sanctimonious, finger-pointing types are usually the most morally compromised people going. Look at that hypocrite Newt Gingrich, calling Clinton the greatest sinner imaginable after his dumb thing with Lewinsky, while simultaneously carrying on an affair himself . . .”

“The difference is,” Sheila said, “that Mr. Gingrich wasn’t the president . . .”

“Yeah, he was only Speaker of the House,” Alice said.

“. . . and he didn’t lie under oath,” Sheila said.

“No, he just lied to his wife, while trying to bring on the downfall of a political opponent whose sexual transgression wasn’t as serious as his own.”

“Oh, please,” Sheila said, sounding angry. “You don’t think taking advantage of an intern . . .”

“She was over twenty-one, which makes her a consenting adult. And no, I don’t think a blow job is the same thing as leaving your wife . . .”

Sheila and a few of the other women in the room let out an audible gasp.

“Do we really have to put up with such vile talk?” Sheila asked.

“Now, getting back to the text . . .” I said.

I hated sounding like “the teacher.” But though I always ended up playing moderator during these punch-ups—steering a decidedly neutral course between warring factions—I privately enjoyed the fact that Alice had no interest in keeping her opinions to herself. On the contrary, she insisted on confronting Sheila—because (as Alice privately admitted to me) Sheila represented everything she detested in George W. Bush’s America. Just as Sheila once told me that, to her, Alice was “just an old hippie.”

Tonight, however, there had been a certain “to the death” quality to their verbal sparring; a hope that some particularly vindictive comment would have the desired effect, leaving the victim so punch-drunk and embarrassed that she’d have no option but to leave the group.

“Is this a good time to talk?” Sheila asked.

Frankly, it was never a good time to talk to Sheila Platt. She constantly irritated me. I didn’t like her sobby little voice, or the sanctimonious way she always went on about “finding the good in everyone” even though she was the sort of ultraconservative who had campaigned for the return of the death penalty in Maine and for banning gay marriages. She was also known around town as a malignant gossip who dished the dirt on others while maintaining a benign, saintly smile on her face.

I really couldn’t stand her—but took care that she never knew how much I truly disliked her. After thirty years in Maine, I had learned how to keep my opinions to myself.

“Is this a good time to talk?”

“I suppose so,” I said.

“I wanted to have a word after we finished tonight, but I saw you were deep in conversation with Ms. Armstrong.”

She came down heavy with the invective on the Ms. I was going to say something about how we were not deep in conversation, but decided to let it ride.

“So what did you want to talk about, Sheila?”

“I just wanted to let you know that I will be taking a ballot among the other members to see if everyone else feels the same way I do about Alice Armstrong.”

“And if they do, what then?”

“We’ll be asking her to leave.”

“You can’t do that,” I said.

“Oh yes we can. She’s a disruptive influence . . .”

“Sheila, there are many members of the group who consider you a disruptive influence . . .”

“I haven’t heard that.”

“Well, I have. And though you might not like Alice’s politics, they are Alice’s politics—and we must respect them as such. Just as we have to respect yours.”

“Even if you don’t agree with them.”

“To the best of my knowledge, I’ve never had a political discussion with you. Or, at least, I’ve never said anything while you’ve aired your views.”

“Well, it’s pretty darn clear you’re not a Republican—and everyone knows you’re a great friend of Alice Armstrong. And she’s somewhat to the left of . . .”

“My friendship with Alice is not predicated on a shared political perspective. But even if it was, this has nothing to do with the reading group. And I am quite frankly appalled by your implication that I would side with Alice because we might be fellow liberals . . .”

“There!” she said triumphantly. “You admitted it.”

“I’ve admitted nothing. You’re twisting my words—and, quite frankly, I’m beginning to lose track of what this conversation is actually about.”

“The fact that I will be asking for a vote to expel Alice Armstrong from the reading group next week.”

“If you do that, I will call for a vote to expel you—and, trust me, it will pass.”

A little pause. I could tell she didn’t like that one bit. Because she had to know just how much people disliked her.

“Maybe I’ll go off and form my own book group,” she said.

“That’s your prerogative, Sheila,” I said. “Good night.”

And I hit the button that disconnected the call.

There are very few individuals who make me want to lose faith with the human race. But Sheila Platt qualifies because, as with so many people these days, there can be no room for differences of opinions, or lively, contrary debate. Her point of view is the only point of view. Just like those rabid conservatives you see on talk shows, shouting down anyone who disagrees with their hyperpatriotism.

Just like my son, Jeff.

Jeff would have loved our reading group because it would have allowed him to lock horns with Alice Armstrong—locking horns with a liberal being one of my son’s favorite pastimes. I discovered this the hard way over Thanksgiving, when Jeff and his wife, Shannon, came up from Hartford for the weekend with their baby daughter, Erin. Alice happened to drop by for a glass of wine. I introduced her to my lawyer son, and somehow the conversation turned to Bush’s born-again political agenda. Forgetting that I had told her that Jeff worked as a corporate counsel to Standard Life in Connecticut, was very active in the Connecticut Republican Party, and had become (to my considerable shock) a “committed Christian,” Alice went into one of her witty rants about how it didn’t surprise her that his beloved party was now in the hands of the religious Right, since “most of the corporate creeps who run the party have also become Bible thumpers—to appeal to the God Squad in Dixie.”

To his credit, Jeff didn’t go ballistic when Alice made that comment—“going ballistic” being something my thirty-year-old son can do when he becomes displeased. He used to throw these wild tantrums as a two-year-old. When he was an adolescent, he was always considered a model student and a real team player—but one who could fall into a brief but terrifying rage when a letdown or a small personal failure clouded his path. When he was a senior in college, he came home for Easter with his right hand heavily bandaged. After some prodding from Dan, he admitted that he punched out a window in his dorm when he received a rejection letter from Harvard Law School (he did get into, and eventually graduated from, U. Penn Law, which wasn’t exactly a second-tier school). Shannon seemed to be able to handle these out-of-body mood swings. Then again, she had cast herself in the role of the perfect stay-at-home wife—always going on about how delighted she was about changing little Erin’s diapers, and supporting Jeff in his career, and really getting sniffy about those harridan Women Who Work—knowing full well that, after we left Pelham and Dan started his residency in Milwaukee, I found a job as a teacher and, bar a break when Lizzie was born, haven’t stopped working since then. Too bad I hadn’t invited Sheila Platt around on that Thanksgiving night. She wouldn’t have just loved my son’s Republican politics, but also his wife’s pro-life obsessions—as Shannon’s occasionally bragged to me about picketing abortion clinics in the Hartford slums. I had to wonder if she’d march on a similar clinic in the white-bread West Hartford suburb where she lives—or would that cause the wrong type of talk among all her fellow upscale housewives, who probably vote Republican but still understandably don’t like someone threatening their reproductive rights . . . like my self-righteous daughter-in-law.

Of course I would never, never express such opinions in front of Jeff or Shannon. That’s not my style. Nor is it Dan’s style. Then again, Dan rarely expresses an extreme opinion about anything that doesn’t have to do with orthopedic surgery or the American Medical Association or his beloved Lexus or the tennis that he plays and watches with ferocious avidity. Even when I pointed out—after her first visit to us as Jeff’s “steady”—that Shannon would embrace the “little woman” role with a vengeance, Dan just shrugged and said, “They seem well suited.”

“The thing I can’t get over,” I said, “is just how damn conservative she is.”

“Jeff isn’t exactly a flaming radical himself.”

“My point exactly. He’s going to get himself hitched to that girl and tie himself into the most old-fashioned marriage imaginable.”

“But it’s what he wants,” Dan said, reaching for the sports section of The Boston Globe and coverage of the previous day’s action at Wimbledon.

“I know it’s what he wants. That’s what worries me: our son has turned into an Eisenhower Republican.”

“I think Eisenhower was a little more liberal than Jeff,” Dan said. I smiled. My husband may not be the most naturally humorous man, but he has a quiet wit that still catches me off guard, and reminds me that there is a subtle subversive streak to this otherwise very conventional (and successful) doctor.

I pulled off the highway and drove the mile or so down the narrow two-lane road that led home to Chamberlain Drive. When Dan first landed the job as orthopedic resident at Maine Medical back in 1981, we bought a little three-bedroom Cape Codder on a half acre of land in Freeport . . . back when Freeport was just a small town that happened to have L.L. Bean on its doorstep and wasn’t the big shopping destination that it has become today. We were on a road in the woods. The house—though small, with low-ish ceilings—was totally cozy. Anyway, after that nasty little apartment in Pelham all those years ago, anything larger than three shoe boxes struck me as palatial. And I loved the fact that, though we were only half a mile from the main road, there were no other houses within sight of our own. It seemed like we were in the middle of nowhere . . . especially on one of those sublime January mornings when you’d wake to hard sunshine and a freshly fallen shroud of snow, and the view from the kitchen was of fantastic frosted woodlands, cut off from all hints of modern life.

Back then, it wasn’t hard to find a teaching job—and I landed a full-time one in Freeport High School within four months of moving there. Looking back on it now, it was a relatively uncomplicated time. Jeff and Lizzie were still both under ten, Dan was busy (but not fanatically so). We weren’t rolling in money, but we certainly had enough to live well, and I approached my thirties with a certain . . . no, I really don’t want to use the word equanimity here, even though it’s apt. Put it this way: whatever desperate dissatisfaction I felt during those early years of our marriage—that sense of having shortchanged myself—had been replaced by a calm acceptance that, in the great scheme of things, mine was hardly a bad life. I liked my job. I liked being a mom. Most of all, I liked my kids and got such pleasure watching their personalities and worldviews taking shape. From the outset, Jeff was self-directed, very focused—and something of a perfectionist (“He’s a real achiever,” his fifth-grade teacher told me, “but boy, does he beat himself up when he gets something wrong”). Lizzie, on the other hand, had a true creative streak (she designed her very own puppet theater when she was five and informed me that she was writing a novel when she was eight). But she also seemed intensely vulnerable whenever a girl at school was mean to her, or if she wasn’t chosen for a school play. God, the memories that brought back. I did my best to reassure her that these disappointments weren’t a reflection on her; that you couldn’t always be chosen for everything; that, frequently, life was simply unfair. “You’re my pal,” Lizzie told me after one such conversation. It was about the nicest thing she could have said to me—and I took pride in the fact that my kids looked upon me both as their mother and a friend.

Those first three years in Freeport were happy, low-key ones. But then, Dan’s boss at the hospital retired, my husband was named head of orthopedics, and life suddenly began to accelerate. Not only was Dan back to working fifteen-hour days, he was also flying everywhere to attend assorted surgical conferences, pressing the flesh, making contacts, gaining expertise. Because Dan was a man with a plan: he had decided to turn the Orthopedic Unit at Maine Medical into the best in New England. Within six years he had achieved his aim. We hardly saw him for much of that time. Fifteen-hour days became seventeen-hour days. A two-day business trip turned into a series of two-week trawls around the country. Weekends with his kids became once-a-month events—and even then, they were frequently interrupted by emergency surgery at the hospital or the arrival of out-of-town medical bigwigs, all of whom (Dan assured me) would advance his cause.

Somehow I put up with all this frantic activity. When Dan started raking in the big bucks—and hinted that the head of orthopedics at Maine Medical and his family should be living in a grander house than our modest Cape Codder—I found a really delightful modern place. It was a five-bed A-frame, with cathedral ceilings, hardwood floors, and lots of natural light—just three minutes down a back road in Freeport, with views of Casco Bay. But Dan felt that a Very Important Doctor needed to live in a Very Important House in The Best Suburb of Portland. Which is how we ended up in the Very Big Colonial House on a Very Big Three-Acre Lot in the Very Exclusive District of Falmouth Foreside.

Ours isn’t a big house—maybe 4,000 square feet, including the floor-through basement. But it makes a statement for Portland: The People Who Live Here Have Money. Or perhaps: The People Who Live Here Have Money But In True Maine Fashion They’re Not Flashy About It. So the house is a straightforward white clapboard structure—well maintained, large, but unostentatious. There’s no swimming pool or tennis court, no ornamental ponds or statues on the front lawn. And inside, well, I’ve never hired an interior decorator, but since the kids moved out, I have had the place redone in a style that is pretty much Shaker, but with an emphasis on comfort. Dan has remodeled the basement as his study-cum-playground—complete with a billiard table, a large array of computer equipment, and a massive stereo system that is so high-tech and refined that I think you could probably hear the left ventricle of Pavarotti’s heart through it. There’s also one of those big plasma televisions that I refuse to have upstairs . . . as (a) I think they’re ugly, and (b) if I watch five hours of TV a week, it’s an event. I also have an office on the first floor, but it’s a little simpler: a nice Shaker-style desk, a comfortable chair, a small radio/CD player, a laptop computer, crammed bookshelves, a small sofa with a reading light, and little else. There have been days when I have sat at my desk, grading yet another eleventh-grade essay on The Scarlet Letter or Franny and Zooey, and have asked myself: Is this the sum total of a working life? But those are just the bad days—when I find myself fighting to remain interested in what I do. Thankfully, they are infrequent ones. I still like teaching. I like the challenge of standing up in front of a group of complex adolescents, many of whom have little interest in anything that isn’t material or instantly visceral, and trying to get them animated about Hawthorne’s take on Puritan America or Hemingway’s reinvention of narrative prose, in the hope that it might hold their attention or even interest them. That’s about all a teacher can ever wish for—the idea that something you talk about might just sink in, and get a student to rethink the way he sees things . . . for a moment or two, anyway.

I turned into our driveway, parked the Jeep, got out, and spent a good minute staring up into the swirling snow, willing myself to calm down. Then, when I had collected myself again, I went inside.

The house was dark, but I could hear television sounds from the basement. I went downstairs. Dan was sitting with his feet up, his evening glass of red wine on the side table, watching the Discovery Channel, which has become his latest fixation over the past few months. I came over and kissed him on the forehead.

“You’re early,” he said.

“Wasn’t in the mood for a drink with Alice this evening,” I said, walking over to the little bar in the corner of the room. I reached for a wineglass and the open bottle of Washington State pinot noir. “But I sure as hell feel like a drink now.”

“Something happen?” he said, looking away momentarily from the nasty predators on the television.

“Yeah, Sheila Platt opened her mouth.”

“You really have a problem with that woman.”

“This is true. Maybe it has something to do with me having a low tolerance for idiots who mouth off and think they’re intelligent.”

“If you really had a low tolerance for idiots who mouth off, you’d never teach high school. How was the reading group? What are you doing again?”

I told him, then took a sip of wine.

“That certainly works,” I said.

“It’s a new winery on the British Columbia border. Raban Estates. Absolutely first-class stuff, and a rave review for this 2002 pinot in Wine Gourmet this month.”

“With a price to match?”

“Thirty-five a bottle.”

I took another sip.

“At that price, I’ve decided it’s wonderful. Busy day?”

“Two hip replacements, one cartilage restructuring, and some high school hockey player whose tibia and pelvis were virtually crushed when he was driving himself to school in his Mazda Miata.”

“What parent gives his high school kid a Mazda Miata?”

“A rich parent.”

“How did you know what kind of car it was?”

“I asked the kid before the anesthetist put him under.”

“The personal touch. I like it.”

Dan smiled.

“If you’re drinking,” I said, “you’re obviously not operating tomorrow.”

“No, it’s just back-to-back appointments from seven-thirty onward. What time are you heading to Burlington?”

“Around nine. But I have to grade papers tonight, so I’ll leave you with the marauding . . . what are those nasty-looking animals?” I asked, pointing to the screen.

“Cougars. It’s a documentary about the Canadian Rockies.”

“Looks magnificent,” I said.

“Yeah, we should think again about a vacation up around Banff.”

“And get eaten by a cougar? Forget it.”

“The chances of that are about as high as being hit by a meteorite. Anyway, we’ve been talking about doing Banff for a while.”

“No, you’ve been talking about doing Banff for a while. Just like you’ve been talking about the Leeward Islands, the Great Barrier Reef, Belize, and everywhere else you’ve recently seen on the Discovery Channel. And, as usual, we’ll end up doing a week in Bermuda, because (a) it’s close, and (b) you can’t afford any more time off.”

“Am I that predictable?”

“Yes,” I said, standing up and giving him another kiss on the head. “And now, I’m going to recharge my glass and deal with two dozen badly written term papers on Longfellow’s Evangeline.”

“That sounds like a task worthy of a drink.”

“I shouldn’t be too late.”

“Well, I’ll be turning in as soon as the cougars attack the herd of deer. Oh, there was a message for you from Lizzie on the answering machine. Nothing urgent, but she didn’t sound her best again. Ongoing boyfriend trouble?”

“I won’t know until I speak with her. But it could be.”

“She should do the smart thing and marry herself a nice doctor.”

I did a double take, then noticed that my husband was favoring me with a very mischievous smile.

“Yeah, I’ll pass on your advice straightaway,” I said with a laugh.

As I mounted the stairs to my office, I felt my anxiety level beginning to rise. Ever since this most recent breakup—her third in about two years—Lizzie had been sounding dejected, but with a slightly manic edge that I was beginning to find worrying. She should do the smart thing and marry herself a nice doctor. Dan was just being his usual dry self, but what he didn’t know was that he had spoken the truth. Up until a week ago, Lizzie had been dating a doctor—a dermatologist, of all things (well, I guess it’s better than a proctologist). She had kept this six-month relationship from Dan because the doctor in question was married—and a minor television celebrity. And though I assured Lizzie that her father wouldn’t be prudish about her relationship with a married guy, she was adamant that I guard her secret.

It wasn’t the first time that my daughter had confided in me. Nor was it the first time that she seemed reluctant to share details of her private life with her father. It’s not as if Lizzie had a bad relationship with him, or that he had ever been a stern, dogmatic, do-what-I-say-not-what-I-do dad. On the contrary, Dan had been fairly relaxed with the kids—that is, when he happened to be around. In private, I’ve often wondered if Lizzie’s endless search for a guy and Jeff’s fervent embrace of Family Values Conservatism are somehow directly linked to Dan’s absences during their childhood and adolescence. Then again, another part of me thinks: hell, the kids were both raised in a stable household, they had plenty of attention, they were always loved unconditionally, and they wanted for nothing. And if twenty-five years of teaching have taught me anything, it’s that most children arrive in the world with a certain amount of their own baggage, which no amount of good or bad rearing is going to change. Having said that, I still worry constantly about them—especially Lizzie, who seems so terribly vulnerable and dissatisfied with things.

If you looked at her life you’d think: She has nothing to complain about. Her résumé seems enviable: A BA cum laude from Dartmouth. A junior year abroad in Aix-en-Provence (how I envied her that time in France). A constant boyfriend throughout those years (they broke up when he went to Stanford Law and she decided not to follow him because, as she later confided in me, she didn’t want to repeat the parental pattern of marrying the person she met her freshman year in college). A year as a teacher in the Peace Corps in Indonesia (during which I fretted all the time that she’d be kidnapped by some mad militants). Then, when she returned to the U.S., she surprised me and all her friends by not entering teaching—as she always swore she would do—but instead enrolling for a one-year MBA back at Dartmouth.

“I don’t want to be dependent on some guy to give me a good life,” she explained at the time. “And nowadays, teachers just end up struggling—which, though noble, strikes me as a ticket to despair. So I might as well get the Big Money Degree, start earning the Big Bucks, build up a nice block of equity, and then have the freedom to pick and choose my next move in my mid-thirties.”

It sounded like a straightforward objective—and though I did warn her that life never, ever, went according to plan, she was very focused on her goal. And as Dartmouth has one of the best business schools in the country, she was snapped up immediately on graduation by a big mutual fund company in Boston. Her starting salary was a jaw-dropping $150,000 per year—though she assured me this was “chump change” in the world of mutual funds. With her Christmas bonus the first year, she made a down payment on a loft apartment in the Leather District of Boston and sparingly outfitted it with designer furniture. Last year, she bought herself one of those spiffy new MINI Coopers, and the few weeks off she had each year (two was the most she was allowed) were spent in expensive resorts in Nevis or in Baja California.

On paper, it seemed like a pretty nifty existence. There was only one rub: Lizzie hated her work. She found it boring and one-dimensional to be managing other people’s money, but whenever I gently reminded her that she didn’t have to stay in the job if she didn’t want to, she made the point that she had dug herself into something of a financial hole with the loft and the high-flying lifestyle, and that she just needed six or seven more years of bonuses to get her loft paid off, after which “I’ll do whatever I damn well please.”

My fear, however, was that she would have a very hard professional time over the next six or seven years, as every phone call (and we talked at least three times a week) brought with it a tale of some slight she had suffered at the office, some dispute with an obnoxious colleague, or the admission that she hadn’t been sleeping well over the past few weeks.

And then there was her romantic life. First a jazz saxophonist and music teacher named Dennis with whom she fell madly in love, even though (as she admitted to me later) he did warn her from the outset that he wasn’t the settling-down type and always fought shy of commitment. When she got clingy, he dropped her—and she went into a tailspin for a while, calling him up late at night, begging for another chance, phoning me at all hours in tears, telling me she’d never meet another man like Dennis, that she’d totally blown it, and if only he’d take her back . . .

After a week of these calls, I jumped into my car after school one afternoon, drove straight down to Boston, and (my luck was with me) made it to her office just as Lizzie was getting out of work. She looked drained, depleted, running on empty—and didn’t even seem particularly surprised to see me. Her office was in the Prudential Center, and I suggested we walk over to the Ritz and treat ourselves to a medicinal martini. Just before we reached its front door—right in front of that lovely old Unitarian church near Arlington Street—she reached for me, put her head against my shoulder, and began to bawl her eyes out. I put my arms around her and, with passersby looking on with shock at such a public outburst of emotion, negotiated her across the street and onto a park bench in the Public Garden. I held her for a good ten minutes, thinking, This is way out of proportion for a six-month romance gone wrong. When she finally calmed down, I got her into the Ritz for that martini. I didn’t have a hard time convincing her to down a second, and then tried to suggest that we all sometimes had excessive reactions to disappointments and rejections—and that they usually hinted at other underlying worries and pressures. But—and this was a really big but—it was important to remember that life was painfully short, that everything was fleeting, and that the heart was a most resilient muscle.

By the end of the evening she seemed to be gaining a little perspective. During the following months, she was in high gear—totally focused on her job and working out two hours a day at the gym. She’d bought herself a mountain bike and joined a club which did hundred-mile cycles every weekend. Then the doctor came into her life. Dr. Mark McQueen—a Brookline dermatologist. Forty-five. Married, two kids, and, according to Lizzie, wildly successful: “A big pioneer in the field of acne scarring.” The very fact that Lizzie, with her splendidly sarcastic take on things, said this without irony made me feel that she was really smitten with this one. He also had his own program on a local cable station—Face It—a “how to improve your skin” show that was clearly aimed at the housewife population. The program had become something of a regional success story, and had been picked up by a variety of other cable channels around the country (“He’s just signed a contract for his first Face It book,” Lizzie said, all excited for him).

Anyway, McQueen had come along with a pal on one of those weekend bicycle trips. And that’s how he met Lizzie. It was a complete coup de foudre—and within two months of meeting him, she told me that she knew “he was the one.”

I counseled caution—telling her that an affair with a married man never had a happy ending. But she’d fallen hard, and (she assured me) so had the good doctor. I met him once—on a weekend visit to see Lizzie. He brought us to a very wonderful, very expensive restaurant—the Rialto at the Charles Hotel in Cambridge. He was unnecessarily unctuous in his attentions to Lizzie, and was far too fulsome about my teaching work, and his desire to meet Dan.

“When I heard that Lizzie’s dad was a fellow doctor, well, I just knew that there was something preordained about us.”

Oh, give me a break.

Then I learned that he drove a 7 Series BMW, that he “summered” on the Vineyard, and was planning to take Lizzie to Venice for a week next month (“Staying at the Cipriani, of course”). He dropped the name of his big-deal New York publisher, and told me that, since Face It was syndicated in California, he’d had offers pouring in from assorted Hollywood actors to be their “personal epidermal consultant.” After I’d been told that he’d made varsity tennis at Cornell and was now being coached at the Brookline Lawn Tennis Club by Brooks Barker (who reached the quarterfinals of the 1980 U.S. Open), my heart really started to sink. When Lizzie excused herself to go to the bathroom, he leaned over toward me and said, “You know that your daughter is the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“How nice for you,” I said carefully.

“And though my domestic situation is a little complicated right now . . .”

“Lizzie said you were still living at home.”

“That will change soon.”

“Does your wife know about Lizzie?”

“Not yet. But I will be telling her . . .”

“Does she suspect?”

He pulled back, looking uncomfortable. “I don’t think so,” he finally said.

“You must cover your tracks very well, Doctor.”

“I don’t want to hurt anybody.”

“But you will. If you leave your wife and children . . . they’re nine and eleven, Lizzie told me . . .”

He nodded in agreement.

“Well, if you walk out on your family, they will be damaged. And if you decide to break it off with my daughter . . .”

“I won’t be doing that. She’s the love of my life. I have this total certainty about us . . . the same sort of certainty you must have had when you first met your husband . . .”

I was about to say something rather cutting—along the lines of “When my husband and I met, neither of us was married to someone else . . . and, by the way, I hate anyone who talks about certainty”—but I saw Lizzie heading back toward us. So I simply leaned over to him and whispered, “As I think you know, she’s a fragile woman when it comes to love, and if you mess her up, you will fucking pay.”

He actually blanched. He certainly didn’t expect the bad language—or the Mafia-style threat—from a genteel schoolteacher like me.

And, of course, six weeks afterward he broke it off with Lizzie.

“Please don’t tell Dad,” she said when she called to give me the news.

“Honey, I’ve never said a word about this to your father—and I won’t. Because you asked me to keep a confidence. But I don’t think you should be afraid of your dad—because you know he’s not the condemning type.”

“But he’d still think me a screwup for doing this again.”

I then got the entire saga: how Mark had finally broken down and told his wife; how she went berserk and threatened suicide; how he went to Lizzie and told her that he had to “do the right thing,” even though he still loved her; and how he wouldn’t entertain any of her pleas to keep seeing her clandestinely.

I found all this out a week ago. Since then, we’d spoken daily. What was troubling me now was the fact that Lizzie seemed so unnaturally calm. Over the past few days, she had insisted that everything was under control; she was maintaining perspective and had a very Zen take on this. But her voice was hushed, abnormally subdued—and I was beginning to doubt her constant assurances that she was just fine.

So I settled down at my desk, picked up the phone, dialed the phone numbers that linked us to our phone mail service, and played her message:

“Hi, Mom, hi, Dad . . . it’s just me. Mom, can you call me when you have a moment? Don’t worry if it’s late. I’ll be up.”

Once again, she sounded a little otherworldly—making me wonder if she was suffering from insomnia or was on antidepressants. I checked my watch. Nine thirty-five p.m. Early for Lizzie. I took a large swig of wine and called her number. She answered on the first ring. “Mom?” she asked.

“You okay, hon?” I asked.

“Oh yeah, I’m fine.”

“You sure about that?”

“Why? Don’t I sound fine?”

Her voice was flat, lifeless.

“Just a little tired.”

“Not sleeping. But I’m often not sleeping. So—”

She broke off. Silence.

“Work okay?” I asked, trying to fill the gap.

“I keep making the clients money, so yeah, sure, everything’s fine.”

Another silence. I asked, “And this sleeplessness . . . is it every night?”

“Has been. But now, when I can’t sleep, you know what I do? I get up, get into my car, and drive over to Brookline.”

“What’s in Brookline, hon?”

“Mark’s house.”

Oh God . . .

“You drive over to Mark’s house in the middle of the night?”

“Hey, don’t sound shocked. I don’t go in or anything. I don’t ring the bell. I just wait outside.”

“For what?”

“For Mark.”

“But if it’s the middle of the night, isn’t Mark asleep?”

“Yeah, but he gets up really early to go jogging . . . even though I told him so many times that he’s going to kill his knees that way.”

“Has he seen you outside his door?”

“Oh yes.”

“Has he said anything?”

“No, he just looks at me, turns, and jogs off.”

“Have you approached him or his house?”

“Not yet.”

“By which you mean?”

“If he doesn’t talk to me soon, I’ll have no choice. I’ll ring the bell and have a chat with his wife.”

Once again, it was her calm that unnerved me.

“Have you been trying to make contact with him anywhere else?”

“Oh, I’ve called him.”

“And has he taken your calls?”

“Not yet. He’s always been busy. But he will. Eventually.”

“Where have you been calling him? At home?”

“Not yet. But I will start calling him there if he doesn’t talk to me soon.”

“So you’ve been calling him at his office, yes?”

“Yeah, and on his cell phone.”

“And have you been calling often?”

“Every hour on the hour.”

I opened a desk drawer and reached for the pack of Marlboro Lights that I kept there. I had long since curtailed my serious cigarette habit, but I still smoke three a day. It’s a mild indulgence and a lot less toxic than the thirty-a-day addiction I once had. God knows, I needed a cigarette right now. I fished one out, lit it up, took a deep drag, exhaled, and said, “Now, you know, hon, that what you are doing could be construed, by some people, as harassment.”

Her voice remained flat.

“But I’m not approaching him or anything,” she said. “And if he just returned my call and agreed to talk with me . . .”

“What do you expect to get from him?”

“Well . . .” A pause. “I don’t know . . .” Another pause. “Maybe if he hears what I have to say, he’ll change his mind.”

“But Lizzie, the very fact that he hasn’t taken your calls, hasn’t approached your car . . .”

“He has to talk to me!”

This sentence came out in a sudden shriek. As soon as it was uttered, she fell silent again. My stomach did cartwheels, while my brain went spinning into overdrive, wondering whether I should jump into the car right now and get down to Boston. But I had to be in Burlington tomorrow. Anyway, I doubted if my arrival would have any sort of stabilizing effect on her. Suddenly a thought crossed my mind.

“Lizzie, hon, I want you to do a big favor for yourself. I want you to go run a hot bath and have a nice long soak, and make yourself a cup of some sort of herbal tea, and get into bed, and make this a night that you will try to sleep straight through until morning. And if you wake up in the middle of the night, I want you to promise me you will not leave the apartment . . .”

“But he might talk to me this time.”

“All I’m asking,” I said, “is that you stay put tonight. Because if you don’t get a decent night’s sleep . . .”

“I work just fine on three hours.”

“Do you have anything to help you sleep?”

“I’ve got some Sominex.”

“Are you taking anything else right now?”

“My doctor suggested Prozac . . . but I know that once Mark talks to me . . .”

“Maybe you should speak to your doctor again about Prozac.”

“Mom, all I need to do is talk to Mark. Okay?”

The tone was shrieky again.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “But you will stay home all night tonight?”

“Mom . . .”

“Please.”

Silence.

“If it makes you happy . . .”

“It would make me very happy,” I said.

“Okay. But if he doesn’t talk to me by this time tomorrow, I’m going back to his house. And this time I’m ringing his doorbell.”

When we ended the call a few minutes later, I’d also extracted a promise from Lizzie that she’d phone in the middle of the night if she needed to talk. As soon as I hung up, I reached for my address book and found the card that McQueen had given me during that dreadful dinner with him in Cambridge. On the back, he’d scribbled his home number and his cell phone, telling me that “now that we’re family” I should feel free to call him whenever.

“Whenever” had just arrived. So I dialed his cell phone—and when I received a recorded voice mail message, I tried his home number. A woman answered on the fourth ring. When I asked to speak to Dr. McQueen, she got very irritated, demanding to know who I was.

“Please tell him it’s Hannah Buchan,” I said. “I’m a patient.”

“Don’t you know how late it is?” she said.

Oh, give me a break. I’m a doctor’s wife myself—and nine forty-five isn’t exactly the middle of the night.

“Tell him it’s urgent,” I said. She put down the phone. When he picked it up a few moments later, his tone was nervous and he sounded like he was playacting for an audience.

“Ah yes, Mrs. Buchan,” he said. “Hannah, isn’t it? And how are you getting on with the new prescription?”

“It is important I talk with you now,” I said in a very low voice.

“Now, I can understand your worry,” he said in a bright, medical-man voice, “but it’s not an unusual reaction. Might we be able to talk about this at length tomorrow?”

“Don’t hang up on me, or I’ll call right back.”

“It’s that bad, eh? Listen, I’d better take this in my study. I’ll be putting down the phone for a moment, but will pick it up again in just an instant. Don’t go away.”

No chance of that, chum.

Around a minute later, he picked up again, sounding strained and talking in a near whisper.

“Are you crazy, calling me at home?” he hissed.

“It is a genuine emergency.”

“You’re as mad as your daughter.”

I stiffened and suddenly felt real rage.

“Now, you listen to me, Doctor,” I said, the anger showing. “Lizzie is in a terrible place right now . . .”

“Tell me about it. She calls me morning, noon, and night. She lies in wait for me outside my house—”

“. . . and she’s doing this because you dumped her.”

“I had no choice. My wife and my kids . . .”

“I warned you at that dinner . . .”

“I didn’t think she would go so crazy.”

“You can never predict someone else’s feelings, especially when you’ve led them to believe that the game you were playing was for keeps.”

“I wasn’t playing a game . . .”

“You’re a married man,” I said. “Of course you were playing a game.”

“I genuinely loved . . .”

“Loved? Since when did you stop loving the woman you told me was your destiny or some such—”

“Since she started stalking me, that’s when.”

“You have put her in this place . . .”

“Oh, please. She knew I was married when this whole thing started . . .”

“Don’t you dare. You made it crystal clear to her that she was the love of your life.”

“If she shows up here again, I’ll call the police.”

“And I’ll call the AMA and make a formal complaint against you.”

“For what? Sleeping with a lunatic?”

“Sleeping with a patient.”

“She was never my patient. She saw me once as her dermatologist—a ten-minute appointment, during which I referred her to another specialist . . .”

“Once is enough, as far as the AMA is concerned.”

“You’re playing dirty.”

“That’s right. I am—and do you know why I am? Because Lizzie is my daughter.”

“The complaint would be thrown out.”

“Perhaps, but think of all the great publicity you’ll receive along the way. How do you think a complaint against you would affect your emerging career as a television celebrity?”

Another long silence.

“So what do you want?” he finally asked.

“I want you to call her as soon as we’re finished, and agree to meet her.”

“It won’t change my mind.”

“If you don’t call her, I promise you she’ll be ringing your doorbell at home tomorrow night—because she told me that was her next step.”

“What am I supposed to say to her?”

“That’s up to you.”

“I’m not going back to her.”

“Then tell her that—in as clear and as kindly a way as possible.”

“And if that doesn’t work . . . if she keeps harassing me?”

“Then we’ll get her some professional help. But before that, you must call her and tell her you’ll see her tomorrow.”

“I’m booked solid with appointments . . .”

“Find the time,” I said.

“All right,” he said quietly.

“And you’ll call her at home now? She is definitely there, because I just got off the phone with her.”

“Yes, I’ll call her now.”

And he hung up.

I put down the phone, and put my head in my hands. More than anything, I felt fear and guilt right now. Fear because Lizzie was in such a dark wood . . . and guilt because I wondered what we might have done during her childhood to nourish such desperate neediness, such fear of abandonment. She’d always been a great kid (and one with whom I had always had a close and relatively bump-free relationship), but that offered no comfort right now. I was about to light another cigarette, but instead I stood up and headed downstairs to the basement. I knew that, in the current situation, I could no longer keep Lizzie’s secret. I had to talk to Dan about it, and get his counsel about what to do next.

But when I reached the basement, I found all the lights were off. So I returned upstairs to our bedroom. The lights were out in our room too, except for a small night-light that we always kept on in a corner of the room. Dan was already in bed, the duvet pulled up around him, fast asleep, dead to the world. Though I wanted to wake him up and tell him what was going on, I knew that it simply wouldn’t be fair to rouse him now. It would have to wait until morning . . . no, damn it, I would be heading off to Burlington first thing . . . all right, I could leave him a note, telling him to call me on my cell phone and then I’d bring him up to date. I wouldn’t soft-pedal the fact that I had kept this story from him at Lizzie’s request. I’d come clean—and take the consequences.

I walked back to the basement, retrieved the bottle of wine from the bar, and brought it back to my office. I refilled my glass, fished out another cigarette, and resisted the temptation to call Margy in Manhattan. God, how I wanted to speak with her right now. After all these years, she still remained my closest friend, but Margy was in the middle of her own very dark wood—and although I know she would have looked upon the Lizzie crisis as a welcome respite from her own worries (“I love other people’s emergencies,” she once said), it was hard to know whether she’d be awake or asleep at this hour, given her general condition right now. So I lit up the cigarette (I was definitely going to break the three-a-day rule tonight), drank some more pinot noir, and tried to concentrate on the thirty term papers to be graded before morning. I had just finished with the second when the phone rang. I grabbed it immediately.

“Mom, great news,” Lizzie said straightaway. “He called.”

Stay neutral, I told myself.

“Well, that is good news,” I said.

“And he wants to see me and talk things through.”

“I’m very pleased.”

“And I’m sure that, after he’s heard what I have to say, he’ll come right back to me. I know it. It’s a certainty.”

“Now it might be best not to get your hopes too high,” I said.

“Mom, I can handle it. Okay?”

“Okay. You going to get some sleep tonight?”

“Oh yes.”

“Will you call me tomorrow in Burlington to let me know how it all went?”

“Sure, Mom.”

She sounded exactly like the fifteen-year-old she once was, getting all sulky about being asked to be home by eleven p.m. I wanted to take this as a sign that she was in a better place than she was half an hour ago, but I knew this was just wishful thinking. As soon as my flying Burlington visit was over, I’d be down to Boston.

“You know you can call me day or night, hon,” I said.

“You’ve told me that already, Mom. Anyway, everything’s going to work out fine.”

No, it won’t. But I couldn’t say that. All I could hope was that, between now and tomorrow, McQueen would figure out some self-preservation strategy that would allow him to disentangle himself from Lizzie while simultaneously restoring her fragile equilibrium. Personally, I didn’t know how the hell he’d pull it off. Because he wasn’t in any position to give her what she so desperately wanted. That was the rub. My greatest worry right now was that she had so convinced herself she could talk him into coming back that when he said no, she’d flip entirely.

But that was tomorrow’s problem. It was now nearly ten-thirty. I had a four-hour drive in front of me in the morning, not to mention all the attendant emotional baggage that would accompany me to my hometown. Right now, I just wanted to drink a final glass of wine, and take one of the herbal sleeping pills I use whenever I sense a restless night coming on. But there was the little matter of twenty-eight term papers . . .

I opened the first, written by Jamie Benjamin—a total knucklehead who spent much of my class sending notes back and forth to a girl named Janet Craig, whose daddy owned a Toyota dealership out near the Maine Mall, and who seemed destined, before she graduated next year, to get knocked up by a useless jock like Benjamin (he played tight end on the school football team, and though he always acted like Mr. Macho, he always got creamed by the opposing defense in every game I ever saw).

I read Benjamin’s opening sentence.

“Evangeline is a very, very unhappy woman.”

I don’t know why, but I started to cry. Maybe it was the lateness of the hour, the three glasses of wine, the phone call with Lizzie, my fast-asleep husband down the corridor, the terrible, repetitive inanity of teaching the same stuff year in, year out, to kids who increasingly don’t really seem to care a damn about any modestly articulate sentence that comes out of my mouth. Or maybe it was being fifty-three and trying to fight the thought that, at best, I am in the final third of my life, and what does all this mean? And the sad realization (which has been there for ages) that it simply adds up to your little life, nothing more . . .

Whatever the reason, I covered my face in my hands and let go. I must have cried for a good five minutes—the first time I’d had a long, unhinged weep since . . . well, since my mother vanished into the netherworld.

When my crying finally subsided, I stood up and went into a bathroom down the corridor, threw some water on my face, and avoided gazing at myself in the mirror (something I don’t particularly like doing these days). Then I returned to my study and sat down at my desk. I reached for my cigarettes, lit one, and took a deep, pleasurable drag of smoke, drawing it way down into my lungs. As I released the smoke, I pulled the pile of term papers back in front of me. And I thought, At moments like these, there is only one solution: go to work.


ELEVEN

THE DRIVE FROM Portland to Vermont is long and wonderful. I should know, I’ve been doing it for several decades. As there’s no direct interstate route, it’s all back roads and two-lane blacktops—a slow cavalcade through small towns and lakelands and the best alpine terrain in the Northeast. I must have driven it over one hundred times since we moved back to Maine in 1980. Though I know every meander and bend of the route—the prosaic flat stretches, the deep woodlands, the sublime White Mountain vistas, the deep verdancy that announces the arrival of the Kingdom of Vermont—it never bores me. I always discover something new along the way every time I drive it—a reminder that, by looking closer, you can often find the unfamiliar amid the habitual.

But this morning, I wasn’t paying particular attention to the passing landscape. My mind was elsewhere. I’d finally finished the term papers at two-thirty, then scribbled a note to Dan asking him to reset the alarm (after he got up) for eight-thirty, and to call me on my cell phone when he had a chance. I slept badly—a toxic combination of worry, nine Marlboro Lights, too much pinot noir, and the thought that Lizzie might ring me in the middle of the night. When I woke, Dan was gone, and there were no messages on the voice mail. I showered and dressed, made coffee, and put a call through to Lizzie’s office in Boston. I wanted to speak with her directly to make sure she was all right, but I knew she’d probably get annoyed with me for checking up on her. One of her colleagues answered, and when I asked for “Ms. Buchan,” he said that she was in the morning staff conference. Any message? “None,” I said. “I’ll call back.”

I was relieved that she had made it to work, and knew that I’d be thinking all day about her meeting with Mark McQueen, which, I presumed, was scheduled for early evening, after they both got off work. Maybe I should leave a message on her cell phone, telling her to call me on my cell phone as soon as . . .

No, she might think I’m crowding her. Anyway, she might not meet him until late. They might go out for dinner (no, he’ll want to get it over with as fast as possible), or they might be talking for a long time. Maybe she will have arranged to see a girlfriend afterward (wishful thinking—she’s expecting to fall back into his arms and pull him off into bed). Or perhaps she’ll try to work off her upset in the gym. Anyway, if she’s very upset, I’m sure she’ll call me, and . . .

Stop. There’s nothing you can do until you hear from her. The fact that she’s reported for work is a good sign. It’s out of your control. Get on with your day—which, under the circumstances, is going to be difficult enough.

I drank two mugs of coffee, then started coughing heavily. Nine cigarettes. I vowed not to smoke today or tomorrow. Then I filled the thermos mug with more coffee, grabbed my overnight bag, and was out the door by nine. I drove over to the school, turned in my midterm grades to the registrar, picked up a couple of pointless internal memos in my mailbox, and was gone from the place ten minutes after I first got there, giving silent thanks that I wouldn’t be back for another ten days, when school reconvened after the Easter break.

Then I negotiated my way through Portland’s mishmash of residential areas—a little pocket of remaining High Colonial architecture on Park Street, leading to Depression-era apartment blocks (which I used to write off as kitschy, but which I now recognized to be retro-cool). Then the usual low gray-shingle houses that seem to characterize the old blue-collar section of every modest New England city. Then the subdivisions near the highway. Then, in a matter of minutes, empty country. That’s one of the many things I love about Maine—the sense that the land always dwarfs the population, that the wilderness is never more than a few miles from your front door.

I picked up Route 25 heading west. Thirty minutes later I saw signs for Sebago Lake, Bridgton, and Pelham.

Pelham. I hadn’t been back there since . . . well, since we left the damn place in the summer of ’75. Even after we finally got out of that wretched apartment and into the house of Dr. . . . What was his name again (thirty years is such a frighteningly long time)? . . . Bland! . . . Yes, even once we moved into Dr. Bland’s house, Pelham still convinced us both that we’d never, ever, live in a small town again. Of course, I was so racked with guilt after that business with . . . (even now, after all this time, I don’t like recalling his name) . . . that I simply kept my head down and got on with being the perfect doctor’s wife and mother, somehow convincing myself that as long as I kept Dan happy and didn’t make trouble, he might just stand by me when the feds finally came to pick me up, and the conservative Maine newspapers turned me into the Madame Defarge of the Weather Underground, and I was facing two-to-five for aiding and abetting a fugitive from justice.

But the feds never showed up, and the assorted catastrophic scenarios I painted in my head never came true. No one around town ever mentioned my visitor again. And poor Billy (I wonder if he’s still alive?) was as good as his word and never talked about what he saw that night. I beat myself up for a long time afterward, telling myself that there had to be a punishment for what I had done, and constantly waiting for it to arrive at my door. But winter gave way to spring, and nothing happened—except that Dan’s poor father finally died, which, after over six months in a coma, was a relief to both of us. Shortly afterward I finally made my first visit to New York. During that long, crazy weekend with Margy (during which I kicked myself for waiting so long to get to that mad marvel of a city, which, even at the height of its mid-seventies dinginess, still struck me as the great testament to everything dynamic and out there in American life), the question finally arose one drunken evening. We were at a jazz joint up near Columbia University, listening to a fantastic boogie-woogie pianist named Sammie Price. After the final set—it was about one-thirty in the morning and we were both a little ripped—Margy asked: did I ever tell anyone else about the things that happened when Tobias Judson (there, I’ve said his name) came to town?

“You’re still the only person who knows,” I said.

“Keep it that way,” she said.

“No worry about that.”

“You still feel guilty about it all, don’t you?”

“I wish I could just shake it off, like flu.”

“Flu doesn’t last six months. You’ve got to stop punishing yourself. It’s all in the past now. Anyway”—she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone—“say he did somehow get picked up in Canada by the Mounties, why would he suddenly tattle on you? It would get him nothing. By this point, he’s probably forgotten all about you. You were just a little adventure, someone he used to get out of the country. Trust me, he’s using someone else by now.”

“You’re probably right.”

“You still giving your dad the cold shoulder?”

I nodded.

“You’ve got to forgive him.”

“No, I don’t.”

I continued to refuse to forgive him—for almost the next two years. He did try to call me again, several times, but I always cut him off, always told him I would never speak to him again. On the few occasions when we were together as a family, I was civil but distant with him. Dan noticed this gulf between us, but said little about it, except, “Everything okay with you guys?” But he accepted my vague excuse that we were just going through a slightly disenchanted phase with each other right now.

Of course, Mom constantly tried to find out what was going on—but I refused to explain. I know she also hassled Dad—because he eventually cracked and confessed what he had done. God knows what sort of fireworks followed this admission. What I do know is that Mom called me up one day at the library and said, “All right, I have finally been told what this rift is all about—and I think your father is walking bent over right now because I’ve just torn him a new asshole.”

Mom really did have such a subtle turn of phrase. She went on.

“If I were you, I’d be angry, furious, rabid. At the very least, he should have told you the guy was on the run . . .”

“Mom . . .” I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“If that was for the feds, don’t sweat it. I’m not on our home phone and I called you at work, to make sure nobody was listening to any of this. But what I want to tell you is this: your dad made a wrong call . . .”

“He made a terrible call,” I said.

“Okay, a terrible call—and he dropped you into a situation you shouldn’t have been dropped in. Still, the thing is: you did decide to drive the guy into Canada, which was both honorable and gutsy . . . You could have easily told him to take a hike.”

No, I couldn’t have—because he virtually blackmailed me into helping him flee. But if I told her that, I would have to explain why he had me in a corner—and that would have meant entrusting her with a secret that, bar Margy, I knew I would never share with anybody. Anyway, the idea of confiding in Mom was anathema to me—because I knew that she’d somehow use this information against me. So I said, “That’s right—I could have told him to take a hike. But having been landed with him—and as I was there when he discovered that the FBI were on his tail—what choice did I have?”

“A lot of people would have taken the easy way out and refused to have anything to do with it. You didn’t—and I genuinely admire you for that.”

It was the first time my mother had said she admired me for anything.

“Dan never found out, did he?” Mom asked.

“God, no.”

“Well, keep it that way. The less people know the better. But you’re going to have to forgive your father . . .”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

“No, it’s not. He’s done plenty of things over the course of this screwy marriage that I’ve found hard to excuse, but eventually, I have forgiven him. Because he’s forgiven me stuff too. He may be a jerk sometimes, I may be a jerk sometimes . . . but we’re jerks in this together. It’s the same thing now with you. Your father’s tried to apologize to you—he feels bad about what he did to you—but you still refuse to forgive him. And it’s eating away at him.”

I held out for another year. By this time, we were settled in Madison—Dan doing his orthopedic residency at University Hospital, while I was substitute teaching at a local private school, and heavily pregnant with Lizzie. One afternoon, at our rented house (a Gothic revival dump—very Addams Family), the phone rang—and Dad was on the line. “I just called to say hello.”

No, there wasn’t a Movie-of-the-Week denouement to this scene. I didn’t suddenly break down on the line, telling him how much I missed him (which I certainly had), or saying the magic words: I forgive you. Nor did he get choked up and burst out with something lachrymose like: You’re the best daughter in the world. That wasn’t our reserved Yankee style. Instead there was a long pause after his first sentence, during which the realization came to me that I simply wanted to start talking to my dad again; that, though what he had done was wrong, I was also punishing him for my own bad judgment.

So I simply said, “It’s nice to hear from you, Dad.” And we started to chat about general things—like Jimmy Carter’s chances of beating Ford in November, and Nixon’s pardon, and the news that I was going to be a mother again, and my work as a teacher. We kept the conversation light, we laughed at each other’s jokes, we ended the breach between us by silently agreeing to dodge the matter. After all, what more could we say? So gradually, over time, we were able to find a way back to the relationship we once had. Looking back on it now—especially in the light of my knotty dealings with my own kids—I do appreciate that, like most interesting people, Dad is a very complex, contradictory guy, one who, back then, was never completely able to balance his public persona and his private life. In his own tangled way, he tried to do the best he could as a father, amid his own immensely tricky marriage to my mother.

Still, we never brought up the Toby Judson business again, even after it was widely reported in the newspapers that, following five years on the run in Canada, he had cut a deal with the federal prosecutors. In return for his testimony against the two Weathermen who had planted the bomb in Chicago (and whom the FBI had finally apprehended in New Mexico), Judson was able to return to the States and receive a suspended sentence for harboring fugitives. The trial, in 1981, was covered as a “Good-bye to All That” kiss-off to the era of sixties radicalism. None of the commentaries I read—even in what was left of the underground press—ever criticized Judson for ratting on his former comrades. Murder was murder—and the killers both got life, courtesy of Judson’s testimony. Afterward, when he was asked how he felt about his radical years, Judson said, “I’d like to be able to blame it all on youthful folly, but I realize now that my politics were simply wrong. By harboring those killers, I denied justice to the families of the innocent men killed in the bombing. I hope that, through my actions now, I will bring some sort of closure to the loved ones of these brave men—though I know that their deaths will be on my conscience for the rest of my life.”

Oh, he has a conscience now, I thought at the time. And then decided to think no more about it. Life moved on, and after his brief public reappearance at the trial, Judson disappeared into obscurity.

Sebago Lake suddenly came into view. Though the water hadn’t frozen, its banks and surrounding country were frosted with last night’s freak snowfall. It looked sublime. For a nanosecond I saw myself thirty years ago in a canoe on the lake—Judson rowing us along, Jeff and me sitting in the stern, the surrounding hills awash with autumn colors, me falling for Mr. Revolutionary’s bullshit charm. Oh God, the naiveté of it all—and the terrible guilt that followed. Guilt that finally abated, but can still catch me unawares. But I made good on the bargain I cut with myself on the trip back from Canada: I stuck with the marriage, even when I felt totally frustrated by it. And I was never unfaithful to Dan again. And the payoff was . . .

Stability? I suppose so. Avoiding the roller coaster of divorce that so many of my friends have been through? Okay, that’s a plus point—because no one I know has a good thing to say about the fallout of a conjugal bust-up . . . even those who were in rotten marriages. A secure home environment for our children while they were growing up? Absolutely . . . but look at them now. Knowing that Dan is there at night when I get home? I always get home before him. A life without much in the way of emotional danger? Is that a virtue?

The road turned a corner, Sebago Lake disappeared from view. My cell phone started ringing. I flipped the speaker switch and answered it.

“Hey,” Dan said. “How’s it going?”

“Not great,” I said.

“I saw your note. Something wrong?”

“I have a confession to make,” I said. “I’ve been keeping something from you, something that Lizzie asked me to keep to myself.”

Then, in as abbreviated a way as possible, I told Dan the story of Lizzie’s affair with Mark McQueen. To my husband’s infinite credit, he didn’t first demand to know why I hadn’t informed him about this before now. Instead, he asked, “Do you think she might hurt herself?”

“She reported to work this morning, which is something, I guess.”

“And when is she meeting the doctor?”

“Today sometime. Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you until now.”

“A secret is a secret, I guess. Still . . .”

“You’re right. And I feel shitty about it.”

“I hope Lizzie doesn’t feel I might judge her. Because you know I would never do that.”

“Of course I know that. And I’m pretty damn sure she knows it too. But that’s not what’s going on here. I think she feels ashamed of her erratic emotional behavior and worries that you might be embarrassed by it. Between ourselves, I’m embarrassed about it . . . and I’m worried as hell.”

“Did she say she’d call you today?”

“I’ve asked her to, but can’t say whether she will or not. I suppose it all comes down to how the good doctor handles it.”

“When do you think you’ll reach Burlington?” he asked.

“In about three hours.”

“And you’re going straight to the home?”

“That’s right.”

“You’re really looking at a delightful day, aren’t you?”

“I’ll get through it. And I’ll be a lot calmer once I know how things are playing with Lizzie.”

“As soon as you speak to her . . .”

“Don’t worry. I’ll call the moment I hang up.”

“And I can always drive down to Boston tonight if she’s in a bad way.”

“Hopefully, that won’t be necessary.”

“Okay. Call me after you’ve finished your visit.”

“Roger Wilco.”

“Love you.”

“You too.”

I felt better after the call. Not because anything had changed, but because Dan was in this with me now—and I didn’t have to guard Lizzie’s secret anymore.

The road gained altitude as I approached the New Hampshire border, the peaks of the White Mountains defining the horizon toward which I moved. The snow was deep here, the driving slow. But I didn’t care, as National Public Radio was broadcasting a performance of Brahms’s German Requiem. I didn’t know the piece, but was immediately intrigued when the announcer explained that the work grappled with that most profound and difficult of personal realizations: the fact that one is completely mortal and, as such, ephemeral. The stunning power of Brahms’s music hit me full force—the profound gravity of it all; its magisterial sadness tinged with a solemn optimism. Even the settings of liturgical texts were remarkable in their refusal to talk about a paradise beyond this one. Brahms was a man after my own heart. Vis-à-vis temporal life, he understood that, like it or not, this is it.

And this got me thinking how our life as we live it always seems eternal. Though we might rationally be able to grasp the idea that we will die, there is still something incomprehensible about our own mortality; that, one day, we will be nothing; that, verily, we are all just passing through. I have often wondered if all the trouble we make for ourselves and others is nothing more than a response to the realization that everything we do, everything we achieve, largely vanishes once we are dead. I remember something Margy once told me, when she took a vacation with Husband Number Three in South Africa around four years ago . . . how they ended up for a few days in this “fabulous” (her favorite word) little town called Arniston, right at the bottom of the African continent.

“There wasn’t much there, except some holiday homes for the Cape Town bigwigs, and some shabby cottages for the workers, and miles and miles of empty beaches, and one really fabulous little hotel, where Charlie and I stayed. Anyway, opposite the hotel was a seawall, on which a plaque commemorated the sinking of some passenger ship—traveling from India back to England in the 1870s, filled with the wives and children of all those guys who ran the Empire. Around two miles off the coast of Arniston, the ship got into trouble and sank, and over two hundred passengers drowned.

“Now here I was in 1999, looking at this plaque, and then staring out at that big watery emptiness where everybody died around one hundred and thirty years earlier. At the time, all of these deaths must have been such big international news. Now it was just a long-forgotten event, commemorated on a simple plaque in some isolated South African town. Even worse was the thought of all the grief and trauma all those deaths caused back then. Two hundred women and children. Think of the devastated spouses and the parents and grandparents and siblings they left behind. Think of how all those lives were marked by this tragedy and how now, all traces have completely disappeared. That’s what got me the most—the recognition that all that suffering and pain, which probably carried over into two subsequent generations, has vanished completely. Because everyone who was ever touched by that tragedy is dead.”

Margy. Unlucky with men (one bad husband followed another—she really had a knack when it came to choosing deadbeats). Lucky in her professional life (since 1990, she’d been running her own hugely dynamic PR agency in Manhattan), even though she always regretted the fact that she’d never forced her way into journalism. Just as she also regretted that she never did the child thing (“When you marry losers—and are also in a business that demands sixteen-hour days, six days a week—bringing a kid into the midst of such a crazy life just wouldn’t be fair”). After all these years—after countless setbacks and reversals and personal griefs (and a few big professional successes)—she still managed to maintain her skewed, amused outlook on everything.

“You know that life is nothing more than one big fight,” she said after she jettisoned Husband Number Three upon discovering that he had embezzled $50,000 from her to pay for a secret investment in a shoddy dot-com company. “But what else can we do but keep on fighting? There’s no other choice.”

But now Margy was in the middle of the biggest fight of her life. Four months ago, she had been diagnosed with lung cancer.

She announced this devastating fact to me in typical Margy fashion. It was a few days before Christmas. We were in the middle of our weekly phone call. I was telling her about a conversation I’d just had with Shannon, in which she informed me that she would be bringing her own special chestnut stuffing for the turkey and that she had already spent two weeks perfecting the recipe before unveiling it to us over Christmas. As I was cracking wise on how depressing it was to have a daughter-in-law who put so much effort into closing down abortion clinics and making the perfect chestnut stuffing, I dropped a hint that Margy would be very welcome for Christmas, knowing full well that, in the wake of her divorce and with no surviving family, she’d probably be spending the holidays alone.

“Hey, I’d love to come to Maine and do the whole Currier-and-Ives Christmas thing with you,” she said. “But it seems I’m otherwise engaged over the holidays.”

“Is that a euphemism for . . . ?”

“That’s right,” she said. “I have a new man in my life.”

“And would you mind revealing who the lucky guy is?”

“Sure,” she said. “He’s my oncologist.”

She was so matter-of-fact about this—so initially haha dismissive—that I first thought this was Margy’s idea of a very black joke.

“That’s not funny,” I said.

“You’re right,” she said. “It’s not fucking funny at all. Lung cancer never is. And the most diabolical thing of all is that it’s so damn sneaky. As my new significant other—Dr. Walgreen . . . yeah, just like the cheap-ass pharmacies—as Doc Walgreen said, what makes lung cancer so diabolical is that it remains largely undetectable until it starts to affect another part of the anatomy . . . like the brain.”

“Oh Christ, Margy . . .”

“Yeah, I could probably use His help right now—that is, if I could get my head around the idea that He and His Father actually run the behind-the-scenes show on this screwy planet of ours. Right now, I’m having a hard enough time getting my head around the idea that I have lung cancer . . . though the good news is that it hasn’t gone to my head, so to speak.”

She explained that the cancer was discovered on an X-ray when they were looking for something else.

“I got back from a business trip to Honolulu, pitching for the state of Hawaii tourism account. That town bills itself as the capital of our Pacific Paradise, but it also happens to be Smog City. And when I returned to Manhattan after a week there, I was suffering from this terrible cough. Since I’d had that bout of pneumonia a couple of years ago, I thought that maybe I was having a little relapse . . . even though I had no fever or any other signs of infection. After a couple of days, I called my doctor and he sent me to New York Hospital for what he called ‘a little picture.’ What the chest X-ray showed was an ominous gray cloud of something at the place where the bronchus splits into two branches, one that goes to the upper left lobe of the lung, the other to the lower lobe. There were actually two X-rays—one from the front and the other from the side, which is how they could locate the tumor so precisely. What the X-ray could not show is that the upper left lobe of my lung had collapsed, which is what was causing the coughing, because gunk collects in the collapsed lobe and keeps seeping into the bronchial tube, which the body keeps trying to clear by coughing. And hey, do you think I could get a job writing for The New England Journal of Medicine? Because only a week or so into this ‘adventure,’ I’m already beginning to sound like one of those medical geeks who gets to know everything there is to know about the disease that’s going to kill her.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why? Because it offends your inherent need to be optimistic about everything . . . even though I—your best friend—know that, between the lines, you’re an opinionated pessimist just like me?”

“Selfishly speaking, I just don’t want you to die, that’s all.”

“Well, that makes two of us—and the good news is that I have the kinder, gentler sort of lung cancer . . . the kind that doesn’t mean an automatic death sentence.”

As she started talking about the bronchoscopy, I reached for a pad of paper and started taking notes—knowing that I would want to go over all this later on with Dan, and also because, instinctually, it was easier to focus on the facts than the underlying reality of what had befallen my friend. “Well, I just got the initial verdict yesterday evening,” Margy said. “And the first major reasonable discovery is that I have what is known as a ‘large-cell’ tumor, because in the world of lung cancer, the really lethal tumors are ‘small cell.’ The second is that the tumor has all but completely blocked off the upper bronchial tube and is now threatening to close the lower bronchial tube as well. But the other important discovery is that the tumor is actually tumorlike, rather than a lesion. Dr. Walgreen is really pleased about this—and I have to say this, though I have not had any experience of cancer doctors before this, he is one cheerful oncologist. As he explained, the harder the tumor or lesion is, the less likely that the cells from it will have made their way into the bloodstream and lodged in other organs of the body.”

By the time we got off the phone, I was already making plans to fly down to New York after finishing my classes on Friday—the day after Margy’s surgery.

“Hey, what’s the point of you schlepping all the way down here?” Margy asked. “I’m not going to be the best of company.”

But I went anyway. I had run through everything Margy told me with Dan, who in turn talked with a heart-and-lung colleague at Maine Medical, who confirmed that though her large-cell tumor was the better sort of lung cancer, it could still prove fatal.

“Once they’ve got the tumor out,” Dan explained, “they have to ‘stage’ the tumor to determine how far the cancer has progressed. Margy will be able to live with one lung. But if they discover that the cancer has progressed into both lungs, well, she might be able to buy a little time with a lung transplant. But . . .”

He opened his hands to avoid saying the unsayable. Then, after a moment, he said, “One of the many things I like about orthopedics is that you are rarely dealing with life-and-death stuff like this.”

When I reached New York Hospital on Friday evening, I expected Margy to be in a postoperative comatose state. But though she was hooked up to assorted tubes and monitors, she was sitting up in bed, watching CNN. She looked desperately pale and tired, but managed an acerbic smile before saying, “I hope you brought me some cigarettes.”

I spent most of the weekend in her room, only leaving to avail myself of the bed in her apartment. (When I said I’d find a hotel, she insisted that I stay at her place, “Because it looks like I will not be sleeping in my own bed for the next couple of weeks.”) Margy amazed me that weekend. She refused to indulge in self-pity, and she made it clear that she was planning to adopt a “scorched earth” approach to the cancer.

“After three bad husbands, I’m well used to excising shit from my life. And when I fight, I fight dirty.”

At night, back at her place, I couldn’t help but worry that this show of gutsiness was for my benefit. I could see in her eyes the fear she refused to express. Margy never really liked to show her vulnerability—even to me. Just as she didn’t ever articulate the loneliness I knew that she often felt—a loneliness that really hit home during the two nights I spent alone in her apartment. I had stayed at her place many times before, but this was the first visit when the apartment wasn’t filled with Margy’s oversized personality. So I was finally able to look at length at her small, faceless one-bedroom place—located in one of those white-brick 1960s buildings that have the appearance of a high-rise refrigerator and so dominate (from my limited experience of the place) the skyline of the East Seventies near the river. It always surprised me that she lived in such a petite apartment. After all, didn’t she run this big-deal PR firm? But it was a “boutique firm” (herself and a staff of three), and she didn’t take an enormous salary because cash flow was always an issue, and she was out and about most nights, and spent as many weekends as possible visiting friends in the Hamptons or western Connecticut. So her apartment was really just a place where she slept, changed clothes, and tolerated the occasional evening in. She had bought the apartment twenty-five years ago with the little money left over from her mother’s estate—and sublet it during each of her marriages (“On all three occasions,” she once told me, “I think I subconsciously knew that I was making a bad call, so I insisted that I move into the guy’s place . . . because it let me eventually walk out with less hassle, knowing that I had my little co-op as a getaway”). But walking in from the hospital—the calm, sanguine front I had put on for Margy now replaced by numbing aftershock—the terrible silence and sterility of the apartment hit me. It was simply decorated—a sofa and an armchair covered in plain oatmeal fabric, a small dining table, an ordinary queen-sized bed. But it was completely devoid of decorative flourishes or a sense of style, let alone a hint of a personal life. There were no family photos, no quirky or interesting art on the walls—just two or three Whitney Museum posters. There was a stereo, but only twenty or so compact discs—light classics (Andrea Bocelli, The Three Tenors) and golden oldies. There was a television and a DVD player, and a bookshelf with assorted paperback best sellers of the past five years. There was a 1970s liquor cabinet—in which I now found a bottle of J&B and several packs of Merits. I poured a drink and sipped the scotch, giving quiet thanks for the medicinal pleasures (in moderation, I boringly hasten to add) of alcohol. I stared at the nowhere decor and wondered why I hadn’t noticed its facelessness before, and why I hadn’t grasped the disconnection between the chic, street-smart public woman and the lonely, impersonal world she retreated into. We rarely glimpse the true private realities of our friends. Or maybe we filter out the stuff we don’t want to see, because we prefer to buy into the life more interesting than our own. Which is what I did for years with Margy—privately envying her such a metropolitan existence, the latitude when it came to travel or falling into bed with whomever, and (most of all) the privacy and time alone that was denied me until the kids had grown up and fled. I could tell, whenever Margy visited us in Maine (especially when Jeff and Lizzie were young), that she watched the family chaos—all boisterous voices and constant child demands—with a certain quiet envy. We always want what we don’t have. We regret, in part, the lives we create for ourselves—no matter how successful they might be—because there’s a part of us that can never be satisfied with our own reality, the place where we have ended up. Looking at Margy’s bare apartment didn’t suddenly make me give thanks for my long marriage, my domestic setup. But it amplified all the questions I have about the nature of choice and the inability ever to be really content. Just as it also told me there was so much about this woman—my friend for over thirty-five years—that I simply didn’t know.

The next day at the hospital, Margy said, “Bet you found the apartment lonely last night.”

“Not particularly,” I lied.

“You don’t have to soft-pedal me just because I’ve got the Big C. It’s real Early Nothing, my place—and it’s my own damn fault. A testament to my inability to expend energy on anything but the here and fucking now—the next meeting, the next deal, the next schmooze session with some hack who writes for an in-flight magazine. That’s the sum total of my existence—the peripheral, the inconsequential, the—”

I put my hand on hers and said, “Don’t do this.”

“Why not? I love self-flagellation. More to the point, I’m good at it. My mom always used to say that my biggest problem was that I saw things far too clearly.”

“I would have thought that a strength.”

“It leads to ongoing four-in-the-morning dread.”

“We all deal with that sort of thing from time to time.”

“Yeah, but I do it six nights a week.”

“And on the seventh night?”

“I medicate myself with enough scotch to conk out for eight straight hours and wake up with the mother of all hangovers the next morning. Jesus, will you listen to me? Little Ms. Self-Pity on top of everything else.”

“Considering what you’ve just been through . . .”

“No, hon—the self-absorption has nothing to do with the cancer. I put it down to a lack of nicotine. You don’t think you could smuggle me in one of those nicotine patches they sell to junkies trying to kick the habit?”

“Somehow I think your oncologist might not like the idea.”

“Fuck him. All the surgery and the chemo-dreck to come is just damage control. This thing is going to get me.”

“Yesterday you said you’d beat it.”

“Well, today I’m celebrating the Power of Negative Thinking. It’s weirdly comforting, feeling doomed . . .”

“Knock it off,” I said, sounding stern and schoolmarmish. “You have the good kind of cancer.”

“And you’ve just uttered the biggest fucking oxymoron going.”

I had to fly back to Maine the next night, but called Margy midday on Monday at the hospital once the results of the biopsy were in.

“Well, they’re pretty certain the cancer hasn’t metastasized into other parts of the body,” she said.

“That’s fantastic news.”

“No, it’s bad but it could be worse, and they’re going to have to run about a half-dozen more tests to make certain there isn’t any metastasis they haven’t caught. The final upshot of everything is that I will be starting chemotherapy just as soon as I am completely over all my postoperative shock. And if you fucking tell me that all this is very encouraging, I’m going to hang up, got that?”

The news, in fact, was encouraging. Dan—bless him—had his lung surgeon friend at Maine Medical call Margy’s oncologist in New York (they’d been at Cornell Medical together) to get the complete inside dope on her case (I needed to know the actual nuts-and-bolts realities of what she was facing). They felt they had gotten all of the tumor out during surgery—and though they would only know after tests if any cancer cells had invaded the other lung, they were pretty confident that metastasis hadn’t taken place. But—oh yes, that great medical but—they couldn’t completely rule out metastasis, and they were going to run vast amounts of tests to see if the cancer might have traveled elsewhere.

And so, over the next few weeks, Margy endured assorted procedures—including a course of chemotherapy to zap any rogue cells. As Margy explained it, chemo involved sitting in a recliner all afternoon while they dripped poison into her arm. I flew down to see her a week after the first course. She was back at home, but had hired her housekeeper to come in every day to cook and shop for her, as she was incredibly weak from the chemo. Her hair had started to fall out, her skin had taken on a yellowy tinge, and she complained of pain in just about every joint in her body.

“Otherwise, I feel fucking fabulous.”

Amazingly, she had started to work again. There were client files spread across her bed at home. When I wondered out loud if this was a good idea, she said, “I’ve got nothing better to do—and anyway, what else is there in my life but work?”

Her resolve was astonishing. As the first course of chemo was successful, two subsequent series were ordered. By this point she was back at the office, and merely took off a couple of days to get over the appalling side effects. Just a month ago, she had to go back into the hospital for another week for a surgical procedure known as a lobectomy—to remove the scar tissue in the upper bronchus of her lung that had resulted in a lot of catastrophic coughing.

“However, as I’m certain you saw on CNN this morning,” Margy said a few days after the operation, “my lower bronchus turned out to be undamaged, which means that I get to keep my lower lobe of my lung. Sounds like a game show, doesn’t it? Too bad that you didn’t win our grand prize of an Amana Fridge/Freezer with a built-in ice cube maker, but you still get to keep the lower lobe of your left lung!”

I laughed. But before I could make a comment, Margy said, “And don’t tell me how great it is that I have kept my sense of humor. I don’t find any of this funny at all—except the irony that I only started smoking at fifteen because I thought it looked sexy. But I bet every damn oncologist has heard that line before from some lung cancer loser, bemoaning the fact that they reached for their first Winston because they were insecure about how they looked and hoped it might get them laid. Anyway, the thing is—and this is really a diabolical admission after all the medical fun I’ve been through—I’d still kill for a cigarette right now.”

The German Requiem faded into static. I was deep in the White Mountains. Up ahead, I could see the grave, stern silhouette of Mount Washington—and remembered how I had once climbed it with Dan right after our final exams in . . . good God, could it have been 1970? Hiking up it was his idea. I complained frequently during the initial ascent—a boring, steep trek through woodlands. But then, just as I was about to suggest that we return to base, we turned a corner, the forest vanished, and there in front of us was this immense ravine. It was shaped like a bowl and veiled with thin cloud. There was a small glacier in the middle. To the right of it was a rocky trail—free of snow. Above that was a boulder field, which led to the summit—all 6,288 feet of it. I felt a stab of fear as I looked up at that ravine. Fear mixed with a strange sense of exhilaration, because how often in life do you get to do something as challenging and extreme as climb a mountain? Dan must have read my mind, as he said, “Don’t worry, you’ll make it to the top.”

We did get to the summit—even though, halfway up the ravine, we got caught in a hailstorm, accompanied by a nervy half hour of high winds. I lost my footing at one point, and nearly took a three-hundred-foot fall that would undoubtedly have resulted in my death. What saved me was instinct and luck. As I slipped, I grabbed for some sort of support. In front of me was a thin rock, jutting out near my left hand. Had it given way under my weight, I would have been sent sailing southward. But it held—and saved my life.

The whole incident couldn’t have lasted more than five seconds—the misstep, the moment of panic, the mad grab for anything stable, my left hand connecting with the rock. Dan was up ahead of me and saw nothing. I needed a minute to collect myself, then continued the ascent. When I caught up with Dan around fifteen minutes later and he asked me how I was getting on, I made light of what had just happened. “Lost my footing back there and nearly went over the side . . . but otherwise, no sweat at all.”

“Okay. Just watch your step, eh?”

Watch your step. Story of my life. And with two exceptions, I had done just that. But whereas the business with Toby Judson was an instance where I had let dumb romantic impulses rule my head, the misstep on Mount Washington was just a bit of bad luck that could have proved fatal, if the instinct for self-preservation had not taken over. And I’d like to believe that, as hard as this life is, most of us want to cling on to it. Like me grabbing for that rock. Or Margy showing an inner ferocity against the cancer that may have been self-inflicted, but had now become an enemy to be vanquished before it vanquished her. Or Mom . . .

The Vermont border was up ahead. The snow was thinner here—the hills gentle, understated. My native state has none of the epic grandeur of New Hampshire’s alpine terrain or Maine’s jagged coast. Its scenic pleasures are serene, subtle ones that always sit well with me—because they invariably let it be known that I am home.

I hit the scan button on the radio and found the Vermont NPR station. On it, there was a Talk of the Nation discussion about family falling-outs over politics—and the wide dichotomy that existed between old sixties radicals and their more conservative children.

How about grandchildren? I thought, remembering how horrified Dad had been when he was down in Boston one weekend and took his granddaughter out for dinner, and she insisted on picking up the tab. And when the chivalric old school gent in him politely told her that grandfathers are supposed to pay for dinners out, she said, “But hey, I’m earning $150,000 a year—so it’s not like I’m a student.”

Dad was shocked at the size of her salary. He’d never made anything like that in his life, and it went against all his egalitarian principles. But Lizzie turning into a corporate type was nothing compared to Jeff becoming such a Bush-loving Republican. That was simply beyond Dad’s comprehension. He asked me once or twice what Dan and I had done to make him so conservative. All I could say was, “It’s not like he decided to mutiny because he was raised in an ashram, or by a pair of potheads. And we didn’t exactly send him to the Emma Goldman Camp for Young Trotskyites every summer. Hell, you know how straight Dan is—and how undemonstrative he is about political stuff. Jeff, on the other hand, seems to be the original True Believer. America is God’s preferred country, and the Republicans stand for all the right upstanding values. Personally, I sometimes think it’s like he’s having the teenage rebellion he should have had years ago.”

Dad really took Jeff’s conservatism personally. He saw it as a complete refutation of everything he stood for. When he joined us for Christmas last year—still amazingly vigorous and sharp at eighty-two—he tried to get Jeff engaged in a political discussion, because if there’s one thing Dad loves, it’s a good debate. But Jeff refused to be drawn in, always changing the subject whenever Dad went into an anti-Bush tirade, or even walking out of the room.

“Why won’t you talk to your grandfather?” I asked him after Dad tried to raise a question about the Patriot Act.

“I was talking to him,” he said.

“Oh, please. The moment he brought up your beloved president, you excused yourself and went upstairs.”

“I wanted to check up on Erin. And, by the way, Bush is your president too.”

“There’s a school of thought that says that Al Gore was actually elected president.”

“There you go again, spouting the usual liberal bias.”

There you go again. Didn’t Reagan score a knockout punch with that comment during one of his debates against Carter?

“I didn’t know I spouted liberal bias, Jeff.”

“Everyone in this family does. It’s in the blood.”

“I think you’re exaggerating . . .”

“All right, I know Dad isn’t a raging lefty—”

“He’s a registered Republican.”

“But he still supports candidates who are pro-choice. And when it comes to dear old Granddad, well, his history and his FBI file speak for themselves.”

“So should the fact that he’s an eighty-two-year-old man who happens to think the world of you . . .”

“No, he thinks the world of the sound of his own voice. And I’ve read all about his ‘heroic’ role in the ‘struggle’ against this country’s institutions in the sixties.”

“But that was more than thirty-five years ago, before you were born. Anyway, if you had been a student then, you would have been out on the barricades with him.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,” he said. “My political views aren’t based on fashion.”

Well, isn’t it fashionable now to be a conservative? I felt like telling him. Hell, you and your “friends” dominate the media. You’ve got your own all-news channel to tell you exactly what you want to hear. You’ve got your own very loud commentators who shout down anyone who disagrees with them. And the country is so damn jumpy since 9/11 that if you even dare question the administration, certain folks . . . like you, my dear son . . . will immediately question your patriotism.

Patriotism . . . what a peculiar obsession.

“Look, Jeff,” I said. “It’s Christmas. And as a practicing Christian, surely you know it’s essential to be tolerant of others, especially . . .”

“Please stop talking to me as if I were twelve years old,” he said. “And I really don’t appreciate being lectured about Christianity by an atheist.”

“I am not an atheist. I’m a Unitarian.”

“It’s the same thing.”

Later that evening, after Jeff and Shannon had gone to bed, and Lizzie had headed off with friends to some downtown Portland bar now popular with the city’s young professionals, and Dan had retired to our room to watch Nightline, Dad sat by the fire in our living room, sipping a small whiskey (“My doctor says one a day will keep the blood flowing”), the melancholy showing.

“Do you think that the great central sadness of old age isn’t just the realization that the end can come at any time,” he said, “but also that the world has fundamentally passed you by?”

“Doesn’t everybody over a certain age think that way?” I asked.

“I suppose so,” he said, sipping his J&B. “I suppose all lives are like political careers—at best, they end in regret; at worst, in failure.”

“You’re morbid this evening,” I said.

“Your sonny boy’s to blame. What’s wrong with that kid?”

“That kid is now nearly thirty, and he thinks he knows all the answers.”

“Conviction is a terrifying thing.”

“But you always had strong convictions, Dad.”

“True, but I never thought I had the answers. Anyway, back then, we had a legitimate grievance against a corrupt government running a corrupt war. Now we also have a legitimate grievance against a corrupt government, but people are reluctant to get on the barricades.”

“Everyone’s too busy making and spending money,” I said.

“You have a point there. Shopping has become the central cultural activity of our time.”

“Don’t say that to Jeff. His company is—how did he put it?—‘the biggest worldwide corporate insurers of retail units.’ And he won’t have a word said against them because as far as he’s concerned, they’re spreading the gospel of good American consumerism, blah, blah, blah.”

“He really despises me, doesn’t he?”

“No, Dad. He despises your politics. But don’t take it personally. He despises anyone who doesn’t see things his way. And I often wonder, if we had raised him as a strict Assemblies of God Christian, refused to let him have anything to do with godless folk, and sent him to a really tough military school . . .”

“He’d probably now be reading Naomi Klein and going on antiglobalization marches,” Dad said. “Oh, and by the way, there is no such thing as a lax military school. Your tough military school is a tautology . . .”

“Ever the pedant,” I said with a smile.

“You sound like your mother.”

“No, she would have said, ‘Ever the fucking pedant.’”

“That’s true.”

“Have you been over to see her recently?” I asked.

“Around two weeks ago. No change.”

“I feel bad about not making the effort to see her more.”

“She wouldn’t even know who you were, so what’s the point? I’m only twenty minutes from the hospital, and I can only face it every two weeks or so. Frankly, if they had legalized euthanasia in this damn country of ours, I’m certain that Dorothy would be much happier not to be here now. Alzheimer’s is so damn cruel.”

I swallowed hard and felt tears welling up. In my mind’s eye, I could replay our last visit to the nursing home where she lived now. A frail, hunched old lady, sitting up most of the day in a chair, staring off into a bottomless void, not aware of anything around her, unable to make the simplest connection with anyone in the room. Someone whose entire spirit had been erased, the memory of everything that she had done over her seventy-nine years of life wiped clean. Five years ago, when the Alzheimer’s arrived, it was like watching a light gradually diminish—the occasional burst of illumination in the midst of an ongoing series of electrical short circuits. And then, just two Christmases ago, came the final blackout. Dad arrived home from the university one afternoon—he still kept an office there—to discover my mother had vanished. Oh, she was physically present in their living room, but her mind had closed down. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t make eye contact, couldn’t even respond to stimuli like touch or the sound of someone’s voice.

He called me immediately in Portland. I asked the headmaster at my school to find a substitute for a few days and drove straight to Burlington that night. Though I had known for some time that this day would eventually arrive—Alzheimer’s always has the same dreadful denouement—I still broke down when I reached the house and saw my mother sitting on the end of the sofa in the living room, mentally conquered by her illness. In those first horrible moments, when I found myself crying uncontrollably, all I could think was how she had always been such a torrential, troubling, essential force in my life—and how she’d been reduced to this empty shell who would now have to be fed and changed like an infant, and how I somehow wished that we’d been able to take it easier on each other, and how so much human argument is irrelevant.

“You know,” my father said, shifting me back to the here and now, “one of the strangest things about our marriage was that there were at least ten, fifteen, twenty moments when one of us said, ‘That’s it . . . I’ve had enough,’ and was on the verge of bailing out. We put each other through a lot of grief—in our own different ways.”

“So why didn’t either of you leave?”

“Well, it wasn’t as if we stayed together out of convenience, or because we were too scared to change. I guess, in the end, I couldn’t imagine a life without Dorothy. Just as she couldn’t imagine a life without me. It was as simple, and as complex, as that.”

“Forgiveness is a curious thing,” I said.

“If eighty-two years on this damn planet have taught me anything, it’s that forgiveness—and being forgiven—is the most crucial thing in life. We all endlessly mess things up for those closest to us.”

A small look of acknowledgment passed between us, and then we moved on to other things—only the second time in all these years we had almost mentioned the breach that came between us.

The phone on my dashboard started to ring. I hit the speaker button.

“Hannah?”

It was my father.

“Dad? What’s wrong?”

“Why should there be anything wrong? I was just calling to see where you are.”

“Just past St. Johnsbury.”

“Well, if you wouldn’t mind picking me up at the university, we can go to the Oasis for lunch,” he said, mentioning a little local place he ate at most days.

“No problem. I should be there in around seventy-five minutes,” I said.

“And we don’t have to spend too much time at the home this afternoon,” he added.

“Fine by me,” I said. Dad knew that I found these visits to Mom difficult.

“You don’t sound great,” Dad said.

“Sleepless night, that’s all.”

“Are you sure?”

Dad hated when I kept stuff from him. So I said, “Lizzie’s in a bad place.” When he asked to know more, I hesitated, not wanting to recount the entire sad saga on a cell phone speaker. So I promised to fill him in on everything over lunch.

Dad was standing outside the History Building when I pulled up. Though his shoulders were now a little bent and his hair had moved from silver to serious white, he still retained his patrician bearing—and was dressed, as always, in the uniform of his professional life: a green Irish tweed jacket with suede-patch sleeves, gray slacks, a blue button-down Oxford shirt, a knit tie, polished cordovan shoes. As I pulled up, he smiled—and I immediately looked at his eyes, making certain (as I now did when visiting him) that they were still acutely alert. Ever since Mom’s mind vanished, I’ve become extravigilant about Dad’s mental condition—monitoring every phone conversation we have for signs of verbal hesitancy and using these monthly visits to Burlington as a chance to be sure that he’s holding up. What continues to amaze me is that he is still so damn sharp, as if it has become a point of belligerent principle for him to defy the aging process. But as I returned his smile and leaned over to open the car door, I thought (as I frequently do now) that human biology is damnably inevitable, and I will lose him soon. Though I constantly try to accentuate the positive—telling myself how lucky I am that he’s lived this long, and has remained in such a robust state, and how he might live on for some years to come—I still can’t accept the fact that, one day before too long, he might not wake up.

Dad seemed to be reading my mind. After sliding next to me in the car and giving me a fast kiss on the cheek, he said, “If we were in Paris, I’d say you were gripped by existential doubt right now.”

“And since we’re in Vermont?”

“You probably just need a grilled cheese sandwich.”

“Ah, so it turns out that grilled cheese is the solution to life’s massive uncertainties.”

“If accompanied by dill pickles,” he said.

We drove over to the Oasis Diner—where we ordered Vermont cheddar grilled cheese sandwiches with extra dill pickles, washed down with proper iced tea (none of that powdered nonsense). As soon as we had ordered, Dad said, “Lizzie,” and I spent ten minutes telling him the whole story. After I finished, Dad swung into adviser mode—a role he’d loved to play since his teaching days.

“She needs to get this doctor out of her life now,” he said.

“You’re right about that. And I know that bastard would love to permanently excise Lizzie . . . especially as she’s now threatening to ruin his marriage, his career, his crappy television show, everything. Not that he doesn’t deserve it.”

“I hope you’re not blaming yourself.”

“Of course I’m blaming myself. What’s eating me the most is the idea that, somewhere along the line, Dan and I did—or didn’t—do something that—”

“Created all this neediness, this desperate search for love?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You know that neither of you has been deficient in that department.”

“Then why is she so dangerously off the rails when it comes to love?”

“Because that’s how she is. Or that’s what she’s developed into. But you know what the real problem is here: Lizzie can’t stand what she does.”

“True, but she does like the money.”

“No she doesn’t—and we both know it. The money, the fancy apartment, the fancy car, the fancy vacations . . . she’s told me all about them, and what I’ve been hearing from her is Faustian bargain despair. And I know all about her ‘plan’—ten years in the money game, make a killing, retire, and do what she wants at thirty-five. But what she’s found out is that the money game sucks everyone dry. It’s social Darwinism writ large—and if you can’t play survival of the fittest . . .”

“The thing is, she plays it very well. She’s been promoted twice in the last eighteen months.”

“But it’s still corroding her. Because unlike the people who play that game for keeps, Lizzie is not shallow. On the contrary, she’s very self-aware, very conscious of her own place in the world and the limitations she’s put upon herself.”

“Like mother, like daughter.”

“Hannah, you might not like to admit it, but you are your own woman. Lizzie is also her own woman—who has managed to convince herself that earning all that money will set her free . . . which, in her private heart of hearts, she knows is complete BS. So the way I see it, this desperate search for love—this need to land her guy, even if he is a married fool—is a manifestation of the self-loathing she feels for carrying on in a financial world she hates. The moment she leaves the job and finds something she actually likes to do, she’ll cast off this manic behavior—which, to me, sounds like the onset of serious depression.”

I had to hand it to Dad. His analysis was spot-on—and brimming with the sort of penetrating cogency which so distinguished his work as a historian.

“Would you talk to her?” I asked.

“I have been talking to her.”

“What?” I said, sounding genuinely shocked.

“She’s been calling me two, three times a week.”

“Since when?”

“The last few weeks. She just called me late one evening—well after midnight—and started crying on the phone. We must have talked for around two hours.”

“But why did she call you?”

“You’d have to ask Lizzie that. The thing was, after we spoke that first time—and I essentially talked her down off the ledge, because this was right after the breakup and she sounded very shaky—she started phoning me most days. Then, after I helped find her a psychiatrist . . .”

“She’s seeing a psychiatrist?” I said.

“A very good man on the staff of Harvard Med School. Charles Thornton—the son of one of my Princeton classmates, and one of the leading specialists in obsessive-compulsive disorders . . .”

“I’m certain he’s a genius, Dad. You do only know the best. What flabbergasts me is that you haven’t just kept all this from me, but that you played along today as if you didn’t know anything.”

“You’re right to be angry with me. But Lizzie made me swear that I’d never tell you we were talking—and, like you, I always keep a confidence.”

I said nothing in reply to this—though I knew what he was talking about, and couldn’t help but wonder if family life wasn’t one long tangle of Don’t tell Mom/Dad . . . Keep this to yourself . . . He/She doesn’t need to know . . .

“Then why did you break that confidence today?”

“Because you broke yours to Lizzie.”

“But I only did that because—”

“I know. She’s on a knife-edge right now, and you knew I’d figure out something was eating at you, and you don’t like keeping stuff from me, because, unlike your father, you’ve never really had much talent for the clandestine.”

He met my eyes as he said that, and I didn’t know whether I should shout at him or admire his ongoing complexities—someone who seemed able to compartmentalize his life and live comfortably with his manifold contradictions. Such as his need to admit something only after he was found out—like my little discovery last summer that, in the two years since Mom had been living under “managed care” at the home, he’d been seeing a younger woman named Edith Jarvi. By younger, I mean she’s a mere sixty-seven years old (jailbait to an octogenarian like Dad). Like all of his women, past and present, she’s an intellectual class act (I wonder if he’s ever slept with someone who hasn’t subscribed to The New York Review of Books). She’s a recently retired professor of Russian who’s still married to the university’s former provost, but has been spending much of her time with Dad since . . .

Well, when I finally found out about it, he was rather cagey about how long they’d been together, which made me wonder if it had been going on before Mom’s Alzheimer’s had finally vanquished her mind. Even the way I’d discovered their affair was classic Dad. One evening last June, I rang his house just to say hello, and a woman picked up the phone.

“Is this Hannah?” she asked, throwing me a little off balance.

“Uh, yes it is. And to whom am I speaking?”

“I’m your father’s friend Edith. And I’m looking forward to meeting you the next time you’re visiting John.”

John.

When she turned the phone over to Dad, he sounded a little sheepish.

“So that was Edith,” he said.

“So she said. She’s your ‘friend.’”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Just a ‘friend’?”

A pause. Then, “No, a little more than that.”

I had a near fit of the giggles.

“I am impressed, Dad. At your age, most men roll over and play dead in that department. Whereas you . . .”

“This only started after your mom . . .”

“Sure it did. Anyway, I don’t really care.”

“Then you’re not upset?”

“Well, it would have been nice if you had mentioned something before now.”

“It’s all rather new.”

God, why did he have to always stretch the truth? It was this inability to be completely straight with me that had sparked that rupture thirty years ago. And yet, just as I was about to explode into the phone, I stopped myself out of the knowledge that, at the age of eighty-two, my dad’s shortcomings in the truth department were not going to suddenly correct themselves. This is who—and what—he was. Take it or leave it.

“So when can I meet your friend?” I asked. When I came up to Burlington a few weeks later, a very civilized dinner chez Dad was organized by Edith Jarvi. She was, as I expected, a most cultivated woman. She had been brought up bilingual in New York by first-generation Latvian immigrants. She’d received a doctorate in Russian literature and language at Columbia, had been a professor at UVM for thirty years, and (yes!) was an occasional contributor on things Russian to The New York Review of Books. During the course of the evening, she dropped the fact that her husband—the retired provost—was now living half the time in Boston (no doubt, with some exotic Croatian mistress), and that they had a sort of open arrangement when it came to their marriage. I took this to mean that the provost didn’t mind the fact that his wife was sleeping with my father, which they almost certainly did on the night I visited them. I was a bit disturbed when, around ten, Dad and Edith excused themselves and went upstairs. I know it shouldn’t have upset me, as Mom’s condition meant that Dad was almost technically a widower, and I was of course aware that Dad hadn’t been a model of fidelity during his marriage. Maybe it was the idea of this woman sharing the bed that Dad once shared with Mom. Or maybe I just couldn’t handle the idea of being under the same roof while my dad was having sex with Edith (if, that is, they were having sex tonight). Or maybe it was just the casual presumption that I wouldn’t mind them sleeping together while I was visiting. Or maybe Dad was just treating me like a fiftysomething grown-up who shouldn’t be bothered by such things.

Anyway, when I woke in the morning, Edith was already up and insisted on making me breakfast. As she poured me a cup of very strong coffee, she studied my face and said, “May I be direct about something?”

“Uh . . . sure,” I said, tensing myself for the revelation to come (at least she couldn’t be pregnant).

“You don’t approve of me, do you?”

“Why would you think that?” I asked diplomatically.

“Hannah, I know how to read faces—and yours reads: thumbs-down.”

“I am very impressed with you, Edith.”

“Perhaps, but you still disapprove of our romance. And that’s what it is, Hannah: a romance . . . and a very providential one at that, for both of us.”

“Well then, I am pleased for you both,” I said, hearing the stiffness in my voice.

“I would like to believe that, Hannah. It’s rather futile to be Puritan about such things, n’est-ce pas?”

For his part, Dad never asked me what I thought of Edith—though, after I got over my initial uneasiness (I guess I really am a Puritan about such things), I did approve of her, and came to quickly see this romance as a good thing in my father’s life . . . because, among all its other obvious benefits for him, it also meant that there was someone looking after him at home.

“Try not to be upset,” he said, bringing me back to the Oasis Diner and the untouched grilled cheese sandwich still in front of me.

“I’m not upset. I’m just completely thrown by Lizzie’s behavior, and the fact that she was telling you not to say anything to me, and telling me that I couldn’t even tell her father what was going on.”

“She’s irrational—and therefore will spin her own web of intrigue to augment the melodrama she’s creating for herself. Does Dan know now?”

“Of course—and he was very good about the fact that I’d kept it from him. Did she tell you about sleeping in her car outside the doctor’s house?”

“Oh yes—and the good news is that, last night, she did stay at home and did manage to get six hours’ sleep—which for Lizzie isn’t bad right now.”

“How did you know that?” I asked.

“She called me first thing this morning.”

“How did she sound?”

“Desperately optimistic, which might be an oxymoron, but in Lizzie’s case seems an accurate assessment of her state of mind. The one good thing is that she’s managed to get an emergency appointment with Dr. Thornton this afternoon. That’s something, I guess.”

“I said I’d phone her tonight.”

“And she said she’d phone me tonight,” Dad added. “Does she know you’re visiting me in Burlington?”

“No, I hadn’t mentioned that.”

“Then you call her first—and I’ll await her call.”

Dad was right: Lizzie was on a knife-edge, and until we heard from her again, there was nothing either of us could do about it.

So we moved on to the next difficult bit of family business: Mom.

The home was located in a quiet residential area around a mile from the university. It occupied a functional modern building. The staff were highly professional and caring in a fixed-smile sort of way. And Mom’s private room was tastefully done in a Holiday-Inn-Meets-Ralph-Lauren-Meets-Geriatric-Facility style. Despite its cozy attributes, I could only take about thirty minutes within its walls. Not that Mom minded the brevity of my visit. When we came into her room, she was seated in an armchair, staring off into the distance. I sat down next to her.

“Mom, it’s Hannah,” I said.

She looked at me, but didn’t register my presence. Then she turned away, gazing at a nearby wall.

I took her hand. Though warm, it was limp within mine. In the past, I had tried talking to her—bringing her up to speed on her grandkids’ work and activities, giving her news of Dan’s career and of my life as a teacher. I stopped this after around a month—it was so clear that I wasn’t getting through to her and was therefore doing this for my own benefit. But since I wasn’t benefiting at all from these banal monologues (which only seemed to accentuate the awfulness of the situation), I cut them out. Since then, I looked upon these visits as my opportunity to support my dad, as the strain upon him was enormous. He worked very hard not to show it—maintaining a stoic calm as he sat opposite her. He put one of her hands between his, and simply maintained physical contact with her for around ten minutes. Then he carefully drew his hands away, stood up, leaned down, lifted up her chin with his forefinger, and kissed her softly on the lips. No reaction from Mom. As soon as my father removed his forefinger, her chin dipped down to her chest and stayed there. Dad blinked and strangled a sob, then turned away from me for a moment until he calmed himself. Reaching into the pocket of his trousers, he brought out a handkerchief, dabbed his eyes, took a deep, steadying breath, and turned back to me. Though I wanted to go over and hold him while he was crying, I knew from experience that Dad needed to be left alone at moments like this. He didn’t cry during every visit, but when he did lose his composure, he didn’t want to be consoled. Dad had never been the most tactile of men (the old WASP training), and he considered crying in public to be awkward, if not a little demeaning. So I let him be, taking his place in the chair opposite Mom, holding her hand again until Dad cleared his throat, turned back to me, and said, “Um . . . shall we?”

I leaned over and kissed Mom good-bye. I stood up and followed Dad to the door. I looked back one last time. Mom’s eyes had glassed over, making her seem even more detached. I fought off a shudder.

“Let’s go,” I said, and we left.

Outside in the car, Dad sat quietly for a few moments, his eyes shut. When he opened them again, he said, “I cannot tell you how much I hate these visits.”

“I know it’s horrible to say, but you can’t help but wonder if they couldn’t give her something to help the end along.”

“We’re not as enlightened as the Netherlands on that front. Too many right-to-lifers screaming legalized murder whenever you mutter the word euthanasia. The same right-to-lifers who scream murder whenever someone mentions stem-cell research as a possible cure for Alzheimer’s . . . because it means fusing an egg and a sperm in vitro. And meanwhile, Dorothy sits there, mentally dead—”

He broke off and let out a large sigh.

“And do you know what really gets me? The two hundred thousand that Dorothy still had in trust from her parents—money she was planning to bequeath to Jeff and Lizzie—is simply ending up in the pockets of that goddamn home. Forty thousand a year to keep her alive. For what purpose, what aim? And I know she’d hate the idea that the money she so wanted to go to her grandkids . . .”

“Jeff and Lizzie are doing just fine in the money department, bless their free-market souls.”

“Well, it still galls me . . .”

“Dad, let’s get a drink, eh?”

“Let’s get two,” he said.

I drove us to an old, no-frills bar he liked in downtown Burlington (his ability to drive was still a point of pride to him). Two drinks became three, accompanied by old-fashioned bowls of unshelled peanuts of the sort you don’t see anymore. I can’t remember the last time I drank three vodka martinis, back to back—but God, were we both hammered by the time I got the bartender to call us a cab. Despite his age, Dad really could hold his booze—by which I mean that, though clearly smashed, he managed to remain eloquent throughout, especially when he went into an extended rant about our current president (“The Fratboy in Chief,” as he called him) and his “junta.”

“You know, these days, I’m actually starting to get nostalgic for Dick Nixon—which, believe me, is something I never thought I’d do during my lifetime.”

The taxi dropped us back at Dad’s house around six. I staggered into the kitchen, rooted around the pantry and the freezer, and found the makings of a spaghetti Bolognese. As I somehow managed to throw dinner together, Dad went to his office, sat in the rocking chair next to his desk, and promptly passed out. I discovered him there when I walked in to inform him that dinner would be served in about twenty minutes. But he was so out of it that I decided I wouldn’t put the spaghetti on to boil until he came around.

But just as I was turning to leave his office, my cell phone went off. Dad jumped awake. I simply jumped.

Lizzie.

But when I glanced at the LCD on the phone, the number that came up was a 212 area code.

Margy.

I hit the answer button.

“Hey there,” I said. “You were on my mind today.”

“Is this a good moment?” she asked, sounding serious.

“Sure,” I said. “I’m at my dad’s place in Burlington. Something up?”

“Can you find a place to talk privately?”

“Has the cancer come back?”

“No, but thank you for jumping to horrible conclusions. Listen, I can call back later.”

“No, don’t hang up, I’ll just . . .”

I pulled the phone away from my ear, and explained that it was Margy on the line, and that I needed to vanish for a moment or two.

“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I’m still sleeping off the martinis.”

I wandered back into the kitchen, closed the door, stood over the pan of Bolognese sauce, picked up a wooden spoon, and started stirring as I put the phone back to my ear.

“We can talk now,” I said. “You sound bad.”

“Well, since you asked, I did cough up a little blood this morning, which required a lightning dash across town to my friendly neighborhood oncologist, who dispatched me immediately to a radiologist for a little photograph. It turned up nothing, which meant that I squandered an entire morning and simultaneously had the shit scared out of me. Then, when I got back to the office, a parcel was waiting for me. You know, my company’s started handling writers now—things are that bad. No, I’m joking . . . but a lot of New York publishers are outsourcing certain authors to certain PR companies, and we’ve started to be sent the occasional proof for consideration.

“Anyway, and this is the point of this call, a conservative publisher, Plymouth Rock Books . . . they’ve gotten rather big over the past few years, surprise, surprise . . . contacted me two days ago, saying they were handling this Chicago talk-radio pundit who had developed quite a following around Lake Michigan, and who they were now hoping they could break out nationwide. He’s written a book that they are certain will be a coast-to-coast best seller. It’s the story of his radical years in the 1960s, all his subversive activities, his flight to Canada, and his Pauline conversion on the road to Damascus that has made him recant his radical past and turned him into the Great American Patriot—and Serious Christian—that he is today.”

I stopped stirring the sauce.

“Tobias Judson?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“And have you read the book?”

“I’m afraid so.”

I turned the gas burner off, walked over to a kitchen chair, and sat down.

“You know what my next question is going to be,” I said.

“Yes, I do,” Margy said. “And yes, you’re in the book. In fact, he devotes an entire chapter to you.”


TWELVE

MARGY WANTED TO spill the beans and tell me everything that was written about me in Tobias Judson’s book. But I was so knocked sideways by the news that I wasn’t thinking clearly. Acting on instinct, I refused to let her give me a précis.

“I don’t want to hear what dirt he’s dished,” I said. “I want to read it myself.”

“You sure you don’t want a little hint about . . . ?”

“I’ll go berserk if you tell me, and then worry all night until the book arrives.”

“You’ll worry all night anyway.”

“True, but at least I’ll know I won’t be able to get wound up about what you said he said.”

“The good news is that he doesn’t use your name.”

“Which means that, from my perspective, there’s plenty of bad news.”

A long pause.

“Your silence is just a little telling,” I said.

“I’m saying nothing. But I will FedEx it to you first thing tomorrow. You’re back in Maine then, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, it will arrive the next morning.”

I flinched. Dan usually took Thursdays off—and though he’d never open my mail, if a FedEx package arrived for me, he’d ask who it was from and wonder out loud about its contents. And then I’d have to lie . . .

“Send it to me at the school,” I said.

“I hear you,” Margy said. “Listen, once you’ve read the book, I want you to call me right away. Without giving too much away, you might need what’s known in my trade as ‘professional representation’—better known as a loudmouth to refute . . .”

“Stop, please. Once I’ve read it, I promise I’ll call you immediately and we’ll talk. Before then, I can’t really say anything . . .”

“You’re taking this all rather coolly,” she said. “Like, if it was me, I’d be bouncing off the walls.”

“I’ve got larger concerns right now.”

“May I ask?”

So I brought her up to speed on Lizzie, spelling out, for the second time today, the entire vexing story—only now adding into the mix the fact that my father had been counseling her for weeks. When I finished, Margy said nothing for a while. Then, “You know what the worst thing about all this is . . . or at least, from where I sit? It’s the fact that you and Dan have been such solid damn parents. No divorce, no professional or domestic chaos. And from what you’ve told me over the years, you were always there just about every night for them when they were growing up. And despite all that care and loving attention—”

“It doesn’t work that way, Margy. You can only do and provide so much. After that, it all comes down to . . . God, I don’t know. We all hope our kids will get off lightly in the ‘life is hard’ stakes . . . but it doesn’t always turn out that way. All I can think about is how horrible things are for Lizzie right now. She’s unhinged by unhappiness . . .”

“Don’t say that, hon.”

“Why not? It’s the truth.”

“She’s just having a rough passage.”

“Margy, don’t try to soft-sell this to me. Lizzie’s stalking a married man. She’s sleeping in her car outside his front door—and when she talks about what’s going on, her voice takes on this strange, distorted, supercalm tone, as if what she’s doing is the most natural, understandable thing in the world . . . whereas the truth of the matter is: she’s heading straight into psychological free fall.”

“At least your dad got her to see a shrink.”

“But so far, he hasn’t exactly brought about a miraculous recovery.”

“Hey, take it from one who knows: therapy takes years . . . and even then it doesn’t completely change everything.”

“The state she’s in right now, Lizzie doesn’t have years. I’m scared for her, Margy.”

“And now I am truly appalled with my shitty timing. Dropping this other thing in your lap . . .”

“I had to know about it. Anyway, it’s best I hear it from you, rather than find out by other means.”

“All going well, none of what he wrote about you should ever get out.”

“You’re giving the game away again.”

“Sorry, sorry. Me and my big yenta mouth.”

“Shut up. You’re the best friend imaginable.”

“When do you expect to hear from Lizzie?”

“Tonight, I hope.”

“You’ll call me afterward?”

“Promise. Are you still at the office?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Won’t your oncologist slap you around for pushing yourself too hard?”

“I’m his poster girl for lung cancer. The bitch who beat the odds . . . so far anyway.”

“If they say they’ve got all of it, you’re in the clear.”

“Now it’s you who deserves to be trampled on for soft-selling a shitty situation. Dr. Drugstore—my new name for Walgreen—said they got virtually all of it, but note his qualifying use of the word virtually. Anyway, I’ve spent hours on the Mayo Clinic website, reading up on my charming self-afflicted illness. The fact is, secondary, tertiary, and . . . is quadruplary a word? . . . anyway, the blunt fact is that, after all the MRI scans and radioactive sugar drips I’ve endured, they can’t be a hundred percent sure they’ve found everything.”

“You’ve beaten it, Margy.”

“Virtually beaten it.”

After I hung up, I found myself pacing around the kitchen, willing myself to calm down, telling myself there was nothing I could do about Tobias Judson (yet again, even thinking his name made me shudder) and his damn book. And since I wouldn’t be in receipt of said book until next week—as the school was closed for Easter vacation until then—I’d have to completely block it all from my mind.

Yeah, right.

All right, I knew I was going to be worried sick about this for the next week, but I couldn’t say anything to my father. Because that would provoke massive guilt and recriminations in him and raise that entire damn business again—and the last thing I wanted to do was to bring him grief . . . especially at his age and with the ongoing calamity of my mother weighing on him all the time. So . . .

“Hannah, you off the phone yet?”

This question was accompanied by a light rapping on the door.

I took a deep breath, tried to rearrange my face, then said, “Coming now, Dad.”

I opened the door. My father immediately went to the stove and started stirring the pan of sauce while the pot of spaghetti boiled nearby.

“Didn’t mean to hassle you,” he said, “but the spaghetti’s just about done.”

“No problem. I’d just finished up.”

He studied me for a moment.

“You okay?”

“Margy’s had some ups and downs recently.”

He knew about her cancer, as I’d told him about it when she was diagnosed just before Christmas, and had been giving him regular updates since then.

“Poor Margy,” he said. “In the great scheme of things, lung cancer is about as bad as it gets.”

“That is the truth. And I suppose one of the things about getting older is the way you start to bargain with fate all the time . . .”

“As in: Please don’t end my life in an undignified, monstrous way?”

“Exactly. And, I suppose, one of the big problems with not believing in an all-controlling God is that, when terrible stuff happens to yourself or to those closest to you, you can’t console yourself with the thought that it’s all down to some divine plan.”

“Religion, ‘That vast moth-eaten musical brocade created to pretend we never die.’”

“Is that original?”

“I wish. An English poet: Philip Larkin. Something of a misanthropist, yet also rather brilliant about life’s big, unspoken fears. Or perhaps the one big unspoken fear that haunts everybody: death. ‘Most things may never happen: this one will.’”

“Isn’t that spaghetti ready to go?” I asked.

Dad smiled.

“That’s a very Italian response,” he said.

“To what?”

“To mortality. When seized by thoughts of your own ephemerality, the only solution is: eat.”

Over dinner, we managed to work our way through a bottle of red wine that Dad had found in a cupboard. I would have happily downed methylated spirits if it had blocked out all my fears. We both glanced several times at the kitchen clock on the nearby wall, wondering when and if we’d hear from Lizzie.

“What time did she say she was meeting him?” I asked.

“After work. So that could mean seven, eight . . .”

“If she hasn’t called by ten, I’ll give her a ring . . . even though she’ll hate the idea I’m checking up on her.”

“Under the circumstances . . .”

By nine, the bottle of wine was empty and there was still no word from Lizzie. The postmartini nap had revived my father. He was talking at full steam, telling me an extended but rather amusing anecdote about getting very drunk in London during the war and finding the address of T. S. Eliot’s flat, and rolling over there with a Harvard friend and knocking on the door.

“It was eleven-something at night, and he was in his pajamas and bathrobe. He was just a little bemused by these two American servicemen, standing outside his front door, clearly smashed. He got rather indignant and said, ‘What is it you want?’ I remember how cut-glass English his accent was—and how, even in his nightclothes, he had the demeanor of a great man. Anyway, he’d asked a question which obviously demanded an answer, and I was so out of it, all I could say was, ‘It’s you!’

“He slammed the door right in our faces, and my buddy, Oscar Newton, turned to me and said, ‘Well, April is the cruelest month.’ Three weeks later, Oscar was killed in France . . .”

The phone rang. We both jumped. Dad answered it. His expression showed disappointment.

“Hi, Dan. Yes, she’s here. And no, we haven’t heard from Lizzie yet.”

He handed me the phone.

“Not a word at all?” Dan asked.

“We’re still waiting.”

“You’ve obviously filled your dad in.”

“No, Lizzie did that already,” and I explained how she’d been calling him for several weeks. I expected Dan to be further wounded by this revelation, and to ask why she hadn’t turned to her own father for advice and support. But in true Dan style, he kept whatever hurt he felt to himself.

“It’s good that she’s talking to her grandfather. I just wish we knew what was going on.”

“That makes three of us. Listen, as soon as she rings . . .”

But by the time Dad began to fade, around ten-thirty, there was still no word from her. So I called her cell phone and was connected to her voice mail. I left a message, simply saying that I was wondering how she was doing, and telling her to call me back when she could . . . and that my cell phone would be on all night, so if she needed to speak with me, I’d be on immediate tap. I thought about ringing her apartment, but worried that she might interpret too many messages as interfering. So I turned to Dad and said, “I think we should call it a night.”

“She’s occasionally called me in the middle of the night,” he said. “If she rings . . .”

“Wake me up.”

“I just feel like jumping into my car, driving down to Boston, just to make certain she’s all right.”

“If we don’t hear from her by midday . . .”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Dad said.

I went up to the guest room, undressed, put on the nightshirt I’d brought with me, climbed into bed with a copy of some early Updike stories I found on one of Dad’s bookshelves, and tried to focus on his elegiac depictions of a childhood in Shillington, Pennsylvania, hoping it would send me into the sleepy oblivion I craved.

But sleep was hard to come by. I turned off the light, clutched the pillow close to me, smelled the astringent bleach that Dad’s very old-fashioned housekeeper used on the sheets (who else uses bleach these days?), and waited for unconsciousness to hit. Half an hour later I sat up, turned on the bedside light, and returned to Updike’s limpid reflections on adolescent longings during football season.

Two hours went by. I got up and went downstairs to make myself a mug of herbal tea, in the hope that it might act as a soporific and grant me a few hours of unconsciousness. When I reached the kitchen, I found Dad sitting at the table, reading this month’s edition of The Atlantic.

“I was wondering if you’d make it through the night unscathed,” he said with a smile, also remembering the other white nights I’d suffered while staying here.

“Well, glad to see I’ve got someone else to share the worry with me until dawn,” I said.

“Oh, even when I’ve not got something on my mind,” Dad said, “I don’t sleep much these days. It’s the thing about getting older. The body doesn’t need as much sleep as it used to—because it knows it’s going to die.”

“That’s a real upbeat late-night thought.”

“Well, when you’ve crossed into your ninth decade, blah, blah, blah. Funny, isn’t it, how all the big thoughts about life and death are fundamentally banal. The thing is, even though I know it’s coming sooner than later, I still can’t imagine being dead. Not being here or anywhere—simply no longer existing.”

“Remind me never to sit up with you at this hour again.”

He smiled.

“I’ll tell you one thing, I do envy Christian folk like my grandson: when the end comes for someone you love, their faith must provide a great deal of comfort.”

“And meanwhile, before you shuffle off to your eternal reward, you can fill up your time on Planet Earth telling other people how to live their lives.”

“Don’t be too hard on Jeff . . .”

“Hang on, he’s the one who’s always hard on you.”

“It’s very difficult, figuring out somebody else’s political anger. I often wonder what I’ve done to that boy—bar having a somewhat radical past that he seems to be ashamed of.”

“I’d like to say something comforting and corny like, ‘I know he still loves you,’ but—and this is a real late-night admission—I don’t even know if he loves me anymore. And you know what really disappoints me more than anything? The fact that his intolerance is bound up in such unkindness. He’s so terribly judgmental and pitiless. I still love him, of course—but I’ve actually stopped liking him . . . as horrible as it is to admit that.”

“Do you think Miss Shannon is to blame for his newfound reactionism?”

“She certainly ‘brought him to Jesus’—which, as you may remember, were the exact words he used to describe his religious awakening. And you know all about her militant pro-life stance, not to mention the fact that her father is some bigwig evangelical. And Jeff’s so totally bought into their born-again thinking that I sense he’ll never be free of their clutches.”

“Maybe we can arrange to get him caught with a prostitute on a business trip . . .”

“Dad!”

“We’d make it a very upscale call girl, of course—and someone who would show him a very good time, to let him know what he’s missing with Shannon.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, and stared wide-eyed at my father. He went on.

“Now we wouldn’t want him to lose his job or anything over this, so we’d have the call girl admit that she was paid by ‘an unknown party’ to seduce him—make it seem like some prank thought up by a couple of his colleagues—and also say that she slipped something in his drink which made him lose all judgment and succumb to her charms. His firm would keep him on—from what you’ve told me, he makes them too much money to be dismissed for some minor sexual transgression. But with any luck, Shannon will throw him out. And though it will be hard on the kids, Jeff will come to his senses, renounce his insane fundamentalism, quit the corporate jungle, move to Paris, rent a garret in some seedy arrondissement, and start writing pornographic novels for a living . . .”

“Will you shut up, please,” I said, resisting the temptation to laugh.

“Don’t tell me you disapprove of my fanciful imagination?”

“I simply don’t know if I should be appalled or amused.”

“I did have you thinking I was on the level, didn’t I?”

My dad was beaming with pleasure. And I couldn’t help but think: Bless him for still being so profoundly subversive and mischievous.

We staggered off to our respective bedrooms just before five. Finally, exhaustion kicked in and I blacked out. The next thing I knew, a high-pitched beep was invading my unconsciousness. I jolted awake. Light was seeping through the thin bedroom curtains and my cell phone was ringing. I reached for it.

“Hello,” I said, sounding full of sleep.

“Did I wake you, Mom?”

Lizzie. Thank God.

“No,” I lied. “I was just dozing.” I glanced at my watch. It was seven-twenty. “How did it go with Mark, hon?”

“That’s what I’m calling about,” she said, sounding incredibly upbeat. “I have the most fantastic news.”

I tensed. “And what’s that?”

“Mark asked me to marry him last night.”

Now I was completely awake.

“Well, that’s a surprise,” I said, adopting a careful tone.

“You don’t sound pleased for me.”

“Naturally I’m pleased, Lizzie. I’m just also a little . . . amazed, I guess, considering that yesterday he seemed to want to end things.”

“I knew he’d change his mind once I spoke with him.”

“And, if you don’t mind me asking, what did you say to Mark that made him change his mind?”

She giggled—the sort of high-pitched giggle I’d usually associate with a teenage girl in the throes of first love.

“That’s between me and my guy,” she said, sounding coy. When she giggled again, my BS meter suddenly entered the deep red zone—and a chill caught me between the shoulders. She was making all this up.

“Lizzie, hon, I still don’t get it.”

“Get what?”

“Get how you managed to talk Mark around.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe me?”

“Of course I believe you. I’m just . . . impressed by your powers of persuasion and I wondered how you managed to . . .”

“Mark hasn’t been happy with his wife for years. In fact, he’s often said that the marriage was one huge mistake. But he felt guilty about abandoning his kids. So . . . and I really shouldn’t be telling you this, but as you insist . . . what I said to him last night is that there’s no problem by me if the kids want to live with us, especially as Ruth, that’s his wife, keeps talking about wanting to go to Ireland and be a writer. So what we’re going to do is sublet my loft, find a big house for the four of us, and live happily ever after.”

Then, as an afterthought, she added, “Joke!”

I quickly felt huge relief.

“So you are pulling my leg,” I said.

“No!” she replied, all petulant. “The joke was the happily-ever-after bit. I’m not that naive to think that life with two young stepchildren will be easy. Still, I know I’ll do my best with Bobby and Ariel . . .”

He has a daughter named Ariel?

“. . . and with my own baby on the way . . .”

Now I really did feel as if I were in free fall.

“Did you just say . . . ?”

“Yes, I’m pregnant.”

“Since when?”

“Since last night. It was all planned, of course. Like, I’m right in the middle of my cycle—and as it’s something we’ve both so wanted for so long, what better time to make a baby than on the night when we’ve reconciled and realized that our destiny is to be together . . .”

Think, think. But all I could think was: Play along, keep the conversation going . . .

“Now that all sounds very wonderful, hon . . .”

“So you are pleased for me, Mom?”

“Completely pleased. But the thing is: you do know that, just because you’re in the middle of your cycle, the chances of getting pregnant . . . though good . . . aren’t a hundred percent certain.”

“Oh, I know I’m pregnant. Because the sex we had last night—”

She broke off for a moment, then giggled again.

“Mom, can I ask you something? Have you ever been so intensely fucked that you actually thought you were having an out-of-body experience? Well, that’s what it was like last night with Mark. It was as if we were both fused together. It was so pure, so beyond the realm of any sensation I’ve ever experienced with him or any other man in the past. And that’s why I’m so certain that I’m pregnant. Because when he came in me, I could feel his seed . . .”

“Hon—”

I broke off, unable to complete the sentence.

“Sorry, Mom, I didn’t mean to get graphic,” she said with another giggle. “It’s just . . . I can’t tell you how happy I am right now. Like, this is a once-in-a-lifetime moment. And I know when the baby I’m carrying is old enough to understand these things, I’m going to tell him or her about how he or she was made in a moment of pure passion, pure love, pure . . .”

I had tears in my eyes—and they were not because of the romantic drivel she was currently spouting.

“Lizzie, hon, where are you right now?”

“On my way to work.”

“You feel up to working today?”

“You mean, after all that fabulous sex last night?” she asked, giggling again. “Like, I haven’t slept much, but with a kid on the way, I better keep the money coming in.”

“And have you got anything planned for tonight?”

“I’m going to really need to sleep.”

“Well, here’s an idea. I’m at your grandfather’s now . . .”

“Hey, can I talk to him? Haven’t told you this, but I have been talking with Granddad quite a bit about Mark and stuff—and I know he’s going to be so pleased to hear that it’s all worked out.”

“Granddad’s still in bed right now. But here’s the thing: why don’t I drive down tonight and take you out for a celebration dinner?”

“Like I said, Mom, I’m kind of operating on no sleep . . .”

“But I’m sure you can catch a little nap after work. And anyway, how often do I get the chance to toast the arrival of another grandchild?”

“That’s true, but you know I won’t be able to drink any alcohol, now that I’m expecting.”

“Well, I’ll do the drinking for the two of us. So how about it?”

“You really want to drive all the way down here just to toast my baby?”

“You’re my daughter, Lizzie . . .” As I said that, I felt a burning in the back of my throat. My eyes filled up with tears. I had to pull the phone away so Lizzie couldn’t hear me stifle a sob. My poor little girl. “And there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. So come on, let’s do that dinner tonight.”

“Well . . . I don’t know . . . I’m kind of—”

She broke off. Then, “No, I’d better not, Mom.”

“I could come tomorrow, then.”

Another pause . . . and I knew that she couldn’t face me right now; that all the fantastical bluster about her miraculous reconciliation with the doctor was just a fragile veneer which would crack when we came face-to-face.

“I’ve got a lot going on tomorrow, Mom.”

“Say I called you later today?”

Silence.

“Okay,” she said, sounding hesitant. “I should be home after seven.”

“Hon, you really sound exhausted. Why don’t you just call in sick today, go home, and . . .”

“Mom, I’ve got three big client things happening before three. So call me tonight, okay? Got to go now.”

And she hung up.

I put down the phone. I put my head in my hands. My mind was reeling. I tried to think clearly. I glanced again at my watch. Seven twenty-eight. I phoned Dan at home. No answer. I called his cell phone. No answer. He must have had an early-morning surgery scheduled for today. I left a message, asking him to call me back asap. Then I got out of bed and walked down the hall. Dad’s bedroom door was still closed. It was pointless waking him with disturbing news that was best chewed over after some sleep. So I went down to the kitchen, filled the old-fashioned percolator with coffee, and put it on the stove. As I waited for it to percolate, I fought off the urge to panic, telling myself that what I needed now was a clear plan of action to stop Lizzie from . . .

No, I didn’t want to go there yet. Or, at least, not until I was certain that what she had told me was complete tripe. There was a part of me—an irrationally hopeful part of me—that wanted to believe she was telling the truth. But there was only one way to verify such a fact—so I went back upstairs, dug out a business card from my wallet, and called Dr. Mark McQueen on his cell phone.

He answered on the second ring—and his tone indicated that this was a man who was not in a particularly happy place right now. After hearing my voice he said, “It’s not even eight yet, and you’re already calling me.”

I ignored that comment and said, “I’ve just been on the phone with Lizzie and—”

“You’re trying to plead her case with me . . . or tell me that, after what she pulled last night . . .”

“What did she pull last night?”

“You mean she didn’t say?”

“No, she didn’t.”

“Well, what did she tell you?”

“Just that you met and . . .”

“Yeah?”

I chose my words with care.

“That you seemed to have reconciled.”

“She said that?”

“Yes, she did.”

“Anything else?”

“She seemed very happy, that’s all.”

“Happy? Happy?” His voice was raised. “That’s un-fucking-believable. Beyond crazy. And let me tell you this: I don’t know what you or your husband did to that kid while she was growing up, but she has turned out to be one crazy bitch . . .”

I wanted to tear into him, but I held back—because I needed information.

“What did she do last night, Doctor?”

“You really want to know? I’ll tell you. I agreed to meet her in the bar of the Four Seasons Hotel, right off the Common. When she walked in, she had this completely beatific, loony smile on her face, and gave me this big deep kiss in front of everyone, and started going on about how she knew things were going to work out between us, how she knew I was her one and only, how she wanted to get pregnant by me and suggested we go straight out to the reception desk, get a room upstairs, and make a baby there and then.

“Well, as you can imagine—or maybe you can’t imagine it, because you consider me the heavy in this story, the big bad married man who fucked up your precious little daughter . . .”

“I just want to hear the story, Doctor.”

“I tried, very patiently, to explain to Lizzie that I was a man with responsibilities—toward my wife and my kids. And yeah, I know that sounds like major married man cliché stuff, but that was the truth of the matter. And yes, I had once said that I saw my future being with her—and maybe it led her to believe that I would leave my family to be with her—but now, sadly, I saw that I had to do the right thing, blah, blah, blah. Believe me, I said all this in as gentle a way as possible. I even rehearsed it with . . .”

He stopped himself—and I was certain that the sentence was going to finish with the words my shrink. He continued.

“Well, Lizzie didn’t exactly take this news very well. In fact, she pulled a complete crazy number, in which she started to cry, telling me that I just had to reconsider. Once again, I patiently tried to explain that my position was final: I was staying with my family. And that’s when she went ballistic. She started screaming, yelling, threatening me. I tried to calm her down, but that only seemed to enrage her. She threw a glass of wine in my face, overturned our table, and went completely out of control. It got so bad that hotel security was called. But as soon as they showed up, she went all calm again and agreed to be escorted out, hissing at me that I was going to pay big-time for . . .”

He stopped, almost losing it himself. “Do you know what your crazy daughter did next? She drove straight out to my house in Brookline, pounded on the door, pushed past my wife, stormed straight into my den, where my kids were watching TV, and started telling them that she was going to be their new mommy . . . that their daddy loved her, not their mommy, and that they would be moving in with us in some new home that . . .”

He stopped again, his voice cracking. I didn’t know what to say, I was so thrown by what he was telling me.

“Ruth . . . my wife . . . handled things as best she could—and told Lizzie that she should leave immediately or she’d call the police. When she refused—”

“She refused . . . ?”

“Yeah, the demented bitch refused. So Ruth did call the cops. Right before they arrived, Lizzie actually tried to get my kids to leave with her. Understandably, they were hysterical—and Ruth had to restrain your daughter physically and get the kids into another part of the house, away from her. Just before the cops showed up, she fled and—”

“Do you have any idea where she is now?”

“You can’t be serious . . .”

“She needs help!”

“Fucking sure she does. Because the police are looking for her now. And my lawyer is working on a restraining order while we speak. And my wife has vowed that if Lizzie ever comes near our kids again—”

“That won’t happen. You have my word on—”

“I don’t want your fucking word. I just never want to see your insane daughter again. And I don’t want to hear from you again either. Got that?”

The line went dead. I stood up. I raced down the hall to where Dad was sleeping. I banged on the door.

“Daddy . . .” I shouted.

Daddy. When I was a kid, I only used that term when I was frightened.

“Hannah, you okay?”

The door opened. He looked at me. The story came out fast. He too couldn’t believe what he was hearing. When I was finished, he said, “Call Lizzie now.”

I went back to the bedroom, grabbed my cell phone, hit her number, but was connected to her voice mail. So I rang the office. One of her colleagues answered the phone.

“She’s not in,” he said. “In fact, nobody knows where she is right now. Who’s this?”

“Her mother.”

“Well, I don’t want to freak you out, Mrs. Buchan, but we’ve had two calls from the Brookline police this morning. They’re looking for her too.”

I gave the guy my cell number and asked him to ring me if he heard from her or learned if the police had found her. There was one last possibility: her apartment. I hit the number on my cell phone. It rang out. I hit the off button, turned to Dad, and said, “I’m going to Boston.”

“I’m coming with you,” he said.

Twenty minutes later, we were in my car, heading down Route 93. Around the time we crossed the border into New Hampshire, Dan phoned. I gave him the full chain of events—from Lizzie’s telling of the tale to McQueen’s horrifying revelations. Dan always goes very quiet in a crisis. When I finished speaking, he said, “I’m getting into my car now to meet you in Boston.”

“Good,” I said.

“Before I leave, I’m going to call the Brookline police, explain that we’re both en route south, and that we want to help them find Lizzie. I’ll also see if they have an update about her whereabouts. Has your dad called his psychiatrist friend—Thornton—the one who’s taken Lizzie on as a patient?”

“We tried him ten minutes ago. He hasn’t heard from her yet, but he has been briefed about what’s going on, and he has my cell number in case she does call him.”

“All right, then. I’ll phone you from the road.”

“Dan, do you think she’d . . . ?”

“I don’t know.”

That was also typical Dan. He never tried to sweeten the pill, never tried to pretend that something was right when it was very wrong. But now, what I really needed to hear were lies and reassurances that everything would be all right. Even though I knew that everything would definitely not turn out well.

Ninety minutes later, when we were around fifty miles from Boston, the cell phone rang. It was Dan. He had spoken to the Brookline police. There was still no word of Lizzie’s whereabouts. They’d checked her apartment. They’d checked her office again. They had someone posted outside McQueen’s house. They had obtained a photograph from her employers and had emailed every local police department around Boston and Cambridge. They were very much on the job.

“The detective I spoke to said that they were primarily treating this as a missing persons case—that the doctor had come clean to him about their affair and he didn’t want a lot of publicity about him having to get police protection for his family after his ex-lover . . .”

“That son of a bitch,” I said. “His career is more important than poor Lizzie’s whereabouts.”

“I also managed to speak to her psychiatrist.”

“You did?”

“Well, you did give me his name yesterday. After you phoned me, I called Cambridge Information and got his number. Luck was on my side. He was in. Better yet, he seemed like very good news—and he was naturally very concerned. He did sound one optimistic note. From the few sessions they’d had so far, he didn’t think she’d do something extreme like take her own life . . . that her condition was delusional, but not brimming with the sort of appalling self-loathing or depression that would make her see suicide as the only way out. At the same time, however, his worry was that she might attempt something that was an extreme cry for help.”

“Like what?”

“Well, like attempt suicide, in the hope that the man who spurned her would feel so guilty that—”

“I get the scenario,” I said.

“The doctor is very hopeful that Lizzie might call him,” Dan added. “Whenever things got too much for her recently, she always picked up the phone and rang him. So . . .”

“Let’s hope.”

“Yeah. Hope.”

I brought Dad up to date on this new—and not particularly encouraging—news. He listened in silence. Then, “I feel a lot of this is my fault.”

“But why?”

“Because I should have contacted you straightaway when she started talking to me about the affair. At least we would have been able to exchange notes on her mental state, and maybe . . .”

“Stop this now.”

“The thing is, Hannah, I loved the fact that she was confiding in me . . . that she was entrusting me with this big secret.”

“So you should. You’re her grandfather.”

“But I should have picked up on the fact that she was starting to come apart . . .”

“You didn’t sit on your hands. You found her a psychiatrist. You did the right thing.”

“I didn’t do enough.”

“Dad . . .”

“I didn’t do enough.”

When we got to Boston, we drove directly over to Lizzie’s apartment in the Leather District. Dad looked at the new loft developments, the hip furniture shops, the latte bars, the twentysomethings in suits, and said, “Back in the sixties, urban renewal was about improving poor inner-city neighborhoods for their residents. Now it’s about getting the young professionals with money to buy up the housing stock and raise the real estate values.”

The concierge at Lizzie’s apartment was on duty. He had last seen Lizzie yesterday morning when she went off to work. Since then . . .

“You know, the cops showed up with a warrant and asked me to open her place. They looked around, but didn’t turn the place upside down or anything like that. They said it was a missing persons thing, which, I guess, is why they didn’t go gangbusters through the place. They found her car in the basement garage, where she has an allotted space . . . and we’ve got CCTV down there twenty-four-seven, so we’ll be able to see her if she comes back to claim it.”

“Is there any chance we could go up to her place?” I asked.

“I’m afraid I can’t be letting anyone in without permission of the owner. And since Ms. Buchan isn’t around . . .”

“I’m her mother and this is her grandfather . . .”

“Nice to meet you. And I really wish I could help you, but the rules are the rules . . .”

“Please let us in, sir,” Dad said. “There might be something there that we’d see that would perhaps indicate where she might have disappeared to . . .”

“If it was my call, we’d be up there now. But my boss is a toughie—and I’d be out on my keister if he found out I let you look around without the owner’s permission.”

“We’d just be five, ten minutes, no more,” I said.

“Really wish I could help, ma’am. Because between you and me, your daughter’s about the only polite, nice person in this building. The rest are yuppie scum.”

We found a Starbucks nearby. As we drank two cups of milky coffee, Dan rang. He had just arrived in Boston and was heading directly to the police in Brookline. When I told him that we’d been refused entry to Lizzie’s loft, he suggested we call the management company that ran her building to plead our case.

“Can you also get in touch with her boss at work,” he asked, “and see if we can schedule an appointment to see him tomorrow morning?”

“We’re going to find her before then.”

“I’m sure we will,” he said, in such a matter-of-fact, dismissive way that it was clear he didn’t believe it but was saying it for my benefit.

“Now, I’ve talked to our travel agent in Portland and she’s found us two rooms at this new hotel near North Station called the Onyx. The area’s a little seedy, but . . .”

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I said, thinking: The few times I’ve ever seen Dan in distress, he’s always managed it by staying busy, focused, taking charge. So I let him talk about the good hotel deal, the free parking they were arranging, and how he thought we should fan out across Boston to help in the search for her.

By nightfall a considerable amount had been accomplished. Dan had had a long interview with a Detective Leary of the Brookline PD who was handling the case—and who impressed Dan with his resolve to crack it quickly. Already, he’d put a tag on all her credit cards and bank accounts—and had had one small breakthrough: she’d withdrawn one hundred dollars yesterday and today from two different ATMs in the Boston area, one in Central Square in Cambridge, the other in Brookline, at a location around five minutes’ walk from the doctor’s house.

“Leary thinks she could still be stalking him, or clandestinely watching his kids,” Dan said. “Which he’s happy about . . . from an investigative standpoint only . . . because it means that she should turn up soon near his office or his home. And thanks to the ATM withdrawals, we know she’s still in the Boston area.”

Dan imparted this information in the bar of the Onyx Hotel. It was eight in the evening. We’d just checked in. Dad had already gone up to his room. He was exhausted, and the strain of worry had been so evident on his face that I insisted he get to bed. But my God, how he’d thrown himself into the detective role that afternoon, heading off on his own on the T to Cambridge to talk to Lizzie’s psychiatrist. He had no new insights, though Dad seemed pleased by the doctor’s reassurance that she wasn’t displaying telltale suicidal tendencies, and his confidence that, when she was found, her delusional condition was very treatable, with a high chance of a cure. He’d also called the management company of her building—and after some gentle arm-twisting, he received approval from the head guy there for us to be admitted to her loft the next morning.

While Dad had been in Cambridge, I’d been in the downtown financial district, speaking to Peter Kirby. He ran the division of the mutual fund where Lizzie worked. He couldn’t have been more than thirty—fit, well polished, highly preppy, full of concern about my daughter’s whereabouts, but also—I sensed—very much wanting to get through this meeting with me as fast as possible, so he could get back to the business of making money.

Still, in the fifteen minutes we had together, he was genuinely solicitous, telling me that Lizzie was one of the best members of his team—“someone who always gave two hundred percent and was incredibly goal-oriented.”

“Everybody here,” he said, waving his arm in the direction of the large floor of open-plan offices beyond the plate-glass windows covering his own, “is seriously motivated. You have to be to survive in this milieu. But Lizzie always exceeded everyone else here just by her sheer need to win all the time. It wasn’t enough for her just to close a deal or get a client a seven percent return on investment. She had to try to push it up to nine percent, or she had to close three deals at once. And the hours she put in were phenomenal. The security guys would often report back to me that she’d been in all day Saturday and Sunday two weekends a month. A manager can’t ask for more dedication than that. But, if I can talk openly here . . .”

“Please,” I said.

“I always worried that Lizzie was heading for some sort of burnout or meltdown. You just can’t sustain the sort of intensity that she displayed all the time. I kept encouraging her to find other outlets . . . like the cycling club I know she joined, because that’s where she met Dr. McQueen.”

“You know about him?”

“The police filled me in on the details. But to be honest with you, I’d heard stuff on the office grapevine about her being involved with a married man. Not that it’s any concern of mine . . . or, for that matter, this company’s . . . unless it becomes public information.”

“And if that happens?”

“To be honest with you, Mrs. Buchan, if word gets out in the newspapers that your daughter has gone missing after threatening Dr. McQueen and his family, I think that her position in the mutual fund world will no longer be viable. Which would be tragic, because she’s a great performer.”

“In other words, you won’t be taking her back.”

“I didn’t say that, Mrs. Buchan. If she’s found soon—and if, after the appropriate medical intervention, she’s given a clean bill of mental health—I will fight very hard to have her reinstated. But if this entire affair goes public, well, honestly, I think her position with us will be untenable. We are, I think, a very humane company when it comes to our employees . . . especially valued ones like your daughter. But the board is also quite conservative as regards the company’s public image. And given that we’re living in rather conservative times, I would be engaged in an uphill battle with my superiors to keep her on. I’m sorry to sound such a pessimistic note, but I’d rather not pretend that it will be easy to get her reinstated.”

As I recounted this conversation to Dan over a glass of wine in the Onyx bar, I found myself thinking: Lizzie the great team player . . . Ms. Two Hundred Percent? It was so unlike the young woman who, during college, often mocked the sort of student obsessives who spent eight hours a day studying and were in thrall to the success ethos. And now . . .

“I never knew she put in such time,” Dan said. “They were obviously very impressed with her.”

“Stop talking about her in the past tense.”

“I’m talking about her former employers. You know they’re going to let her go.”

“That’s no bad thing.”

“From where you sit. From where Lizzie sits . . .”

“It helped drive her to where she is right now. She’s always hated the work.”

“She never mentioned that to me.”

“That’s because she’s never really talked to you about all this.”

“What does that mean?”

“Just what I said. She didn’t raise this with you.”

“Because?”

“Because she didn’t.”

“You’re getting at something here, aren’t you?”

“Come on, Dan . . .”

“Come on what?”

“I don’t want a fight over this.”

“Over what, Hannah? Are you implying that I haven’t been there for my daughter when she’s needed me?”

I tensed. We hadn’t had one of these child-based arguments in years. And I knew that, on the rare occasions that Dan got mad about something, it was impossible to get him off the subject.

“Dan, we’re both very tired and very scared . . .” I said.

“But you still think I was never there for my daughter, and that’s the reason why she’s gone off the deep end . . .”

“Don’t accuse me of something I haven’t said . . .”

“You don’t need to say it. It’s evident that it’s what you think.”

“No, what’s evident is that you are taking your own guilt about your absences during Lizzie’s childhood and turning it into—”

“There—you said it. My absences. I was off, building up my practice, bringing in the money, giving us the life that—”

“Dan, why are you going down this road?”

“And because I wasn’t there, she could never confide in me . . .”

I put my hand on his. He pulled it away.

“I don’t need your solace. I need . . .”

He turned away, biting hard on his lip, his eyes wet with tears.

“I need Lizzie,” he whispered.

I touched his shoulder. He flinched.

“Danny, don’t beat yourself up . . .”

“That’s easy for you to say. You had the relationship with her.”

He stood up.

“I’m going for a walk,” he said.

“It’s cold out there.”

“I don’t care.”

And he grabbed his coat and stormed out the hotel front door.

I didn’t run after him—because I knew that when Dan got into one of these angry, guilty-conscience phases, he needed to be left alone. But—and this was a big but—I couldn’t help but be saddened and unnerved by his remorse; his sense that he had let Lizzie down during her childhood by being so often otherwise engaged.

And yet did he really damage her by being away so much? Lizzie always adored her father, even during her manic adolescent years when I was, in her eyes, the maternal anti-Christ. There were never any major conflicts between them. So why should he now think himself a bad father, and blame himself for Lizzie’s breakdown?

Because that’s what parents do, I guess. They privately fret that they haven’t gotten it right—that, deep down, they are to blame for, well, everything. You’re so grateful to have children in your life. And yet you feel this undercurrent of ambivalence, this sense that, truth be told, life would be so much less rich . . . but so much easier . . . without them. And this, in turn, begs the question: why do we entangle ourselves in lifelong commitments that also bring such pain?

I finished my glass of wine. I signed the bill. I went upstairs to our room, undressed, got into bed, and, for around the tenth time that day, rang Lizzie’s cell phone and her apartment. No answer. Having already left five messages, I added another one—giving the number of the Onyx Hotel and telling her to call us at any time, day or night.

Then I flicked mindlessly through thirty channels of televisual crap. I’m such an infrequent viewer—the news, the occasional old movie or series on HBO—that I’d forgotten just what a wasteland it could be. Eventually I could take no more. I snapped off the television, went into the bathroom, dug out an herbal sleeping pill from the bottle I always travel with, downed it, and returned to bed. I looked absently for a while at a copy of The Boston Globe I’d picked up at reception, until the chamomile fogginess of the pills crept over me and I passed out.

The next thing I knew, the bedside light was snapped on and Dan was crawling in beside me. I squinted at the clock radio on the bedside table. One-eighteen.

“You’ve been out all this time?” I asked.

“Needed the air.”

“But four hours?”

“Ended up in a bar over in Back Bay.”

“You really walked all the way to Back Bay?”

“I was looking . . .”

He stopped himself, turned away from me.

“Looking for Lizzie?”

He nodded his head.

“Whereabouts?”

“Around the Common, where there are a lot of homeless. Went to every hotel I could find, asking if a Lizzie Buchan had checked in. Then there were all the bars and restaurants toward the top of Newbury Street. Eventually, when I got up around Symphony Hall, I decided that what I really needed was four or five malt whiskeys . . .”

I reached over and put my arms around him.

He pulled away and said, “I really don’t feel like being held right now, okay?”

He punched up his pillow, put his head into it, and passed out. I sat up in bed for a very long time, looking at my sleeping husband, thinking about how he was sometimes so easy to read and sometimes so damn opaque; and how, after all these years, there were parts of his life, his mind, that were completely closed off to me.

The wake-up call I’d requested woke us at seven-thirty. Despite his hangover, Dan was the first out of bed. He staggered into the bathroom. When he emerged a few minutes later, accompanied by the steam from the ultrahot water he always showered in, he looked at me with downcast eyes and said one word, “Sorry.”

“Okay,” I said.

“I just couldn’t face . . . uh . . . things got a little on top of me and . . . look, it was the wrong way to . . .”

I held up my hand.

“Like I said, Dan: it’s okay.”

He managed a sad smile. “Thanks.”

When we went downstairs for breakfast, Dad was already there, a New York Times open in front of him, alongside a yellow legal pad filled with his completely illegible writing.

“Did you sleep as badly as I did?” he asked.

We both nodded.

“Well, get some coffee into yourselves. I’ve taken the liberty of drawing up a plan of action for today . . . if, that is, you don’t mind me doing this, Dan.”

I knew Dan minded, because I also knew that he’d be thinking: She’s my daughter, so I should be in charge. Because when I’m in charge, I feel like I can exercise a little control over stuff that is really beyond my control. But he simply sipped his coffee and said, “I don’t mind at all. What do you want us to do?”

Dad’s program of action took three days to execute and essentially involved looking into every possible corner of Lizzie’s life. It was comprehensive and very rigorous—my father also attempting to keep his own anxiety under control by playing general and setting out a battle plan to trace his granddaughter. Men really do need to believe they can take command and solve the problem. It allows them to mask their own desperate fear that they are as helpless as everyone else.

Still, over the next few days, we all ended up finding out enormous amounts about Lizzie. The landlord who finally let us into her apartment told us that, upon learning that one of the concierges had a six-year-old daughter who had leukemia and was undergoing an experimental bone marrow program that wasn’t covered by health insurance, Lizzie wrote him a $2,500 check as a contribution to a fund they’d set up to pay for the treatment. When we got inside her loft, her grandfather was quietly shocked by the lack of books on her shelves.

“She used to be such a great reader,” Dad said, looking sadly through her thin collection of glossy paperbacks. “What happened?”

“She started working fifteen-hour days,” I said.

More surprising was the discovery I made when I opened one of her closets and discovered box after box, shopping bag after shopping bag, of unopened clothes and shoes. There must have been nine pairs of unworn designer jeans, four boxes of different Nike running shoes (all of which still had the brown packing paper stuffed inside), a dozen or so bags from cosmetics and specialty shops like MAC and Kiehl’s filled with unused compacts and lipsticks, and innumerable other shopping bags from places like Banana Republic and Armani Jeans and Guess, Gap, and . . .

It so distressed me, looking at all this untouched stuff. It spoke so much of her despair. Even Dan was shocked by this back-of-the-closet trove of consumerist paraphernalia.

“Jesus Christ,” he said under his breath, looking at all those bags.

Dad said, “Dr. Thornton did mention to me that she talked about being a compulsive shopper . . . someone who constantly had to be buying things, even though she’d never use most of the stuff. It’s the same sort of obsessional disorder that affects gamblers or even drug addicts . . .”

I said, “And I’m sure he told you that it’s all desperately symptomatic of profound unhappiness and low self-esteem.”

Dad looked away into that closet full of shiny detritus.

“Yes, that’s pretty much what he said.”

I managed to obtain an appointment with the guy at First Boston who handled Lizzie’s financial life. He was a quiet, chubby man in his mid-forties named David Martell—and he made it very clear from the outset that he wouldn’t be able to give me exact facts and figures about what Lizzie had in her accounts and assorted savings plans.

“I’d be breaching several laws if I did that, Mrs. Buchan. But I understand from the police that she has gone missing, so if I can help in any other way . . .”

“Without divulging the exact amount in her checking account, would she have enough money to, say, float for a while, or even set up a new life for herself elsewhere?”

He thought for a moment, then turned to his computer monitor, typed in some numbers, and turned back to me.

“Put it this way, she could probably last about three or four months if she lived carefully.”

“That’s all?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

“Without giving you hard numbers, Mrs. Buchan, the truth is that your daughter was always having money problems.”

“But how could that be? She earned a huge salary and she got a large bonus every year.”

“Well, I did discuss this with her on a regular basis—the fact that she was running through money. Even after her mortgage and her car payments, she still had a considerable amount of disposable income per month, but she was always edging toward being overdrawn, and she never saved anything.”

“Didn’t she have any mutual fund investments or IRAs or anything like that?”

“She did, but six months ago, when she hit a cash flow problem, she cashed most of them in. There is one IRA left, which would give her the three- or four-month comfort zone you asked about. Otherwise, her sole assets are her apartment and her car.”

“What the hell did she spend all that money on?”

Mr. Martell shrugged.

“I’ve got plenty of clients like your daughter. They have big jobs in the financial sector, they make impressive salaries—and they often have little to show for it in terms of financial assets. Their money goes on eating out, shopping, expensive weekends away, more shopping, personal trainers, health clubs, cosmetic dental work . . . diversionary stuff, if you want my opinion. At least Lizzie invested in property, which means there’s something for her to fall back on.”

Mr. Martell assured me that if Lizzie tried to liquidate her IRA account, the police would be informed immediately. Just as the cops were also continuing to monitor any ATM withdrawals she was making.

“I’ve got a daughter who’s just started Boston College and another who’s a junior in high school,” he said. “So I just want to say that I really sympathize with what you’re going through right now. It’s every parent’s worst nightmare.”

“Yes,” I said, “it is.”

While I was at the bank, Dad had inveigled his way into Lizzie’s office and managed to speak with three of her colleagues, including a woman named Joan Silverstein, who turned out to be her in-office confidante . . . even though Lizzie had never mentioned her to me before.

“It seems,” Dad said, “that Lizzie kind of got mixed reviews from her coworkers. She could be very supportive and simultaneously cold and arrogant.”

“That’s a new one,” I said.

“It seems that a couple of the people who worked directly under her did complain to her boss, a Mr. . . .”

“Kirby.”

“That’s it . . . Anyway, they said Lizzie could be extremely demanding and didn’t tolerate mistakes. She fired a young trainee after she messed up a transaction that cost the client around $10,000—money Lizzie then made back for him the next day. And once, when she was let down on a big deal, she actually threw her computer monitor across the room. She was reprimanded about that by Mr. Kirby and paid for a new one herself. She also made a point of giving everyone who witnessed that event a bottle of vintage champagne as an apology. That was a pretty expensive way of saying sorry.”

“She had this habit of throwing money around,” I said, and explained what I had learned about her finances from Mr. Martell.

“Well, that doesn’t totally surprise me. All of her colleagues commented on just how generous she was—always picking up the tab, lending cash to people in the office who were short, giving considerable amounts of money to charities, especially this pro-choice group, the Massachusetts Women’s Health Organization.”

“That’s a fact we’d better keep from her brother and, most especially, her sister-in-law. Any idea why she chose this women’s health group for a contribution?”

Dad looked me directly in the eye.

“She had an abortion three months ago.”

This took a moment to sink in. I was stunned—not by the discovery that Lizzie had terminated a pregnancy, but by the realization that I had never known about it.

“Who told you this?”

“Her friend Joan Silverstein.”

“She just volunteered this information out of the blue?”

“After Mr. Kirby allowed me to have a little seminar at the office with her colleagues—where I convinced them to speak openly to me. I asked Joan, who seemed to know her best, if she’d like to get a bite with me. A lovely young woman, Joan. Harvard educated, a postgraduate year at the Sorbonne, fluent French, and a delightful sense of humor.”

I heard myself saying, “Let me guess. You asked her out for a date tonight?”

Dad winced—and I felt shitty.

“Sorry,” I said, “that was uncalled for.”

“Anyway,” he said, “over lunch I asked Joan if there was anything else about Lizzie that might hint at her whereabouts. It took a little friendly persuasion, but then she told me about the abortion. Lizzie had confided in her. It happened around three months ago. McQueen was the father, and he insisted that she terminate the pregnancy, but also swore to her that, when he left his wife and kids for her, they’d have a baby together.”

I felt ill. Sick with anger that McQueen, the bastard, had promised her a baby, and had also convinced her to terminate her pregnancy. Even then he was probably thinking of ways to jettison her while simultaneously spinning this lie of a future life together to keep her sweet and keep her sleeping with him. No wonder poor Lizzie created this pregnancy fantasy: she’d been deceived into thinking that a baby was in the cards with the wonderful Dr. McQueen.

“Did this woman tell you how Lizzie dealt with the abortion?”

“She had it done over lunchtime and asked Joan to go with her for moral support. As soon as she came out of the post-op room, she acted like nothing had happened, and insisted on going back to work . . . though Joan tried to get her to go home. But she returned to work and put in another eight hours. And for the rest of the week, she did these crazy long days. Then, just before they were all about to leave for the weekend, Joan went into the bathroom at work and heard this woman howling her head off in one of the stalls. It was Lizzie. Joan said it took about twenty minutes to calm her down—and then Lizzie begged her not to tell anyone. On Monday, when they all came back to work, Lizzie acted like nothing had happened.

“There’s something else you should know, Hannah. After lunch, I called the Massachusetts Women’s Health Organization and asked to speak to their public relations office—a woman named Gifford. She didn’t at first believe me when I said I was Lizzie Buchan’s grandfather, and asked me a lot of questions about her because, as she explained to me, the organization was constantly getting threats from pro-life lunatics. But when she figured out that I was who I said I was, she didn’t mention anything about Lizzie’s abortion—patient confidentiality and all that, thank God—but she did say that she had made one of the biggest personal contributions to the organization that they had ever received.”

“How much exactly?”

“Twenty thousand dollars.”

“You’re serious?”

“Well,” Dad said, “it is supporting a very good cause. Still, it is a rather breathtaking sum of money. They must have helped her enormously.”

This conversation took place back in the bar of the Onyx. It was a little after six, I was operating on around five hours’ sleep, my nerves felt shredded, and my little girl was still missing. This new revelation felt as if it were going to split my head open. All I wanted to do was disappear and be alone.

“Dad, I’m going upstairs to lie down for a while.”

“Are you all right?”

“No. I’m not all right.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“When Dan shows up, please tell him everything you just told me.”

“I will.”

Upstairs, I kicked off my shoes, stretched out on the bed, and stared up at the ceiling. I suppose this was the moment when I should have broken down and cried, weeping for my lost daughter and the desperate sadness that drove her to come apart. But I just felt a deep, terrible numbness—the same sort of numbness that accompanied my mother’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis. But at least my mother had had a full and complicated life by the time the disease began to seize her mind. Whereas Lizzie . . . Lizzie was still so young, still just trying to find her way. Her story was still evolving. That’s what so unnerved me about her disappearance—that she somehow considered this disaster with the doctor to be the end of things. In her delusion, she staked her entire future happiness on an opportunistic shit who took advantage of her breakneck need for love.

But another thought struck me: just how much I didn’t know about Lizzie. And no, it wasn’t the same thing as realizing that there were hidden compartments in my husband’s brain to which I would never have access. This was my daughter: someone I raised; someone who always—until very recently—told me everything that was going on in her life; someone whom I thought I fundamentally understood. To discover all these other terrible and extraordinary things about her . . . the shopaholism, the chronic money problems, the extreme generosity, the angry outbursts, the demands she made on others—and, most tellingly, on herself—the abortion . . .

That really shattered me—the fact that she’d kept this huge decision to herself . . . or, worse, that she couldn’t bring herself to tell me about it. And it wasn’t as if I would have gotten judgmental about it. She knows how pro-choice I am, and how I would stand by her in any situation. I could only begin to imagine the lonely grief she suffered afterward, especially when she realized that McQueen was going to renege on his promise of having a child together, a life together.

Oh God, why had she been so naive? And why did she squander such love on a married man, someone who was so clearly unworthy of her?

But it was clear to me now that there were several sides to Lizzie which had simply eluded me . . . or, maybe, which I knew were there but never wanted to see.

I stared up at the ceiling for, well, I lost track of time. Then the room door opened and Dan came in, looking drawn and sapped. He said nothing for a moment, just flopped into the armchair opposite the bed. I sat up.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Not really. Did you see Dad downstairs?”

He nodded.

“And did he tell you what he found out about Lizzie today?”

He bit his lip and nodded again. Then, in a near whisper, he said, “I am going to get that shit McQueen.”

“It’s all just so damn unreal. And now it’s my turn to wonder why she couldn’t call me . . . why she was scared of letting me in on this big thing in her life.”

“Maybe the abortion wasn’t a big thing at first. Maybe it only became so after McQueen dumped her.”

“But giving twenty grand to that women’s health group? That’s a huge sum of money no matter how much they helped her through the abortion. And all the useless stuff she bought herself . . .”

“Sad people with a bit of money often shop,” Dan said.

He covered his face with his hands, took a deep breath, pulled them slowly away, and said, “When I was sitting in Leary’s office at the Brookline Police Department this afternoon, the thought struck me: this nightmare really isn’t happening. I’m in some alternative reality, and any moment now, someone will flick a switch and I’ll be back in my so-called normal life.”

“When Lizzie turns up, that switch will be pulled.”

He looked away from me.

“There are couple of things you need to know,” he said.

“Tell me.”

“The first is that, if Lizzie isn’t found by Sunday, they’re going to start dragging the Charles.”

All I could say was, “So soon?”

“Leary says it’s normal procedure in a missing persons case. The second thing is that they are now treating McQueen as a suspect in her disappearance.”

I felt as if I had been slapped hard across the face.

“They think he harmed her . . . killed her?” I asked, my voice shrill.

“They’re not saying that. And they still have good reason to believe that she’s gone missing through her own volition. But they can’t rule out the possibility that McQueen was so worried about being exposed by her that maybe—”

He broke off, biting hard on his lip.

“As Leary told me, it’s not exactly a new scenario: the married man silencing his mistress when she starts to threaten his family. But what’s worrying them is the fact that they spoke to the guy who worked at the Seven-Eleven on Causeway Street near North Station—that’s where the first ATM withdrawal was made—and though he can’t completely remember, he’s pretty damn sure that he didn’t see a woman come in and use their ATM at the hour when the bank registered a withdrawal from her account.”

“Have they shown him McQueen’s photograph?” I asked.

“Of course. But the guy couldn’t say for certain it was him.”

“Don’t they usually tape all ATM withdrawals?”

“Yeah, but not in the little machines you see in convenience stores. And unfortunately, both of the withdrawals were made in convenience stores.”

“Isn’t Causeway Street right nearby?”

“Half a minute’s walk from the hotel. I went into the Seven-Eleven myself before coming back. Showed the woman behind the counter Lizzie’s picture. She’d never seen her, but she also was working largely in the back on the night the withdrawal was made. I also went around, talking to a lot of the street people hanging near North Station. No one recognized her, though everyone I spoke with hit me for a couple of bucks.”

“Why would a rich doctor like McQueen be using Lizzie’s ATM card to get money?”

“I asked the same question to Leary. He said that McQueen might be trying to muddle the trail—to make everybody believe that Lizzie is still alive because she’s withdrawing money . . .”

“That makes sense. Have they questioned McQueen yet about this?”

“They haven’t mentioned the ATM. They want to see if there’s another cash withdrawal—and if they can somehow trace it this time. Or maybe they hope that whoever’s taking out the money might slip up and use a cash machine with a videotape facility.”

“McQueen would be too clever for that.”

“They still haven’t ascertained that it is McQueen, and though he’s under surveillance, they haven’t even intimated he’s a suspect, just in case he gets nervous and tries to flee.”

Lizzie murdered? No, I couldn’t accept that, couldn’t believe that. As much as I hated McQueen, I remember his upset and anger during our phone call. Surely if he had killed Lizzie, he would have acted more cagily, would have played dumb. But maybe he was also putting on an outraged act for my benefit, to further deflect attention from himself as the prime suspect. After all, if he could convince the police that the last time he saw Lizzie was in the bar of the Four Seasons when she went ballistic, then how could they link him to her subsequent disappearance?

I articulated this theory to Dan. He shrugged and said that Leary had essentially posited the same idea. The detective now wanted to meet me face-to-face in order to hear my description of that phone call with McQueen and to conduct a general interview with me, and one with Dad too.

“The way he figures it, either of you might tell him something that you don’t think significant but which could help him. He suggested nine-thirty tomorrow.”

“Okay. I do want to meet him.”

“He’s a good guy. But he also gave me another bad bit of news. Some journalist on the Boston Herald is on the case—and though Leary has been able, so far, to keep it out of print, he says it’s just a matter of days before they run with it. And when they do . . .”

Oh, I could see it all now. Because this story had all the angles the tabloids loved—wealthy, highly respected doctor; big-salaried, well-educated young career woman; illicit sex; a terminated pregnancy; the reneged promises of a future life together; the way she stalked him, the big scene in front of the doctor’s wife and kids; and, best of all, the fact that she had vanished. Could it be murder? Could this well-known dermatologist (they’ll love the fact that he’s a dermatologist—with his own TV show) have cracked and, in a moment of deranged rage . . . ?

And I could see some grainy vacation snapshot of my poor daughter being blazoned across an inside page of the Herald with the subtitle “Yuppie Executive Elizabeth Buchan Had It All . . . Except for the Celebrity Doctor of Her Dreams.”

“Dan, do you think he killed her? And don’t say no just to keep me calm. Do you think he went that far?”

“No, I don’t. It doesn’t make sense—and Leary says that McQueen can account for his whereabouts in the hours after Lizzie’s disappearance.”

“Then why is he treating McQueen as a suspect?”

“Because he’s a cop, and I guess cops never rule anyone out until they can be ruled out . . . and also because if he’s looking for someone who would want Lizzie disappeared, McQueen is the guy.”

“We have to call Jeff,” I said.

“That thought did cross my mind, especially if it’s going to blow in the papers at any moment. If he got the news secondhand . . .”

He’d go berserk. And he’d be right to go berserk. This was news he had to know.

“I’ll make the call if you like,” Dan said.

“No, I’ll do it.”

I really didn’t want to do it, because, like Dan, there was a part of me now that feared Jeff. Feared his anger, his judgmental tone. But I also knew that, unlike his father, I’d be better at deflecting any crap he threw at me. Dan hates confrontation, especially with his kids.

So I reached over and picked up the phone and dialed Jeff’s house in West Hartford. Shannon picked up. In the immediate background, I could hear loud cartoon voices from a television.

“Oh hi there, Hannah!” she said in that relentlessly cheerful voice of hers, which ended every sentence in an exclamation point. “You’ve kind of caught me at a crazy moment . . .”

“I could call back when Jeff’s home.”

“No, he’s here. We’ve just gotten back from church.”

“On a Friday?”

“It’s Good Friday today,” she said coolly.

Somehow this fact hadn’t registered with me.

“So it is,” I said.

“I’ll get Jeff.”

I could hear her shout his name . . . followed by him shouting back, “I’ll take it in the den,” then him picking up the phone and Shannon hanging up the extension, and all that ambient family chaos suddenly vanishing from the line.

“Hey, Mom,” he said pleasantly. “How are things up in Maine?”

“I’m in Boston. And I’m here with your father and grandfather.”

“Didn’t know you were all spending Easter weekend together in Boston.”

“Nor did we.”

A pause.

“What does that mean?” he said.

“Jeff . . . I have some difficult news. Lizzie has gone missing.”

And then I told him everything. He didn’t interrupt me once. He just listened. When I finished, he said, “I’m coming to Boston.”

“There’s no real need,” I said. “The police seem to be doing a pretty thorough job, and we’re leaving tomorrow.”

“Do you think that’s wise?”

“No. I would prefer to scour every street and knock on every door in the greater Boston area if it meant finding Lizzie. But your dad has three operations scheduled for Sunday . . .”

“He’s operating on Easter Sunday?”

“Not everyone’s an evangelical . . .”

“Why do you have to make a crack like that at a time like this?”

“Because I’m beyond stressed, that’s why. Okay?”

Something in my voice told him to back off. He did.

“Okay,” he said.

“So your dad has to operate the day after tomorrow, and I have to get Granddad back to Burlington and then drive back to Portland . . . so if you want to come to Boston, fine. But we won’t be here. Because we won’t want to be here when the story breaks in the Boston Herald—even though Detective Leary assures us that the paper will, no doubt, send one of their reporters up to Maine to snoop around and try to get us to give a tearful interview all about Lizzie, and probably get her high school friends to talk about what a nice kid she was . . . is . . .”

I caught a cry in my throat and squelched it before it turned into a howl.

“Mom, are you okay?”

“Why does everyone keep asking me that?” I shouted. “How can I be all right . . . ?”

“What’s this doctor’s full name again?” he asked, all business.

I told him.

“And the detective in Brookline handling the case?”

I gave him Leary’s name and phone number.

“I’ll see what I can do about keeping this out of the papers. We don’t want the publicity.”

“We?”

“The family . . . and especially Lizzie. When people find out she’s had this affair and the scene with his kids and the abortion, her career will be over.”

“Her life might be already over, Jeff.”

“You can’t think that way.”

“Why the fuck not?” I yelled.

“Is Dad there?”

“I’ll put him on.”

I tossed the receiver on the bed.

“Your sanctimonious son,” I said to Dan.

He picked up the phone and walked toward the window and talked quietly with Jeff for some minutes. Then he turned back toward me and said into the receiver:

“Of course I’ll tell her . . . okay . . . right . . . call me whenever.”

He replaced the phone in the receiver.

“All right,” I said, “tell me I handled that badly.”

“You handled that badly, but Jeff wanted you to know that he understood why.”

“Well, that makes me feel real good all over.”

“Hannah, I know you’ve got your problems with Jeff, but . . .”

“You know why he really wants to keep this all out of the papers? Because it means he won’t be publicly embarrassed by the fact that Mr. Pro-lifer’s sister had an abortion while screwing a married man . . .”

“He’s very shaken, just like the rest of us. And very worried for Lizzie.”

“And for his career, of course.”

“If he can somehow keep it out of the papers, that’s just fine by me. None of us needs the intrusion this will bring. And you need to try to get some sleep tonight.”

“How am I going to do that?”

“I have a prescription pad in my bag. I’m sure there’s a late-night pharmacist somewhere in Boston. I could get the concierge to run over a prescription for something that doesn’t leave you too groggy in the morning.”

“So you think I need to be knocked out, do you?”

“Yes, I do—and quite frankly, I want to take a couple as well tonight.”

He called the concierge. He came upstairs for the prescription. An hour later, he returned from the late-night pharmacy, proffering a small bag. Dan thanked him with a $20 tip. I was already in bed—determined to get an early night. I accepted two of the pills from my husband and chased them with a glass of water.

“You coming to bed?” I asked.

“In a little while.”

He started putting on his shoes.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I need another walk,” he said.

“You’re heading out to look for her again?”

“Do you have a problem with that?”

“I just don’t want you wandering the streets all night, getting yourself more troubled. Anyway, weren’t we supposed to get drugged up together and pass out for the night?”

“Just give me an hour.”

“I’ll be asleep by then. Anyway, you won’t find her.”

“Don’t say that.”

“But it’s the truth.”

“It’s worth a shot,” he said.

“If it makes you happy.”

“It’s not about making me happy,” he said sharply. “It’s about finding Lizzie.”

“I’m not trying to start a fight here.”

“Then don’t say stupid stuff,” he said, grabbing his coat. “I hope you sleep. You need to.”

So do you, I wanted to add, but stopped myself. As soon as he was out the door, I felt desperately guilty. If it makes you happy. I didn’t mean that to come out sounding catty, and yet that’s exactly what happened. He was right: it was a stupid thing to say. And if wandering the streets made him feel he was doing something in the search for Lizzie, so be it.

The pills had their desired effect, pulling me out of waking life a few minutes later. The next thing I knew it was morning—seven-ten, according to the bedside clock. My brain felt chemically fogged in. It took me a few moments to overcome the initial postsleep grogginess and get my bearings. But at least I had slept.

Dan was already up, showering in the bathroom. When he emerged after a few minutes, he said, “You didn’t seem to move at all last night.”

“Didn’t you take a couple of pills as well?”

“I had a few drinks when I was out. Sleeping pills and booze are always a recipe for disaster.”

“What time did you get in?”

“Late.”

Again? I felt like asking . . . but stopped myself.

“Where’d you end up this time?”

“The Theater District, Chinatown, South Station . . . then took a cab over to Cambridge and walked all around Harvard Yard. A lot of people sleep rough there at night. That’s where I found this bar . . .”

“Another scotch night?”

“Bourbon.”

“I wish I could drink whiskey. It just doesn’t sit with me.”

“It has its uses.”

A pause.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?”

“For making that stupid comment last night.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I still shouldn’t have said it.”

“Don’t you have a nine-thirty appointment with Detective Leary?”

Dad and I drove out to Brookline together.

“You look like you slept better last night,” he said.

“It was drug-induced. Did you sleep?”

“Intermittently. But maybe that’s because I also got a phone call from my grandson around ten last night.”

“Jeff rang you? Was he friendly?”

“Not unfriendly, but a bit forensic when it came to questioning me. Still, I was pleased he phoned. He’s worried—and, I suppose, he wanted to get my perspective on what had happened. He’s going to come up here on Monday.”

If it makes him feel better . . .

Detective Patrick Leary was in his late thirties—a big, slightly disheveled man wearing a suit that could have used a pressing. But his eyes were sharp and highly focused—and though his manner was a little unceremonious, I liked his professionalism and his no-nonsense decency. He didn’t ooze sentiment about what we were going through. He didn’t make rash promises about leaving no stone unturned—because he struck me as someone who, by his very thorough nature, would do everything necessary to find my daughter . . . but also wouldn’t toot his own horn by telling me how much he was doing. I felt an immediate confidence in him, even after he started asking me some very awkward questions.

When we arrived at the Brookline station house, he came out to greet us both—and then asked if we didn’t mind being interviewed separately.

“I find people talk a little easier when there isn’t another family member in the room.”

We agreed—and operating on the principle of ladies first, he led me down a corridor to a faceless interview room: dirty cream walls, fluorescent lights, white ceiling tiles, a steel desk, two hard chairs. He offered coffee. I accepted. As it was being made, he asked a lot of general questions about Lizzie’s childhood and adolescence—whether she ever showed any signs of instability before (“not until she came to Boston and started working in mutual funds—though, from the moment she got interested in boys when she was around fifteen, she was always something of a romantic”), and was she someone who’d had reasonable amounts of friends (“she wasn’t a great joiner—and she hated cheerleader types who hung together in cliques—but there were always pals at school and around the neighborhood”).

Then, out of nowhere, he asked, “Would you say that Dr. Buchan and yourself have had a happy marriage?”

“I don’t really see what that has to do with Lizzie’s disappearance,” I said.

“I’m just trying to piece together a psychological profile, see if there’s something in her past that might have triggered a reaction during the breakup and sent her . . . I don’t know . . . back to a place she used to spend time in during childhood. Often when people go missing, they are acting, on one level, irrationally. At the same time, they frequently head back to places that have certain past associations for them . . .”

“I still don’t see what this has to do with my marriage.”

“Are you afraid to talk about your marriage?”

“No, not at all. At the same time, though . . .”

“It’s an invasion of your privacy?”

“I wouldn’t put it so strongly.”

“I posed the same question to your husband.”

“And what did he say?”

“That’s not for me to reveal,” he said. “A police interview is always strictly confidential. What do you think he said?”

“Knowing Dan, he probably thinks we have a very good marriage.”

“And would you agree with his opinion?”

A pause.

“Yes, I think that, compared to many couples I know, we have a good marriage.”

“But not a very good marriage?”

“A good marriage is a good marriage.”

“By which you mean . . . ”

“It’s survived. Both parties have kept their nerve, stuck with it, despite . . .”

“Despite what?”

“Are you married, Detective?”

“Divorced.”

“Then you understand what despite means.”

He favored me with a small smile.

“So Lizzie grew up in a stable household? No ongoing domestic warfare, no major bust-ups, no public exhumations of skeletons in the closet?”

“No, nothing like that at all.”

“And you were both supportive, loving parents?”

“I think so, yes. But where are you going with this, Detective?”

He reached for a file kept in the briefcase he’d brought in for the interview. Upon retrieving it, he opened it.

“I’m sorry to have to bring this up, but I think it’s relevant. One of her work colleagues told me that Lizzie once confided in her that she never felt that her parents were a happy couple. Civil with each other. Accommodating. Totally noncombatant—and completely stable. But never, in her mind, really happy with each other. And that made her worry that, perhaps, the reason why she herself never felt totally at ease with herself—and was always desperately searching for happiness—is because she never felt she came from a particularly happy family.”

“That is such absolute crap,” I said.

“I am just reporting—”

“But why are you reporting this? I don’t see the relevance.”

“I apologize if this line of questioning seems a little too personal, Mrs. Buchan. All I’m trying to work out is whether her disappearance is a simple running away or a suicide. And that’s why finding out about her family background is so important, especially as she’s now passed the crucial seventy-two-hour mark.”

“What’s that?”

“In most missing persons cases, the individual is either found or comes in out of the cold after three days. But if they haven’t returned home by then, the disappearance is usually—and I have to stress that there is no straightforward rule here—because that person really wants to vanish, either through the act of running away or suicide. However, suicides usually aren’t searching for something else—other than a way to end their pain. In Lizzie’s case, she’s still searching for a Prince Charming figure, someone who’s going to whisk her away from all the bad stuff in life. The fact that McQueen has dumped her—and the fact that, even after that big scene in the Four Seasons bar, she still told you he was going to leave his wife and kids and get her pregnant again—means she’s still traveling hopefully, so to speak. And the fact that, in her eyes, her parents didn’t have the happiest of marriages means that, in her own psychoneurotic way, she’s probably searching for the next guy who, she thinks, will make things right for her. If your marriage had been a disaster or blissfully happy, she might have reason to despair, thinking she’d never find such happiness or that all intimate relationships are toxic. The fact that yours was functional gives her something to play for—a chance to find the storybook romance she’s still dreaming of.

“Or, at least, that’s my take on it . . . and I could be totally wrong.”

Pause.

“Are you a psychologist, Detective?”

“That’s what I trained to be . . . before the police got me.”

“It shows. And your theory about Lizzie is very persuasive, although I never knew . . .”

“What?”

“That Dan and I exuded so much . . . functionality as a couple.”

“Like I said, it’s just a secondhand report of what she said. And you’re right—even in their twenties, kids want their parents to be picture-postcard happy and can never understand when the reality is a little grayer than that. Don’t beat yourself up about it—and sorry again if I made you uncomfortable with my rather personal line of questioning.”

“So you don’t think McQueen could have killed her?”

“We haven’t ruled that out completely, though we’ve checked out his movements in the days after the scene in the Four Seasons, and he seems clean. Who’s to say, for example, that he didn’t hire someone to do the job for him? But I’m just entering the realm of forensic hypothesis here. Because between ourselves, my take on this is: Mark McQueen might be an asshole, but he’s not a murderous asshole.”

The interview over, I went outside and waited while Detective Leary interviewed Dad. That one phrase—she never felt that her parents were a happy couple—kept thundering through my brain. So this is how she saw us. And if that was Lizzie’s take on our marriage, Jeff must have seen this too. And then there were all our friends, our neighbors, our respective professional colleagues—did they too all think: Hannah and Dan have a pretty damn loveless marriage?

Dad’s interview with Leary lasted over forty-five minutes—almost three times the length of my short, sharp shock of an interrogation. He emerged with the detective—the two of them very chummy.

“I gather you’re driving your dad back to Vermont now,” Leary said. I nodded. “And you’ll be back home in Maine tomorrow?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I have all your numbers there and will call as soon as I hear anything.” He handed me a card with a number scribbled on the back. “Here’s my cell phone number if you can’t get through to me here. Feel free to call whenever. I know how anxious a time this is. And get your dad back safe to Burlington. We need more guys like him right now . . . even if I completely disagree with most of what he says.”

“Only half,” Dad said, proffering his hand to Leary, who shook it warmly. “And remember, we’ve got a great minor-league team in Burlington, so I’ll expect to see you for a game come summer.”

In the car, I said, “So you and Leary seem to be new best friends.”

“He’s a very impressive young man.”

“What’s this about some minor-league team?”

“Don’t you remember the Vermont Expos, our local baseball team?”

“Oh, right.”

“Turns out Leary is a big baseball fan—and loves minor-league ball. Thinks it’s purer than what’s played in the majors, which is how I see it too. Anyway, I told him about the Expos—how they’re the farm team for Montreal and play right in the great little stadium in Burlington—and invited him up to catch a game.”

“What else did you talk about?”

“Lizzie, of course.”

“And?”

“It was mainly background stuff—though he did seem particularly interested to know if I felt she had any major gripes against her parents.”

“What did you say?”

“That all kids were screwed up by their parents, but that you and Dan had screwed her up less than most.”

“Thanks for the high praise, Dad.”

“He really is a most interesting policeman,” Dad said.

“He told me he trained as a psychologist.”

“Oh, he mentioned that to me as well. But did he tell you that he spent three years before that in a Jesuit seminary?”

“That explains a lot,” I said.

As arranged, Dad and I left the Brookline PD directly for Vermont—Dan having already departed back to Portland. It was a wrench and a relief to get out of Boston. Leaving was an acceptance of our failure to find Lizzie. The relief was being forced away from the place where she disappeared. Boston is, by and large, such a low-key city. Courtesy of its patrician hangover, it is not associated with the sort of emotional extremes or edginess of a New York or a Chicago. But from now on, I’d see it as the place from which my daughter fled into the void, and I knew I’d always hate it for that reason.

The traffic out of town was light. We crossed the Tobin Bridge and hit Interstate 93 in record time. It was a straight shot north to New Hampshire and the turnoff to I-89 just beyond Concord. Then another ninety minutes to Burlington. If the route from Portland to my hometown was indelibly etched in my brain, so too was this road from Boston to the shores of Lake Champlain—a stretch of highway I’d covered so often during my student years and those summers when Dan was working in Boston. As we drove north—little conversation passing between Dad and myself—all I could think was how I once shot south for a weekend in ’69 with Margy; the two of us crashing on the tiny dorm room floor of one of her prep school friends now at Radcliffe, and smoking a joint with her near the statue of John Harvard, and buying some ridiculous tie-dyed gauzy shirt in a hippie boutique in Cambridge, and ending up at some dorm party and talking to this rather intense Harvard guy named Stan who was a sophomore and told me he’d already written a novel and wanted to sleep with me that night, but I wasn’t in the mood, even though I did find him pretty interesting, and on my way back to Burlington I really regretted not sleeping with him, and how, around ten days later, I met Dan Buchan and our entire history got under way, even though neither of us realized at the time that this was the start of a shared destiny.

Now here I was, thirty-four years later, trying to be as brave and positive as possible in the midst of my child’s disappearance, and suddenly, out of nowhere, I’m thinking back to that freshman weekend in Boston, and wondering just how my life would have turned out if I had slept with that would-be writer. No, I’m not naive enough to think I’d still be with him now. But I can’t help hypothesizing: say I had gone to bed with him—would I have been particularly receptive or interested when this freshman med student from Glens Falls, New York, crossed my path? Might I have turned him down when he suggested a beer at some student dive? And if that had happened, I most certainly wouldn’t be sitting in this car now, attempting to keep it all together as I try to tell myself that Detective Leary is right (he’s an ex-Jesuit, after all): Lizzie doesn’t fit the suicide profile.

“Penny for them,” Dad said.

I just shrugged, not wanting to share Lizzie’s comments with Dad, even though I wondered if Lizzie saw what I couldn’t—wouldn’t—accept: that my marriage was one enormous falsehood. If I had opened up to him, Dad would have reassured me, of course, telling me that no one except the two central participants can ever really understand the complex internal geography of a marriage. But I was so emotionally frayed right now that I just couldn’t bear the idea of a father-daughter heart-to-heart. So we said little on the drive back to Burlington. Vermont Public Radio broadcast a concert of Haydn and Schubert—and the hourly news bulletins came and went without comment from us. We were both talked out—any conversation we made would have been overshadowed by thoughts of Lizzie.

When we reached the Burlington city line, Dad said, “I spoke with Edith before we left the hotel. She said she’d make dinner tonight for us.”

“That’s nice of her.”

“She’s very concerned about Lizzie.”

“You know, Dad, I think I might head straight back to Portland after I drop you off.”

“Oh, I see,” he said, sounding uncomfortable. “This doesn’t have anything to do with Edith being there, does it?”

“No, it really doesn’t.”

“But you don’t approve.”

“I just don’t want to have to explain everything about Lizzie to someone else again.”

“Edith wouldn’t demand that from you. She’s not the prying type.”

“That’s not the problem, Dad—and, in fact, Edith is definitely not the problem. The thing is, I just want time alone now. Don’t be offended.”

“Understood,” he said, but I was still pretty certain he did take my decision to leave personally. I’d always so wanted my father’s approval when I was growing up, and I had started to realize that he now wanted mine.

Fair play to Edith—upon reaching the house, we discovered that she’d had the entire place cleaned while we were away, had completely stocked the refrigerator, and had a pitcher of martinis and a plate of cheese awaiting us.

“Hannah isn’t staying,” Dad said to her.

“I really need to head back to Maine,” I said.

“I tried to get her to stay, but . . .”

“If Hannah needs to leave, she should leave,” Edith said. “I know I’d want to be alone at a time like this.”

Bless you, Edith.

“I still don’t like the idea of you driving that road at night,” Dad said.

“She’s an adult, John,” Edith said.

“And a parent is always a parent,” Dad said.

Before I left, Dad did something out of the ordinary. Instead of giving me his usual cursory I’m-not-very-tactile good-bye peck on the cheek, he hugged me. He didn’t offer me words of comfort, or the predictable I’m-sure-she’ll-turn-up bromides. He just held me for a few moments.

I departed shortly afterward. I drove east through declining light—leaving the Interstate for a splendid two-lane blacktop that threaded its way through a string of untouched small towns. I concentrated on the road, the frosted hillsides, the domestic detail of the houses I passed. I played the radio. As darkness fell and NPR switched from All Things Considered to jazz, I cranked up the volume and let Dexter Gordon’s melancholic saxophone carry me eastward. Occasionally I’d glance at the cell phone on my dash, willing it to ring and for Lizzie’s voice to be there when I answered. But whenever such agonizing, wishful thoughts crossed my brain, I blacked them out, repeating, mantralike: There is nothing you can do . . . There is nothing you can do . . . There is . . .

At St. Johnsbury, I picked up Route 302. New Hampshire arrived. An hour later I was at the Maine border. Twenty miles outside of Portland, I called home but got no reply. So I tried Dan’s cell phone—and when voice mail kicked in there as well, I left another message, telling him to expect me shortly. I glanced at the clock on the dash. Eight-seventeen. Dan probably went to the gym at the Woodlands Club for a late workout. When 302 dovetailed with 295 (American automotive life is one long series of recollected numbers, isn’t it?), I headed north and took the Bucknam Road exit in order to do some shopping at the big Shaw’s Supermarket right off the highway.

I ran up over one hundred dollars’ worth of groceries at Shaw’s. The kid who was packing the bags wheeled the cart out to my car. He couldn’t have been more than seventeen—and as I watched him put everything into the trunk, I remembered that, when she was between sophomore and junior year in high school, Lizzie lasted two weeks one summer as a checkout girl at a Rite Aid pharmacy in this same strip mall.

“I can’t do retail, Mom,” she said when she came home one afternoon and announced she’d quit. I recall liking the fact that she refused to put up with an intolerable situation. So why had she put up with her intolerable mutual funds job for so long? And why had she stuck with an intolerable married man—and couldn’t see that his promises were empty ones? When had she lost that ability to walk away from something she just didn’t like?

“You okay, ma’am?” the checkout kid asked me.

I touched my right cheek. It was wet.

“Not really,” I said.

Then I reached into my bag, fished out five dollars, and thanked him for helping me.

Home was shuttered, dark. Nine-twelve. This was quite a late workout by Dan standards. Before unpacking the groceries, I checked our voice mail. Nothing of importance vis-à-vis Lizzie—just Jeff confirming that he’d be heading to Boston on Monday and had arranged to see Detective Leary.

“He assured me that he could hold off the Boston Herald hack for a few more days. Over the weekend I’m going to talk to a few colleagues and see if there’s any legal avenues we can travel down to stop publication.”

Fat chance. And though part of me appreciated Jeff’s efforts to curb First Amendment rights in this case, there was another unpleasant part of me that thought that what he was really motivated by was his desperate need to suppress the fact that his sister had had an abortion—which simply wouldn’t play well with Shannon’s right-to-life chums.

I read my email. Mainly junk—but there was a Greetings from ChemoLand dispatch from Margy:

Hey hon

Just came home from another top-up chemo session. Seems Dr. Drugstore found a little something gray and amorphous in the lower lobe during my last MRI a few days ago and wants to zap it. Nothing too sinister, he feels—but, in true oncologist style, he is being ultracautious. So, having just spent the afternoon with an IV tube of poison dripping into my system, I’m home now, watching crap television—some moronic reality program about six couples who get locked up in a disused maximum security prison—and just wondering why you’ve gone so quiet. Have you read the dreaded book yet? If so, please call me asap so we can talk strategy.

Missing you—and wish we could down a couple of martinis right now . . . the best anesthetic going.

M xxx

More chemo . . . and something gray and amorphous in the lower lobe. Oh Jesus, that didn’t sound good at all. And to hell with the book right now. Compared to everything else going on, it was small potatoes . . . or, at least, that’s what I was going to tell myself tonight.

As I was firing back an email to Margy I heard a car pull up into the driveway. I finished the email and went downstairs. Dan was just coming in the door. He seemed surprised to find me home.

“Weren’t you due back tomorrow?” he asked.

“And a big hello to you too.”

“Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting . . .”

“Didn’t you get the message?”

“Forgot to turn my cell on after the gym.”

“You were working out until now?”

“Met Elliot Bixby at the club. We had a beer afterward.”

Elliot Bixby was the head of dermatology at Maine Medical—and something of a pompous ass.

“I couldn’t stand being anywhere near a dermatologist right now,” I said.

“Yeah, that thought did cross my mind, but he was there in the locker room and when he proposed a drink, and . . . I wasn’t ready to come back to an empty house. Any news from Boston?”

I shook my head.

“How’d your interview go with Leary?”

“He asked some tough questions.”

“Like what?”

“Did I think we had a happy marriage?”

“He asked me that too,” Dan said.

“So he told me. And what did you say?”

“The truth.”

“Which is?”

“Well, what do you think?”

“Tell me.”

He glanced down at his shoes.

“I said we were very happy. And you?”

A pause. He continued to look away from me. I said, “I told him the same thing. It’s a happy marriage.”


THIRTEEN

THERE WAS NO news from Boston over the weekend. I continued to ring Lizzie’s cell phone—and continued to get her voice mail. Then, suddenly, on Sunday afternoon, somebody answered. “Yeah, waddya?”

It was a man of indeterminate age. He didn’t sound sober.

“I would like to speak to Lizzie Buchan, please,” I said.

“Who the fuck is this?”

“This is her mother. Who are you?”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Where’s my daughter?”

“Fuck should I know?”

“Do you have her?”

“That’s a good one.”

“Are you holding her somewhere?”

“Are you crazy, lady?”

“Where is she?”

“Hey, stop yelling.”

“Where is she?” I yelled. “What have you done with her?”

“You’re gaga. I’ve done nothing . . .”

“Then why do you have her phone?”

“Found it.”

“Where?”

“On the street.”

“Where on the street?”

“Boston.”

“Where in Boston?”

“Lady, what’s with the third degree?”

“My daughter’s gone missing. This is her phone.”

“And I found the phone in the Gardens.”

“The Public Gardens?”

“You got it.”

“And did you see a woman around twenty-five, shortish brown hair, medium build . . .”

“Lady, I just found the phone. Okay?”

The line went dead. I hit redial but was connected with a busy signal. Immediately I phoned Detective Leary’s cell phone, apologizing for calling him on a Saturday. When I explained what had just happened, he said, “Give me a couple of minutes. I’m going to check in with the team.”

He called me back an hour later to say that the call had been traced to a guy who lived rough in the Boston Public Garden. He’d been picked up by a squad car and was already swearing up and down that he’d simply found Lizzie’s cell phone discarded close to where he’d been sleeping.

“If this checks out, we might get lucky and find her also using the Gardens as a dormitory. Our people are doing a sweep of the place as we speak.”

But the sweep turned up nothing, and the man they picked up was well known to the local cops. He was also considered pretty harmless, as he was ripped most of the time.

“We showed Lizzie’s photo to everybody crashing in the Gardens,” Leary told me. “No one made her . . . but the fact that her phone was recovered today means that she might have been in the vicinity during the last day or two. That’s not definitive, but I’d bet good money that she dropped the phone less than twenty-four hours ago in the Gardens. This deadbeat swears he found it under a park bench . . . and as much as I’d like to nail the son of a bitch, I think he’s telling the truth.”

The next morning, the phone rang at eight a.m. I grabbed it. It was Detective Leary.

“We caught somebody using Lizzie’s bank card,” he said.

This stopped me short.

“Who was he?” I asked.

“Actually, it was a woman—another street person. The cops who work the Common know her well. They found her withdrawing two hundred dollars on Lizzie’s card at an ATM near the Haymarket T station.”

“How did she get the card?”

“I’ve just come out of an hour-long interview with her—and she keeps swearing that Lizzie gave it to her . . .”

“You’re kidding me.”

“I wish I was. According to this woman, Lizzie was sleeping rough next to her on the Common for the last two nights—and when she complained of having nothing to eat, she alleges that your daughter gave her the cash card and even wrote down the PIN number for her. The thing is, the woman showed me the piece of paper on which Lizzie supposedly scribbled the PIN number. We had it matched with a sample of her handwriting we had in our file. It checks out.”

“Maybe she coerced her out of it.”

“That thought crossed my mind too, until a woman named Josiane Thierry—I’m sure I’m pronouncing it wrong—anyway, this French tourist got approached by a woman this morning whose description very much matched Lizzie, near South Station. She said that this woman—who looked pretty dirty and haggard—came up to her, and when she discovered that she was French, she started speaking to her in her native tongue. Lizzie does speak pretty good French, doesn’t she?”

“She spent a year studying there.”

“Well, this Thierry woman was certainly impressed with her French, especially as it came from someone she described to our translator as . . . what was the word again? A clocharde . . . that’s French for . . .”

“A vagrant, a tramp.”

“That’s it, I’m afraid. Anyway, she said this woman was pretty incoherent—and simply handed her a wallet and told her she could have everything in it. Before the French woman could say anything, she ducked into the subway station and disappeared. Anyway, the French woman was a good citizen and brought the wallet to the nearest police station. Every precinct in town has been flashed Lizzie’s picture—they all know she’s the big missing persons case right now. And the sergeant behind the desk took one look at the driver’s license in the wallet and called me.”

I fell silent, trying to take all this in.

“You still there, Mrs. Buchan?”

“Just about.”

“I know this is pretty difficult stuff, but at least we have verifiable proof that Lizzie is alive, and was in Boston this morning.”

“Yes, but if she’s giving everything away . . . couldn’t that mean she’s decided to kill herself?”

“I won’t say that’s beyond the realm of possibility. But why give away her cards and money before doing it? We do know from her work colleagues that she is impulsively generous. But the fact that she’s been sleeping rough for a while . . . we can verify at least two days . . . and seems to have been in a very preoccupied, absent state, according to the Frenchwoman, convinces me that she’s suffered some sort of breakdown. Does this mean that she’s a candidate to kill herself? Perhaps. But what I know about this sort of depressed dementia is that she probably doesn’t understand exactly what she’s doing right now . . . which makes her do wayward things like crashing in Boston Common when her apartment is only a mile away, or giving her card and PIN number to that drunk.”

I tried to imagine my Lizzie among the sad, cast-off souls who haunted the public parks. And I was worried now about what she was doing for money. Oh, Lizzie, just get to a phone, give me a call, and let us rescue you.

“There is something else you should know,” Detective Leary said.

“More bad news?”

“I’m afraid so. Much as I’ve tried to hold them off—and I gather your lawyer son has been working this angle too—I’m afraid that I just got a call from the reporter working the case for The Boston Herald. His name is Joe O’Toole, and his editor doesn’t want him to sit on the Lizzie story any longer. So they’re planning to run it tomorrow—and you should expect a call from him in the next hour. When he called me to see if there were any further developments, he said that he’d be wanting a comment from either yourself or Dr. Buchan. I asked him to let me tell you that he’d be calling . . .”

“Say I refuse to answer his questions.”

“That’s your prerogative. However, in my experience, I think it’s always best to work with the press, especially since, in this case, the fact that they’ll be publishing Lizzie’s photograph means that somebody might see her on the street. So the Herald guy does have his uses . . .”

After the call I went downstairs to the basement, where Dan had his entire vintage watch collection laid out on his desk. He was polishing each timepiece—a minor domestic chore that he was using as a way of coping with the uncopable.

“That was Detective Leary,” I said, and went on to recap what he’d just told me. Dan put his polishing cloth down and stared blankly at the flat oak veneer of his desk. All he said when I explained that a Herald journalist would be calling shortly was, “Would you mind talking to him? I’ve got to get to the hospital this afternoon.”

“Well, I don’t want to speak to him either.”

“Just answer his questions as best you can.”

“Dan, I really wish you’d deal with this.”

He looked away from me and said, “I don’t think I can handle it.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll take the call.”

Joe O’Toole rang around half an hour later. I was expecting some fast-talking hack—maybe I’ve seen too many movies—but he turned out to be a slightly hesitant man who, despite the halting conversational style, still managed to be frighteningly direct. He didn’t commiserate with me, nor offer any solace regarding Lizzie’s absence. Instead, his first question to me was, “Do you think this is the first time your daughter had an affair with a married man?”

I felt a stab of panic, but told myself that I should simply try to answer his questions directly.

“Yes, I do think that.”

“Um . . . how can you be certain?”

“Because she was always very open with me about her private life.”

“You were good friends, then?”

“Very.”

“So you knew that she was reprimanded last year by her employers when she stalked a partner in an associate bank?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, and I was sure I sounded scared.

“The gentleman’s name was Kleinsdorf. Your daughter was setting up some financing deal with him. They had a brief fling—and when he ended it after around a month, she phoned him day and night, and even showed up twice at his office in New York.”

“I didn’t know . . .”

“But you . . . um . . . said that she . . . um . . . was very open with you about her private life.”

I chose my words with great care.

“My daughter obviously has some very major problems.”

“Do you . . . um . . . blame yourself for these problems?”

“Are you a parent, Mr. O’Toole?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then you know that all parents feel a certain degree of guilt if their child has psychological difficulties. Lizzie was raised in a relatively stable, happy family. But depression is a malady—and that is what my daughter is suffering from: an illness that has caused her to act obsessively and . . .”

“Terminate a pregnancy?”

“That was a decision she made with Dr. McQueen . . .”

“According to McQueen, the only reason he encouraged her to have an abortion was because he felt she wasn’t psychologically stable enough to . . . um . . . ‘withstand the demands of motherhood’ . . . and that’s a direct quote . . .”

“That’s a complete lie. McQueen didn’t want to leave his wife and children. That’s why he coerced her into having the abortion.”

“Oh, so you think coercion was involved?” he asked.

This was going very, very wrong.

“I think my daughter terminated the pregnancy because McQueen asked her to . . . with the promise that they’d have a baby together after his divorce.”

“Your daughter told you that?”

“I’m just surmising . . .” I heard myself saying.

“I see . . .”

“But I know that Lizzie so wanted to have children that she’d never just terminate a pregnancy . . .”

“But under these circumstances, do you approve of your daughter having an abortion?”

“If it was the right decision for her at the time—and if it was one she made free of outside pressure—then yes, I approve.”

“Still, she never explained to you why she was terminating the pregnancy?”

“I only found out about the abortion after her disappearance.”

“So she did . . . um . . . keep a lot of secrets from you.”

“Only since she became so ill.”

He went silent for a moment or two. I could hear him scribbling away on a pad, transcribing my words. I dreaded to think how they’d be manipulated.

“Well . . . um . . . thank you for your time, Mrs. Buchan. If I have any further questions I’ll get back to you.”

I wanted to say, “Please don’t do her any harm . . .” But I stopped myself from making such a plea—knowing it could be taken down and used against us. Anyway, before I even had a chance to answer, O’Toole had hung up.

Panic, panic, and more panic. I wanted to pick up the phone and tell Dan how badly I’d responded to O’Toole’s questions, how he’d caught me completely off guard, and how I wished that my husband hadn’t passed the buck by asking me to handle the interview. But before that, I needed to attempt a little damage control. So I phoned Leary back on his cell phone and told him just how disastrously the interview had gone.

“I don’t want to sound callous,” he said, “but like I said earlier, in a missing persons case, the more sensational the story, the better chance we’ll have of getting someone to spot the person who’s vanished . . .”

“But say Lizzie really goes off the deep end when she reads this?”

“If she reads this. The fact is, given her abnormal behavior so far, she’s probably not paying much attention to the media. That’s just a supposition, of course.”

“From the way he questioned me, I’m pretty damn certain that O’Toole is going to completely twist the story to paint Lizzie as a harridan.”

“I’m sympathetic, but despite the efforts of some of our finer Republican politicians, we still have a free press in this country, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about what O’Toole writes. More to the point, if I get on the blower and ask him how he’s angling the story, he could go to his editor, who could go to my boss and have me drawn and quartered for trying to influence the press. So let’s hope the article has the desired effect and Lizzie is found quickly and the media loses immediate interest and everything blows over.”

I so wanted to believe this—although I doubted things would turn out this way.

“Your son is coming to see me tomorrow,” Leary said. “He’s not going to be pleased with the abortion stuff, is he?”

“How did you know that?”

“I’m a detective. And I know how to Google someone. Jeffrey Buchan—chairman of the Connecticut Pro-Life Coalition, leading light in the local Evangelical Free Church, father of two, married to the former Shannon Moran, co-chairperson of the Connecticut Pro-Life Coalition and someone who was arrested and released without charge last year during a march on an abortion clinic in New London.”

“I never knew that.”

“It only made the local Connecticut papers—and it was a pretty small item.”

Still, Jeff should have said something. I knew so little about my children, whom I thought I knew so well.

“Anyway, I don’t want to interfere in a family matter, but if it would be easier for you, I’m happy to call your son up now and let him know the Herald is running the story tomorrow.”

“I would appreciate that.”

“Consider it done, then.”

“Detective, one last thing: O’Toole told me about the other harassment case. You obviously knew about this.”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you tell me?”

“I figured you’ve been coping with enough difficult stuff recently . . .”

I went online after the call and emailed Margy:

Hon:

Are you around?

H xxx

As soon as I sent the email, another one ricocheted back from Margy’s server: an out-of-office reply informing all correspondents:

I will be off hiding somewhere bucolic and rural this weekend and will only be returning to the office on Tuesday morning. If it’s an absolute emergency, call my assistant, Kate Shapiro, at (212) 555-0264.

It was an absolute emergency, but I still couldn’t bring myself to hunt down her assistant and then have her disrupt Margy’s weekend away from work, chemo, and all the attendant traumas of lung cancer. Part of me wanted to call a local friend—like Alice Armstrong—and tell her the entire goddamn saga and cry on her shoulder. But though I was desperate to talk about it, another part of me simply wanted to flee—to avoid all the conversations and problems and pressures that I knew would arise as soon as the story hit tomorrow’s papers. So I got up and scribbled a note to Dan saying I’d taken myself off for the afternoon and would probably be back in the early evening. Then, placing my cell phone on the kitchen counter (I wanted a few hours where I was completely out of contact), I picked up my car keys and the Sunday New York Times from the kitchen counter, left the house, pulled my vehicle out of the driveway, and pointed it north.

An hour later—courtesy of the coastal interstate and assorted back roads—I pulled into the parking lot for Popham Beach State Park. It was around three p.m.—and as it was a wintry day in mid-April, there were only two other cars in the big lot. I turned the collar of my jacket up against the cold and walked down the path to the beach, the sand crunching under my hiking boots. The sky was the color of light cigarette ash—a small patch of blue peering out from behind the dome of clouds. But I didn’t mind the overcast gloom. Popham Beach—three uninterrupted miles of sand fronting the Atlantic—was mine. I was alone, and I had two and a half hours of daylight left for a long, mind-emptying ramble. The tide was out and, thanks to the low temperatures, the sand was hard enough to walk right down by the water’s edge. So I turned left and started heading northeast. The air was tangy with salt, there was a breeze at my back, the horizon, though dark, seemed limitless. Mom always used to say that water was the best psychiatrist going. Whenever she was depressed or simply suffering from the everyday blues (which, in Mom’s case, was, at best, a thrice-weekly event), she’d take herself down to the banks of Lake Champlain and stare out at its watery expanse until she felt calmer. I remember one Christmas Eve, a few years ago, she got into one of her black moods while chopping onions for the turkey stuffing. I’d arrived the day before. Dan was due that evening. Ditto our kids, and Dad was off hiding in his office on campus—so Mom and I were alone in the house. Suddenly her chopping became manic—and increased at such a staccato rate that I said, “Hey, take it easy there.”

Without warning, she shoved the chopping board off the kitchen counter. The diced onion went everywhere.

“Don’t you fucking tell me to take it easy. Don’t you—”

She broke off and stiffened, then seemed to have a moment of mental absence accompanied by a rapid twitching of the head. It only lasted a couple of seconds, and when it ended, it took her a moment or two to figure out where she was. The episode over, she looked at me like someone still reeling from an out-of-nowhere slap and said, “What did I just say?”

“It doesn’t matter, Mom. You okay?”

“There are onions on the floor.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll clean them up.”

She nodded and left the room. When she came back a few minutes later, she had her overcoat and hat on.

“I’m going down to the lake,” she said. “Want to come too?”

We got into my car and negotiated the icy gray streets.

“Remember when we used to have proper winters in Vermont?” she asked quietly. “Now the snow’s so damn sporadic that we just have four months of cold, overcast gloom.”

“You sound like a character in a Russian novel.”

“I am Russian,” she said crossly. “And in Russian novels, there is always fucking snow.”

I smiled, relieved to hear Mom back to her old cranky self. We drove down to a small beach right on the lake, parked the car, and walked onto the narrow strip of sand. Mom immediately sat down, clasped her knees to her chest, and looked out at the Adirondack skyline way across the lake in New York State. Though her hair was completely gray and she needed heavy prescription lenses to see the world, her posture on the beach was that of a young girl, staring out at the water, wondering what the future would bring her. Until she said, “You know what I regret most in my life? The fact that I don’t do happy.”

“Does anybody?” I asked.

“Yeah, I think there are a lot of people out there who are reasonably content. Or, at least, I want to think that. Because I’ve never been content, never been—”

She broke off again, losing the train of thought, blinking into the thin winter sunlight covering the lake. Three months later, she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s—and she began the long, slow descent into silence.

I don’t do happy.

Staring out at the Atlantic from the prospect of a sand dune on Popham Beach, Mom’s words came back to me—and I couldn’t help but think that I don’t really do happy either. It’s not that I’m discontented with everything . . . it’s just that I’ve never really felt that ongoing exhilaration that you hope will accompany life. Oh, there have been moments of pleasure, of fun, of a sense that everything is just fine. But these have been largely occasional; episodic flashes amid the day-to-day stuff that constitutes a life. And no, I’m not a gloom merchant who thinks she’s had an unhappy life. But still . . . the idea of waking up enthused, of battling against all the everyday stuff, and seeing the little time you have here as a great adventure . . .

No, that’s not exactly been me. All right, I’ve maintained a certain curiosity, I try to remain optimistic, but . . .

I don’t do happy.

Does Dan? He never seems cheerless, but he also never comes across as greatly enthused. It’s just not his thing. He keeps it all so level, so controlled. He doesn’t do happy either.

And Jeff? The angry man, always railing against whatever doesn’t fit with his rigid point of view, so insanely concerned with appearing to be the Great Husband and Father, Mr. Family Values, Mr. Corporate America. Does he do happy?

And then there’s Lizzie—my poor lost girl who once seemed to be in such splendid control of her life, so determined to avoid all the pitfalls that land so many people in professional and personal culs-de-sac from which it is very difficult to escape.

And now . . .

Oh God, here we go again.

I felt the tears sting my eyes and tried to tell myself it was a reaction to the salty air. I forced myself to keep walking, to raise my eyes above the sand and keep them focused on the ceaseless roll of the Atlantic. So much for emptying my head of everything that was tearing me apart right now. But how could I really expect to void all thoughts of Lizzie at a moment of such desperate uncertainty, when I didn’t know if she was alive or dead or sleeping in some gutter or . . .

I kept walking, pushing myself up the beach, past the shuttered summer cottages, and the great colonial revival homes that defined the farthest corner of Popham, keeping up a brisk pace until I reached that point where I was directly opposite an imposing lighthouse, several hundred yards out to sea. I checked my watch. Four-forty p.m. Time to hightail it back to the parking lot.

Thanks to my pressing concern about getting off the beach, the sense of being besieged by grief lifted for a little while—and for the first time since this nightmare began, I could exist in the moment without the crushing weight of Lizzie’s disappearance impinging on my every thought.

I reached the car just as night fell. A low fog was rolling in off the sea, so I had to peer over my headlights as I drove slowly back to the interstate. By the time I reached I-295, it was well after six. But instead of heading home, I decided to turn north, driving another thirty minutes up the coast to Wiscasset—one of those postcard-perfect New England towns of white clapboard churches and sea captains’ houses with widow’s walks. It was packed in the summer with tourists and blessedly empty at this time of year. But there was a small restaurant on the main street, which I gambled on being open. I won the wager—and basically had the place to myself. The waiter gave me a booth, leaving me plenty of space to spread out the endless sections of the Sunday New York Times while I ate clam chowder and scrod, drank two glasses of sauvignon blanc, and quietly reveled in this time by myself and the simple pleasure of lingering over food and newsprint for a couple of hours.

By the time I got back to Falmouth, it was after nine. As I approached the Bucknam Road exit, I was tempted to keep on driving. I didn’t want to go home, didn’t want to tell Dan about the bad interview, didn’t want to hear bad news from Detective Leary. I just wanted to stay on this road.

But there was already one runaway in this family—and I knew that, like it or not, unpleasant stuff must always be faced (the old New England sensibility always kicks in). So I made the turnoff and pulled into our driveway ten minutes later.

The lights were off downstairs, but I could hear the bedroom television. I went upstairs. Dan was already in bed, watching some History Channel documentary on Stalin. Why do so many middle-aged men have such an addiction to the History Channel? It wasn’t, I felt, a thirst for knowledge—rather, a need for some sort of visceral experience beyond their own day-to-day grind. Dan looked up as I entered, raised the remote control, and lowered the volume.

“So where did you disappear to?” he asked quietly.

I told him.

“Sounds nice,” he said, turning his attention back to the screen. “We had a couple of calls while you were out.”

“Detective Leary?”

He shook his head. “Just your dad, wanting an update, and Jeff, sounding pretty damn upset that the Herald’s running the story tomorrow.”

“He certainly won’t be pleased with what they reveal about his sister.”

Dan said nothing. He kept looking at the screen.

“And I’m a bit worried that the stuff I said to the journalist might be taken out of context.”

He still didn’t look over at me.

“I’m sure it won’t be too bad.”

“I really didn’t like the way the interview went.”

“Did he ask some tough questions?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Well, if you answered them reasonably . . .”

“That’s not the point, Dan. The guy’s a tabloid journalist—he’s going to sensationalize everything. And the way he was questioning me, I’m pretty damn sure he’s going to twist everything to . . .”

“Well, if you knew the guy was a tabloid hack, why didn’t you exercise a little caution?”

“Are you kidding me?” I said, trying to keep my anger in check. His eyes remained fixed on black-and-white footage of assorted Russian gulags.

“I’m just saying . . .”

“Do you have amnesia?” I asked.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You asked me to handle the interview, remember?”

“Yeah, but don’t go getting angry at me because it all went wrong.”

“Oh, thanks a lot . . .”

“Hey, lose the tone.”

“I will not lose the tone—and I’d really appreciate it if you’d look at me while we’re having an argument.”

He clicked off the television, pulled down the covers, and got out of bed, grabbing the robe that he’d left on a nearby chair.

“You’re the one having the argument here, not me.”

“Don’t try to play your usual passive-aggressive games.”

He stopped and looked at me coldly, but his voice was dry, unemotional.

“Passive-aggressive? Since when did you start talking in psychobabble?”

“See? You’re doing it right now!”

He walked toward the door. I said, “I’m not going to let you just leave without . . .”

“Well, I’m not fighting with you over nothing.”

“What is going on right now is hardly nothing. Our daughter is missing.”

“And you are understandably distraught. And I am going to cut you a wide berth and sleep downstairs. Good night.”

He shut the door behind him. My first instinct was to chase after him and demand a confrontation. But I was so infuriated by his pass-the-buck comments—and his usual cunning avoidance of a showdown—that I forced myself to stay put, knowing that all the fear and sorrow I was feeling right now might come out in a vindictive deluge. And there was a big part of me that always worried what might happen between Dan and myself if I ever told him what I really thought about everything to do with us.

So I couldn’t face Dan right now. Just as I couldn’t face a phone conversation with Jeff (anyway, Shannon complained if I ever called after nine). And I frankly didn’t want to try to calm Dad’s anxieties when I couldn’t calm my own. All I wanted to do was sleep.

But sleep was elusive. I woke twice during the night, and didn’t dare take a second sleeping pill for fear of being groggy in the morning—something my students would see and mock. By six, I gave up, tossed aside the book I was reading, and started getting ready for the day.

When I came downstairs twenty minutes later, I saw that Dan’s car was gone from the driveway. There was no note saying he’d headed off earlier—and I was surprised that I didn’t hear him pull out during the last two hours of this nuit blanche. Maybe he’d driven off during one of my dozy moments. My stomach was tense. I hated fights that ended inconclusively, without some sort of détente. Just as I hated myself for rising to combat last night.

I picked up the phone and punched in his number. No answer—just his voice mail. That was strange, him forgetting to turn on his phone, especially given that the hospital always needs to have access to him. No doubt, the stress was making him neglectful too.

I grabbed my gym bag and briefcase and left the house. The sky was still black, a sharp chill to the air. I drove into downtown Portland and parked in front of the gym. Even though there is an excellent gym at the Woodlands Golf Club, where Dan is a member, I’ve never really been able to stomach the country club atmosphere of the place. When the kids were still at home, I couldn’t really stand all the soccer moms who used the gym there . . . largely because they always looked down on me for not being a stay-at-home type like themselves. So I found this basic, utilitarian gym in the business district a few years ago—and I try to work out at least four times a week. It’s a regimen that I find boring but effective when it comes to keeping the weight off and telling yourself that you are stalling the ravages of time—as Margy once noted after we both turned fifty, “From now on, it’s all about damage control.”

Today, however, my half hour on the StairMaster—followed by another twenty minutes with light free weights—was all about trying to dampen down the effects of insomnia and stress. But as I climbed more than a hundred floors on the dreaded machine, all I could think was, How can you engage in something so banal and self-serving while your daughter is still missing?

I knew that my overriding feeling of helplessness stemmed from the fact that, without scouring every park and flophouse in Boston, there was nothing more I could do in the hunt for Lizzie. And in the middle of the endorphin rush that followed the workout, I also resolved not to read The Boston Herald until the end of the working day. After all, bad news doesn’t have to be ingested immediately.

So, on my way to the school, I pulled over to a 7-Eleven and bought that dreaded tabloid, refusing to look at the front page and immediately folding it in half and tucking it into my briefcase. I got back in my car and drove over to the school. It was now seven-thirty. I had just over an hour until my first class. There wasn’t much accumulated mail in my box, but the expected FedEx package from Margy was there. I picked it up and retreated to my little cubicle of an office. I shut the door, took off my coat, sat down behind the metal desk, and opened the package. Inside was a hardcover book, around three hundred pages in length. There was a Post-it from Margy attached to its front cover, with a simple message: Read chapter 4, then call me.

I removed the Post-it and found myself staring at the title:

I Ain’t A-Marching Anymore: Memoirs of a Reformed Radical

Below this was the cover illustration, a split image. On one side was a photograph of the then long-haired author, aged twenty-two, hectoring a crowd of fellow long-haired radicals while somebody burned an American flag in the background. The other side showed the author, now in his fifties, with horn-rimmed glasses and thinning hair, dressed in a sober suit and tie—shaking hands in the Oval Office with a certain George W. Bush. I don’t know which version of Tobias Judson appalled me more.

I fought the urge for a cigarette. I lost. I stood up and opened the window behind me all the way. Then, sticking my head outside, I plugged a Marlboro Light in my mouth and lit up. I smoked it quickly, hoping that a backwind didn’t send its fumes into my office (smoking on school property is a serious offense, especially for staff members). When I had sucked the cigarette right down to its filter, I stubbed it out on the windowsill and tossed it into a drain conveniently located in the ground below.

I retreated back into the room. I shut the window. I sat down again at my desk. I breathed deeply—my head buzzing with the first nicotine jolt of the day. It gave me just enough chemically induced courage to pull the book toward me again. Once again, I started nervously tapping its cover.

Come on, get it over with.

I picked it up, opened it to chapter 4, and started to read.


FOURTEEN

Chapter 4

LOVE ON THE RUN

When the phone call came, I was sitting on the floor of my apartment with George “the Lynx” Jefferson—the Chicago-area “Information Secretary” for the Black Panthers. It was around ten a.m. George had stopped by for an early-morning rap, but back then, after the usual coffee and Danish, no day could begin among comrades without a little taste of the old bong. So we sat cross-legged on the floor, listening to Ornette Coleman’s weird jazzy syncopations while George filled the bong with Panama Red—some of the best grass on the market back then. We were discussing recent “Pig Activity” in the Chicago area—how the cops had just busted Brother Ahmal Mingus for attempting to sabotage all U.S. mail leaving the Chicago-area FBI headquarters—when the phone snapped into life. I exhaled a lungful of Panama Red and answered it.

“Yo,” I said.

“That Groucho?” the voice on the other end asked.

“Hey, if I was Harpo, I wouldn’t be talking,” I said.

“Jack Daniels here. How about picking up a newspaper for me? But come prepared.”

Within moments, I had grabbed my coat and was out the door. “Groucho,” you see, was my code name in the Weather Underground, because I had always been their most outspoken advocate of Marxist economics. “Hey, if I was Harpo” was the coded exchange I always used whenever “Jack Daniels”—the head of my Weatherman cell—called to verify that he was speaking with me. “And how about picking up a newspaper for me” meant only one thing—it was an order to walk to a public phone on the street, where I was to await a call that couldn’t be tapped. “But come prepared” was coded language for: pack a bag and be ready to split.

So I did as commanded: I threw some clothes in a backpack, grabbed the $300 in cash and false ID I kept hidden away for just a moment like this, and told George he too had to split right now. Without even looking around to see if I’d left the stove on or the fridge open, we both snuck out a back door, scanning the street to check if we were under pig surveillance. The coast clear, we gave each other the clenched revolutionary salute . . . and started walking in different directions.

The phone was just three streets away from the main gates of the University of Chicago—now, as then, the sort of institute of higher learning that embraces a Left Bank–style disdain for American values.

I reached it just as it started to ring.

“Groucho?” Jack Daniels asked.

“Hey, if I was Harpo . . .”

“Affirmative,” he said. “I’ll be fast. The Man is onto your roommates for the past couple of days.”

“How on?”

“I’d say you should clear the area now.”

“Are you talking about a hop and a skip?” I asked, code for jumping the border into Canada.

“Let’s not go drastic yet, especially as they could be watching all such exit points. Why not hit the road for a while? Get lost somewhere quiet, out of the range of media attention. And when you’ve found a safe haven, call me on the secure line and let me know your whereabouts. Happy trails, Comrade.”

What had happened was this: after the bombing of the Department of Defense by another Weatherman cell, Jack Daniels contacted me and said that, as the police and the FBI had thrown a virtual blockade around the city, I would have to let these comrades hide out with me until the heat was off. Now, thanks to my radical indoctrination, I didn’t think once of questioning the idea of harboring two murderers—men who, through their violent, egocentric actions, had been responsible for the deaths of two upstanding citizens: Wendall Thomas III and Dwight Cassell, both African-Americans, both veterans of Korea, and both family men with five children between them. But did I think about the innocent death of these men, guarding a government department responsible for the security of our nation? To me—the great Marxist—they were simply collateral damage in the struggle for revolutionary change.

Now, however, the Man—better known as the Federal Bureau of Investigation—had worked out that the two bombers had stayed with yours truly in the aftermath of the attack, and I was wanted for aiding and abetting, a federal felony that carried a maximum sentence of twenty years. I had no choice but to get out of Dodge—and to do so right now. So, figuring they’d be watching all the bus stations and airports, I got on the Green Line out to Oak Park. Why Oak Park? Hey, it was Ernest Hemingway’s birthplace and I also decided that the one place they wouldn’t be looking for me would be out in the suburbs. I found a little motel on the edge of town and checked in.

Once night fell, I went out under cover of darkness and found a phone in the street. I called the operator and asked to make a station-to-station call to Burlington, Vermont. I chose station-to-station so no names would be used. She asked me to deposit $2.25 for three minutes. I held my breath and—even though this was years before I ever understood the real meaning of prayer or Christian witness—I said a little entreaty that James Windsor Longley would answer the phone.

James Windsor Longley (like so many people in this memoir, I am using a pseudonym to protect his real identity). Can you imagine a more patrician-sounding name? Then again, James Windsor Longley was just that: a true Boston Brahmin who, back in the sixties, went through something of a long-overdue adolescent rebellion when he discovered radical politics.

To describe James Windsor Longley as a mere radical really doesn’t do him justice. He was that much tougher breed of revolutionary: the intellectual ideologue playing Johnny Reb against his class and all the privileges that his country had bestowed upon him.

I got to know Professor Longley as a fraternal fellow traveler in the antiwar movement. He was in his early fifties at the time—and he was a big draw at any rally or demonstration, because he cut such a curious figure: the aging preppy professor who nonetheless spoke the language of radical political change. The kids loved him. To them, he was their dad turned revolutionary. The women especially loved him. And like all the rest of us in the movement, he considered sexual conquest without consequence to be one of the rewards of espousing antiestablishment rhetoric (and I should point out here that, when it came to free love back then, I was as much of a vagabond as the next lefty. The difference between myself and James Windsor Longley at the time was a straightforward one: he was married).

Anyway, I looked upon James Windsor Longley as something of a mentor whose counsel I always sought whenever the heat got too hot. And boy, was I in one smoking kitchen right now. So I was hugely relieved when he answered. Without giving too much of the game away—I sensed that his phone was bugged too—I simply hinted that I was in need of a quiet place to lie low for a little while. He asked a few indirect questions—“Does this relate to recent news from Chicago?”—that made it clear he knew I might have been somehow involved in the recent Department of Defense bombing there. Then he hinted that coming north to his place in Burlington might not be the coolest of ideas, especially as he suspected that the feds were always keeping an eye on him.

But then he said, “You know my daughter, Alison [also a pseudonym], is living in Croydon, Maine [not its real name]. And I know her husband is out of town right now—so I’m sure she’d put you up for a day or two. From what I gather, it’s pretty quiet in Croydon . . .”

And as nowhere in Maine was more than a few hours from the Canadian border, that definitely appealed to me too.

“Thanks, Comrade,” I said after I took the number.

“Good luck” was his reply.

I made a call to Greyhound and found out that there was a bus heading east. Three days later—following an obscure Greyhound route through minor cities, and crashing every night in nowhere hotels—I was deposited in Bridgton, Maine.

It was around five in the evening. I went to the only phone booth in Bridgton and called the number that James Windsor Longley had given me. His daughter, Alison, answered on the second ring. She sounded pleasant, welcoming—until I spun her some jive about how I was bumming around the country, researching a book I might write about The Radical United States of America (hey, I was beyond arrogant back then), and how I needed a place to crash for a couple of days. She sounded hesitant—and told me she’d have to call her father and her husband first before saying yes. “What a square,” I thought to myself—but said nothing. I needed to get off the road fast and hide out until I got further word from Jack Daniels about my next move.

Twenty very long minutes passed until the public phone started ringing. It was Alison.

“Okay,” she said, “my dad said you’re cool, and my husband’s own father is dying, so he’s out of town and has got other things on his mind. And quite frankly, it’s pretty lonely here in this small town, so I could use the company.”

Croydon was just seven miles from Bridgton. I found the one and only cab company in town and dropped five bucks on the ride. En route the driver asked me what I was doing in Croydon. “Visiting an old college friend” was my reply.

Alison told me that the house they were supposed to be living in had been damaged due to a burst pipe, so they were temporarily squatting in an apartment above the doctor’s office. It wasn’t hard to find. Croydon, Maine, was a one-street town, a blink-once-you-miss-it sort of place.

But I did more than just blink when Alison opened the door. Ever heard the French expression coup de foudre? It means “love at first sight”—and a proper coup de foudre hits you like a slap across the face. I looked at her, she looked at me, and although the only words we exchanged were awkward greetings, I could tell immediately that the attraction wasn’t one-sided. It was very mutual.

Of course, I noted right away that she was holding a little baby in one arm. Not that I gave such detail a second thought. I was the Great Revolutionary—the advocate of free love. And from the moment our eyes locked, I knew that Alison and I were destined to become lovers. Because what I saw in her deep, sad gaze was longing—a longing to escape from the small-town dead end she’d found herself in.

The apartment was poky—three small rooms stuffed with furniture too big for its small dimensions. Alison apologized for the cramped conditions.

“Hey,” I told her. “No need to go all bourgeois on me.”

She laughed, then said, “That’s the first time somebody’s used a two-syllable word in my presence since we moved to this burg!”

We hit it off immediately. Within an hour we’d put away most of a bottle of wine and were sliding into a great spaghetti and meatballs dinner she’d made us. Her little son, Baby Jeff, played in his playpen while we ate, drank, and had a heavy conversation about things political and the meaning of life.

“I haven’t talked about this sort of stuff since college,” Alison admitted. “My husband is a good man, but he really isn’t up to much in the big ideas department.”

She touched the top of my hand as she said that—and looked at me longingly with her big liquid eyes. Even though I was totally attracted to her—and was of the immoral opinion back then that monogamy was for squares—a small part of me (the part, I think, that years later allowed me to be open to Jesus’s love and guiding hand) stopped me from going any further. I could also sense that Alison was torn between desire and responsibility . . . and, this evening anyway, I decided that it was best to be prudent and not take things any further. So she fixed up a few sofa cushions for me on the floor, helped me spread out my sleeping bag, and wished me a good night. What she didn’t realize was, after three nights of nervy travel, her great warmth of spirit made me feel safe for the first time in days. I was no longer just a radical on the run. I was a man falling in love.

The next day, Alison showed me Croydon. Though I smugly thought to myself that this place was the original boring Mom’s Apple Pie small burg, now I can see what a unique place it was—and how rooted Croydon was in the great American tradition of small-town communal spirit and strong family values. Alison worked in the library—a quaint, well-stocked place, filled with loads of local children learning an early love of books. And I also fell for the local diner and the great general store, where all the great local characters also met to discuss the affairs of the day. And after she finished work that afternoon, we picked up Baby Jeff from the lovely old lady who looked after him while Alison was at the library, and we drove over to one of New England’s great natural wonders: Sebago Lake.

It was the perfect autumn day—and the Maine foliage was putting on the best show imaginable. We rented a canoe and—with Baby Jeff held tightly in Alison’s arms—I paddled us out in the middle of the lake. Had I known God then, I would have realized that He was shining His light upon us and hinting that, in such a beautiful, bountiful world as our own, we must not overstep that big moral border we both so wanted to traverse.

“You know, Toby,” Alison said to me when we were out in the middle of the lake, “Gerry is a very good husband: kind, decent, loyal. But—I hate to admit this—there’s no charge between us, no passion, no intensity, no romance. And I’m still so young, so full of possibility. Surely there’s something beyond all this.”

There are times when you speak before thinking. This was one of them.

“Why don’t you run off with me?” I said.

She blanched. “You mean that?”

“More than I’ve ever meant anything in my life,” I said.

“But we’ve only known each other . . .”

“I know—less than twenty-four hours. And still—”

I broke off, finding it difficult to put into words what the heart was saying.

“Tell me . . .” she said. “Try.”

“Certainty like this comes once in a lifetime,” I said.

“That’s beautiful,” she said.

“That’s the truth,” I said.

“But I’m married.”

“I know . . . Just as I know that the feeling I have right now is one that will never leave me.”

“Oh, Toby . . .” she said quietly. “Why did you ever come into my life?”

“I’m sorry . . .”

“I’m not. And yet, life would have been so much easier if—”

Now it was her turn to break off and turn away from me.

“Tell me, my love,” I said.

“. . . if I hadn’t set eyes on you and known immediately that you were the one I was meant to be with.”

We said nothing for a long time thereafter. Alison rested her head against Baby Jeff’s head. Then, after several minutes, she looked up at me and said, “I think you should leave tonight.”

I was privately crushed by the news—just as I was also worried about where I could head next and avoid detection. But though I knew that, by leaving, I was putting my freedom in jeopardy, I suddenly did something totally unusual for me: I made a selfless decision and decided that if, by leaving, I would make things easier for Alison, then so be it . . . even though it meant walking away from the woman I loved.

I paddled us back to shore. We loaded Baby Jeff into the car and then drove off to Croydon in silence. We got there just after sunset. Upstairs, Alison bathed and fed Baby Jeff while I repacked my knapsack and phoned Greyhound in Bridgton to find out the next bus to . . .

Well, truth be told, I had no idea where I’d be going next.

While I was on the phone, Alison brought Jeff into the bedroom and put him to sleep in his crib. When she returned, I said, “There’s a bus from Bridgton to Lewiston at eight p.m. I think I’ll try to make that.”

“But where will you go?” she asked.

“It doesn’t matter. You’re right: I have to go. I have to—”

I never got to finish that sentence, as we were suddenly in each other’s arms, locked in the deepest, most passionate embrace. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other—and within moments, we had stumbled into the bedroom.

Around an hour later, as we lay together naked, curled up in each other’s arms, I couldn’t help but think: I’ve had sex so many times with so many different women, but this was the first time I have truly made love. At the end of our bed, Baby Jeff slept soundly, oblivious to all that had happened right in front of him. Alison and I said nothing to each other. We just kept gazing into each other’s eyes. Then, out of nowhere, the phone began to ring. Alison tensed and got up, throwing on a bathrobe. She went into the next room and answered it.

“You want to speak to whom?” I heard her asking, followed up by, “I’m sorry, but there’s no Glenn Walker at this number . . . really, you must be mistaken . . .”

I was suddenly out of the bed, pulling on my jeans and saying, “That’s for me.”

Alison pulled the phone away from her ear, and looked at me with something approaching total shock—the sort of shock that comes with discovering that someone has totally betrayed your trust.

I took the phone from her. I immediately heard a voice I knew all too well on the other end.

“Groucho?”

“Hey, if I was Harpo . . .” I said. Alison’s puzzlement deepened.

“Affirmative,” Jack Daniels said. “And, as always, I’ll be fast. Our friends seem to know that you are somewhere in New England—as some ticket guy at Greyhound in Albany saw your mug in the local rag, called our friends, and told them he remembers selling you a ticket to Maine just two days ago. So I’d suggest a hop and a skip tonight. Understood?”

“Affirmative,” I said.

“Good. And our real friends up above will rendezvous with you in the town of Saint-Georges. I’ve been studying your whereabouts—and this is about a seven-hour drive from you . . . and, for them, the easiest place to meet you. Do you think you can get access to wheels?”

“Not tonight. But maybe tomorrow I can rent a car.”

“Tomorrow might be pushing it. Talk to your hostess. And expect a call from me again in fifteen minutes.”

The line went dead. I put down the phone. Alison came over to me and took me by both hands.

“Alison, my love . . .” I started to say, but the words became choked in my throat.

“You have to tell me,” she said.

“I don’t want to involve you . . .”

“I am already involved,” she said, “because I love you.”

“I never meant to hurt you.”

“Toby, please, tell me the truth . . . no matter how horrible it is.”

She led me over to the sofa. She sat me down. She looked deep into my eyes . . . and I told her everything. I spared no details. I made no excuses for myself. Just as I also explained that there was a split-second moment after Jack Daniels had told me to harbor the bombers that I came very close to telling him, “This is wrong. I can’t do it.”

“But,” I explained to Alison, “if I had told him that, they might have killed me. Once you’re in a Weatherman cell, you can’t get out. And all betrayals may be punishable by death.”

“Oh, my poor darling,” Alison said. “What a terrible choice you had to make.”

“And I now realize I made the wrong choice. And I really want to go to the authorities, give myself up. But I know if I do that, I am looking at twenty years in a federal penitentiary. Whereas if I make it across the border to Canada, I will have more leverage when it comes to bargaining with the FBI. I know that sounds cynical, but . . .”

“I understand. Because, as you know, my dad has been harassed by the feds for years. And if they get you on this side of the border, they will show you no mercy. So, yes, you must flee tonight.”

“But how? I don’t have a vehicle.”

Without hesitation, she said, “I’ll drive you.”

“You can’t do that,” I said. “You’ll be immediately implicated. If they caught us, you could go to jail. You’d be separated from Baby Jeff. I won’t let you . . .”

“Do you have identification in the name of . . . what did that guy call you?”

“Glenn Walker. And yes, I have ID in that name.”

“Well, if we leave now, we’ll get to the border in a couple of hours, and they won’t stop a man named Walker traveling with his wife and child.”

“You’re going to bring Baby Jeff?”

“He won’t notice. And anyway, I can’t leave him here.”

“And say your husband calls while you’re gone?”

“If I call him now, he won’t ring me back tonight. It’s not his style to check in a lot.”

“I still can’t let you . . .”

“I have to do it.”

“But why?”

She gripped my hands tighter.

“Even though I abhor violence, especially directed against innocent civilians, I do so loathe this terrible war we are fighting in Southeast Asia. I’ve always stayed on the sidelines—out of fear, perhaps . . . or maybe my own inability to show commitment. But do you know what I have learned over the past twenty-four hours from you? The fact that deep, abiding love is the most important commitment there is. And as I know that you too were a nonviolent activist coerced into harboring violent men, I have to help you escape.”

“I don’t know what to say, Alison.”

She leaned over and kissed me deeply.

“There is nothing to say, except: let’s be ready to leave in a half hour.”

I dashed back to the bedroom, had a quick shower, got dressed, and made the bed. Alison, meanwhile, threw some baby stuff—diapers, milk bottles, spare clothes, and pacifiers—into a small bag. She also dug out her passport and Baby Jeff’s birth certificate as identification. The phone rang. She answered it and handed it to me. It was Jack Daniels.

“Groucho?”

“Hey, if I was Harpo . . .”

“Affirmative,” he said. “What’s the state of play?”

“I’m ready to hop, skip, and jump.”

“With or without assistance?”

“With.”

“Reluctant assistance?”

“On the contrary. Like father, like daughter . . .”

“Right on. Okay, here’s the meeting point . . .”

He gave me specific directions where to meet my contact in the Quebec town of Saint-Georges, and reminded me that, if there was any trouble at the border and I was apprehended, I must not break the Weatherman code and collaborate.

“We will get heavy if that happens—and no matter where you are, we will find you.”

For the first time ever, I suddenly saw through Jack Daniels’s radical posturing, his right-on, workers-of-the-world-unite propaganda. He wasn’t really into political activism for change. He was a gangster. And looking at Alison’s brimming, nervous eyes—eyes that told me, “I will get you through this . . . even though it will kill me to let you go”—I suddenly realized that it was the love of a good woman that had made me change my way of seeing, that had swept away the revolutionary cobwebs and made me realize that there was more to life than the dangerous antiestablishment games I was playing.

But, for the moment, I had no choice but to make a run for the border. Alison called her husband, Gerry. They spoke for around five minutes. She hung up with a simple “Talk to you tomorrow.” No terms of endearment, no dedication of love. This knowledge—that hers was a sterile marriage—gutted me. Because I knew that, in a few short hours, I would be forever separated from the woman whom I now knew had been put on earth for me.

When she hung up, she bit her lip and said, “If it wasn’t for Baby Jeff, I’d vanish with you right now.”

“If it wasn’t for Baby Jeff,” I said, “I wouldn’t let you go.”

We got in the car and set off in the dark. It was about five hours to the border. Baby Jeff slept soundly. Alison and I talked nonstop all the way north, telling each other the story of our respective lives, desperate to find out everything we could about each other before we parted.

We stopped just once for gas. Before we knew it, the miles had vanished behind us. We were at the town of Jackman, Maine. Up ahead was the frontier. We switched places and I drove us slowly past the U.S. Customs Post, holding my breath, expecting that, at any moment, a police car would pull out in front of us. But the road remained clear—and within moments, we had entered a narrow no-man’s-land that separated the U.S. from Canada.

“Bonsoir,” said the French-Canadian customs official. “What brings you to Quebec?”

“Visiting friends in Quebec City for the weekend,” I said.

“You’re traveling late,” he said.

“Well, I just got off work and the baby sleeps best at night.”

“Oh, boy, do I remember all that,” he said. “Might I see some ID?”

I handed over my false passport. He scrutinized it for a moment or two, then asked me if I was bringing any food or drink into Canada. When I answered no, he handed me back my passport and said, “Mr. Walker, I hope you and your family have a pleasant weekend in Canada.”

We drove off.

“You and your family,” Alison said quietly after we cleared the border. “If only . . . if only.”

Twenty minutes later, we were in the town of Saint-Georges. I followed Jack Daniels’s instructions to a small closed gas station on the edge of town. When we pulled in, I saw another car parked there, its headlights off. I cut the engine and flashed my headlights twice. The other vehicle flashed me back with its light—the agreed sign. I turned to Alison and took her hand.

“It’s time,” I said.

“Take me—us—with you,” she said.

“I can’t,” I said. “Because I will be on the run for months, maybe years . . .”

“That doesn’t matter. We’ll be together. That’s all that counts.”

“Alison, my love, every vessel in my heart wants to say yes, but my head tells me otherwise. Because this will be no life for you or Baby Jeff.”

She started to weep, burying her head in my shoulder. We held on to each other, like fellow shipwrecks on a life raft in high seas. When her crying finally subsided, she gave me one long, deep kiss and whispered one word: “Go.”

I reached behind me and touched Baby Jeff’s sleeping head. I got out of the door and retrieved my knapsack from the trunk. I came back and looked at Alison for one last time.

“I’ll never forget you, Tobias Judson,” she said, her face wet with tears.

“I’ll never forget you, Alison Longley,” I whispered back.

Then I turned and started walking toward the parked vehicle in front of me. My years in exile were about to begin—years when my every move was haunted by the loss of Alison. Later on, after I had received the redemption of Our Lord, Jesus Christ, I was still shadowed by a sense of shame at having committed adultery with a married woman. And yet, what I now realize is that Alison’s love put me on the road to fundamental personal and spiritual transformation. And I’ve never forgotten her—because how can you ever forget the person who changed your life?


FIFTEEN

I SLAMMED THE book shut and shoved it away from me with such force that it landed on the floor. I didn’t retrieve it. Had somebody just beaten me around the ears, I would have felt less trauma than I did now. All I could do was sit rigid with shock.

It wasn’t just his disgusting lies that so appalled me—the way he fabricated just about everything, bar the sex we had together. It was also the way he made me seem like a coconspirator, someone who willingly drove him across the border. And the way he turned our dumb little fling into a gooey romantic fiction . . . brimming with fabricated comments about Dan, about the state of our marriage back then. All right . . . I can’t remember exactly, thirty years wipes out so much from memory . . . but I’m pretty sure I did talk about how thwarted I felt in Pelham, and maybe how I got married too young. But all that crap about having a coup de foudre with Toby Judson . . . my tears when I realized I’d never see him again. The son of a bitch coerced me into driving him to Canada. In fact, coerced is far too nice a verb. He blackmailed me, pure and simple. And now he was attempting to rewrite history for his own deceitful gain. But who would believe my version of the story against his? Especially as he was now the reformed radical who had embraced his great friend Jesus Christ and was such a zealous conservative that he was shown being glad-handed by George W. on the cover of his damn book. And according to his reconstruction of events, I was so smitten with him that I was willing to break the law to help my beloved. And then there was all the horrible stuff about my dad . . .

My cell phone started ringing. I glanced at my watch. It was around eight-twenty. My first class began in twenty-five minutes—and I wondered how I’d now be able to get through it without suddenly retching in front of all my students . . . who’d probably think it was way cool to see me barf: Teach must’ve tied one on last night . . . and I thought she was some kinda stiff . . .

The phone kept ringing. I answered it. Before I managed to speak, Margy said, “I’ve just seen the Boston Herald article. Oh shit, Hannah, I can’t even imagine the worry . . .”

“I’ve just read that asshole’s book,” I said.

“Fuck him. Lizzie’s more important. And after what that hack in the Herald wrote about you and Dan . . .”

“What did he say?”

“You mean, you haven’t read it yet?”

“Couldn’t bring myself to.”

“Do you have a copy of the paper nearby?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Read it now.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Read it.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Hannah, you have to face up to . . .”

“Okay, okay,” I said, reaching into my bag and retrieving the paper. “Do you want me to call you back?”

“I’ll stay on the line. The story’s on page three.”

I opened the paper and felt like I’d just been kicked again in the stomach. The story took up all of page three. There was a horrible grainy photograph of Lizzie, taken at some Christmas party by an office colleague, that made her look vaguely deranged. Next to her was a sober professional head-and-shoulders shot of McQueen in a white doctor’s coat. The headline read:

BOSTON WOMAN BANKER DISAPPEARS AFTER FAILED AFFAIR WITH LEADING BROOKLINE DOCTOR

The story was lurid in the extreme—Lizzie painted as this big-salaried mutual fund whiz (described as “very driven and very edgy” by one associate), living this über-yuppie lifestyle in a downtown loft (also described in loving designer detail), with a string of bad romances behind her (her stalking of that banker guy Kleinsdorf got considerable mention). McQueen, on the other hand, was described as “a pillar of the medical community” and “the dermatologist to the stars” who, though providing a credible alibi, “has not been completely ruled out of the investigation.” Then the story detailed Lizzie’s first encounter with McQueen on the bicycle trip—and how a brief fling soon escalated into what McQueen was quoted as calling “her major obsession.”

She became my worst nightmare—phoning me day and night, showing up at my office, sleeping outside the front door of my house in her car. Then, out of nowhere, she informed me she was pregnant and wanted to have the baby. When I expressed concern at whether she could handle motherhood, given her emotional instability, she went nuts, screaming at me and vanishing for three days. When I next heard from her, she told me she’d terminated the pregnancy. I was shocked beyond belief.

Oh, you dirty little liar. Poor Lizzie’s nowhere to be found, so you can say what you want—spin the story to make you look like the reasonable party here—and no one will refute what you say.

My eyes moved down to the next line.

According to Ms. Buchan’s mother, Hannah, a teacher at the Nathaniel Hawthorne High School in Portland, Maine, “I think that my daughter only terminated the pregnancy because McQueen asked her to . . . with the promise that they’d have a baby together after his divorce.”

But Dr. McQueen emphatically denies this charge, citing the fact that, for over ten years, he has been an active antiabortion campaigner as well as a senior medical adviser for the Archdiocese of Boston.

“I have confessed all to my wife, who has been far more understanding about all this than I deserve, just as I have asked for forgiveness from my church. As to the absurd idea that I would ever even think of condoning an abortion . . . it just shows the deranged state of mind that Ms. Buchan was in.”

Hannah Buchan, however, states that she wasn’t aware of her daughter’s termination until after she went missing. But she condones her decision: “If it was the right decision for her at the time—and if it was one she made free of outside pressure—then yes, I approve.”

Hannah Buchan also admits that, though her daughter’s upbringing was “relatively stable,” she still blames “parenting mistakes” for her daughter’s disappearance, stating that, “All parents feel a certain degree of guilt if their child has psychological difficulties.”

“Parenting mistakes”? I never said that. Never.

The rest of the article recounted the scene in the Four Seasons bar when Lizzie went ballistic, and how she had been spotted sleeping with the homeless since then. There was stuff about McQueen’s TV show, and a quote from Detective Leary, talking about how the police were still hopeful of finding her in the Boston area, although he did admit that he wasn’t dealing with someone of sound mind.

“She is not a danger to the public,” he said, “but she is definitely a danger to herself.”

Now the Herald followed that damn book onto the floor. I put my face in my hands, pressing my fingers hard against my eyes, wanting to black out the world. But then I heard Margy’s voice on the cell phone.

“Hannah, hon, you still there?”

I picked up the phone.

“I’m afraid so,” I said.

“You finished it?”

“I never said we were bad parents, and he also twisted the whole abortion quote way out of proportion. He makes Lizzie sound deranged.”

“Hon, why didn’t you call me days ago when she disappeared?”

“Because I figured that, having found something else on your lung, you had other stuff on your mind.”

“Hannah, this is major stuff. And best friends are there for best friends during major stuff.”

“Jeff is going to go ballistic when he reads that article. Dan too.”

“Dan will understand. And Jeff will just have to lump it.”

“Jeff never lumps anything. He takes everything so personally when it offends his moral worldview. But what’s now completely scaring the crap out of me is the effect that the book is going to have when people figure out it’s me.”

“When did you read it?”

“Ten minutes ago.”

“At least you haven’t been sweating it for the last couple of days. But here’s the thing: I’m pretty damn certain that the asshole’s book is going to remain low on everybody’s radar.”

“How can you be so sure of that?”

“To begin with, it’s being published by this second-rate right-wing press: Plymouth Rock Books. They make the John Birch Society look like a bunch of Ted Kennedy Democrats. They do have the muscle to get their books well publicized, but this piece of shit is so atrociously written—and so damn soppy, especially when it comes to Judson’s personal relationship with Jesus Christ—that I don’t think it will attract any public attention. And what about all the crap he wrote about you . . .”

“You don’t believe any of that, do you?”

“What do you take me for? Like I was saying, what really offends me about his book—besides all the lies regarding your little fling—is his born-again bullshit. Take it from a Semite—there is nothing more appalling than a Jew for Jesus.”

“Say it does go public . . . ?”

“Now I’m going to put on my professional PR hat and tell you that, from where I sit, this clown is very small potatoes. And I’ve come to this conclusion after running a background check on him. After Judson cut a deal with the Justice Department and returned to the U.S. in the late seventies—in exchange for turning state’s witness on his former comrades—he spent around twenty years as a minor-league academic in a string of junior colleges around the Chicago area. He’s been married for the last fifteen of them to a woman named Kitty, who has been a big macher in some ‘No Smut on TV’ family values pressure group. She’s also from a serious Bible-thumping family in Oklahoma, which isn’t exactly the most enlightened state in the union. God only knows how—or why—Judson hooked up with her. I found a photograph of her on his website . . .”

“He has a website?” I said, sounding appalled.

“Hon, every idiot has a website these days. You can find his at www.tobiasjudson.com. And besides learning all about Judson’s redemption through Christ and his denunciation of his bad-boy past, you can also check out the family portrait gallery. They’ve got two kids—Missy and Bobby, don’t you love it?—who, to be politically correct about it, could be kindly described as circumferentially challenged. But the wife, well, excuse my lack of subtlety, but she’s what’s known in Brooklyn as ‘a fat fuck.’

“Anyway, the thing is, Judson’s been trying to climb out of his junior college prof purgatory for the last couple of years by shilling himself as a conservative commentator: the Talmudic Rush Limbaugh. Only recently he’s started having a bit of minor-league success: a column in some freebie Lake Shore suburban rag and a gig on a small talk-radio station that mainly beams out to redneck Illinois. The book is his big play for national attention—which ain’t going to happen, because (a) it’s crap, and (b) it’s crap without an angle . . . and if there’s one great rule of American life, it’s this: you can always sell crap as long as you’ve got an angle. Add this to the fact that he gave you and your dad a pseudonym, and also disguised the name of the town, and let’s keep our fingers crossed that nobody’s going to trace it back to you. I certainly wouldn’t tell Dan or your dad about it. In fact, when it got passed my way, there was a part of me that didn’t want to bring it to your attention.”

“I had to know.”

“That’s what I figured you’d think—and that’s why I sent it to you. But now, with a real nightmare staring you in the face, I wish I hadn’t.”

The school bell started to sound, signaling the first class of the day.

“I’ve got to go—but what do you think I should do about the article?”

“For the moment, you can’t do anything until we see what kind of heat the story generates.”

“But is it going to generate ‘heat’?”

“Hon, I’ll be blunt here. The media love nothing more than a story of illicit sex among the professional classes where the woman goes missing and there’s a whiff of murder in the air, and if the chief suspect is a doctor with a TV show, they’re going to be all over this in a heartbeat. Sorry . . .”

“No, it’s what I figured too.”

The bell sounded again.

“That’s the last call.”

“I’ll get my people in the office to monitor how things break this morning. I’ll call as soon as I hear anything.”

“I can’t believe I’m in the middle of all this.”

“The only important consideration right now is Lizzie—and the hope that this might just flush her out, or that someone will spot her because of all the publicity.”

“I suppose that’s true . . .”

“Courage, hon. And remember: I’ll be running damage control for you.”

By noon that day—somehow having managed to make it through my classes on autopilot—I was in serious need of damage control. As soon as I turned on my cell phone at lunchtime, there were six messages. Dan: “Call me as soon as possible?” Margy: “Can you call me as soon as possible?” A reporter from The Portland Press Herald named Holmes: “Can you call me as soon as possible?” A reporter from The Boston Globe: “Can you call me as soon as possible?” A reporter from the local Fox News affiliate: “Can you call me as soon as possible?” And, finally, my son Jeff, sounding furious. “Mom, I’m in Boston with Detective Leary. He’s just shown me the Herald article—and, quite frankly, I am appalled that you made that comment sanctioning Lizzie’s decision to terminate her pregnancy. I’ve just spoken to Dad and decided to come to Portland tonight. I will see you then.”

Oh God, this can’t be happening . . .

The cell phone started ringing again. It was Dan. He sounded exceedingly tense.

“Hi, it’s me. Has Jeff spoken to you?”

“Dan, hon, I was completely misquoted in that article. I promise you I never said we were bad parents. And that shit of a journalist completely twisted my words about Lizzie’s abortion . . .”

“It doesn’t matter now,” he said flatly.

“What do you mean by that?”

“The damage is done.”

“Dan, he took what I said and—”

“My office has been flooded with phone calls this morning—largely from news agencies and television stations, all asking for a quote, an interview. And there must be around fifteen messages on our home phone from the same damn journalists, all wanting to invade our lives and talk about our poor tragic, crazy daughter who may or may not have been murdered by her doctor lover, and whose foot-in-mouth mother condoned her abortion and also admitted that she was raised badly.”

By the time he had reached the end of this sentence, Dan was sounding very angry. I said nothing for a moment, the phone shaking in my hand.

“Are you still there, Hannah?” he asked.

“I’m here—and I won’t be scapegoated for this.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me about that abortion comment?”

“I tried, but you weren’t interested . . .”

“Don’t tell me you’re playing that pass the blame game again . . .”

“‘Again’? What you do mean, ‘again’? I don’t make a habit of passing the blame . . .”

“No, you just refuse to take responsibility for your actions.”

“Like when?”

“Like now.”

“Dan, I’ll say it again: I tried to tell you that the interview went very wrong. You pooh-poohed it.”

“Don’t try to get out of it, Hannah.”

“If you hadn’t been such a damn coward and had handled the interview—”

“Fuck you,” he said, and the line went dead.

I sat down at my desk, I put my head in my hands, I didn’t know what to do next. The cell phone started ringing again.

“Mrs. Buchan, it’s Rudy Warren here of the National Enquirer . . .”

“I have nothing to say at this time,” I said, and closed the phone. Now my desk phone sprang into life. I answered it, immediately saying, “Can you call me later?”

“Uh, well, I was hoping to see you now, Hannah,” said a voice I knew all too well. It was the headmaster, Mr. Andrews.

“Sorry, Mr. Andrews, I’m having a terrible morning.”

“I can well imagine that you are. If it’s a bad moment . . .”

“No, sir, I’m free.”

“Well, would you mind dropping down to my office for a few moments, please?”

Carl Andrews was a man who made everyone feel uncomfortable. He was an ex-marine who quietly boasted about the fact that he ran a tight ship, and was known for having one of the strictest public schools in Maine. Adolescent insubordination was never tolerated—though it broke out regularly—and Andrews encouraged a distant relationship between himself and his staff. He was the commanding officer, we were the ground troops, and he made it known that he was “Mr. Andrews” or “Sir” to us. None of that cordial first-name collegiality in his school. Yet he was able to get away with such aloof protocol by being absolutely fair in his dealings with all of us and, in several instances, defending his staff.

I walked down the corridor to his office, hoping he’d show his customary fairness toward me. Because I certainly knew why he wanted to see me.

He was seated behind his big steel desk—his office decor was very simple, with an American flag in one corner, his Marine Corps discharge and U. Maine diplomas framed on the wall, and a photograph of him receiving Maine Educator of the Year from the governor a few years back. There was a copy of that morning’s Boston Herald in front of him.

He greeted me with a nod and motioned for me to sit down.

“First, I just want to say how sorry I am about your daughter’s disappearance. No matter how old the child may be, she’s still your child, and the worry must be enormous. And I want you to know that you have the school’s complete support during this very trying time. If you need to take a few days off . . .”

“That’s very kind of you, sir,” I said, “but I’d prefer to keep working.”

“Understood,” he said. “Now I must raise a couple of things with you. The first is media attention. The school has already received seven calls this morning from assorted journalists, asking for a comment about you, whether you’re a good teacher and did we think you raised your kids well, since some of the TV and newspaper people had found out they went here. I’ve issued a statement—very simple, very straightforward—and am about to send out a memo to all staff, informing them that they are not to talk to the press and that they should inform Mrs. Ivens about any approaches from the media. Anyway, here’s the statement.”

He handed me a photocopied piece of Nathaniel Hawthorne School–headed notepaper, on which there was one neatly typed paragraph, in which Mr. Andrews said that I had been a teacher at this school for over fifteen years—“an esteemed member of our faculty”—and that the school was fully supporting me during this time of difficulty. He also stated that Jeff and Lizzie had been students at Nathaniel Hawthorne, where they distinguished themselves academically and were well known to be stable, well-reared children. In closing, he asked that both my privacy and that of the school’s be respected—and that the school would not enter into a debate about the rights and wrongs of my statements regarding my daughter’s private life.

“I think I’d better explain that final sentence,” Carl Andrews said. “As you may know, we have several parents here who are devoutly religious. You probably remember Trisha Cooper, who tried to get us to stop teaching the theory of evolution in science class. I have no doubt that, once she reads about your support for your daughter’s termination, she will organize a campaign against you. I’m not telling you this to scare you—rather, just so you know what you could be up against. Because there are at least two dozen Trisha Coopers who are parents in this school. As far as I’m concerned, they are perfectly entitled to hold their views, just as you are perfectly entitled to hold yours. But if they start telling me that I shouldn’t be employing a teacher who doesn’t toe their line on certain things, that’s when I bring out the heavy artillery.”

“Thank you, Mr. Andrews.”

“May I give you a piece of advice, Hannah? No matter how much they badger you for an interview, just issue a simple statement and tell them you have no further comment. If you take their bait, they will definitely eat you alive.”

Margy said the same thing when I spoke to her directly after this meeting. Something about Carl Andrews’s reassurances—his resolve to protect me should certain Bible thumpers start calling for my head—calmed me down slightly. “Okay, here’s the bad news,” Margy said. “It’s a slow time, mediawise, right now, so the news channels and the tabloid press will have decided that Lizzie’s disappearance has all the right ingredients for a big story. Remember that pregnant housewife who vanished in California around a year ago—and her preppy husband kept denying he had anything to do with it, until her body was fished out of the drink and it turned out he’d been shtupping some real estate agent? Well, excuse my streetwise crudeness, but from what the people at the office have been telling me, the folks at Fox News and the Enquirer and People and all those other bastions of free speech think that this story is picture perfect for a long run—especially since McQueen hired legal counsel this morning.”

“Is he admitting that he . . . ?”

“Don’t jump to the worst conclusions. It’s just that, with all the accusations swirling around him right now, he figures he needs an attorney, and you know what? He’s right.”

“Good God . . .”

“According to the statement released by McQueen’s lawyer, which I’ve just had emailed over to me at home . . .”

“Margy, you should be resting right now, not worrying about all this . . .”

“Fuck off,” she said with a laugh. “As Uncle Sigmund Freud once said, ‘Work is the closest thing to sanity,’ especially when you’re undergoing chemo.”

“That’s the second time this hour someone has told me to fuck off,” I said, recounting Dan’s blowup on the phone.

“He’s understandably tense,” Margy said. “And he probably feels guilty about passing the buck to you by making you do the interview . . .”

“No, he’s looking for a scapegoat . . . and I’m it.”

“If you want me to talk to him—”

“I can fight that battle myself . . . but thanks for offering. When it comes to the press, however . . .”

“I want you to go home and put a message on your voice mail saying that all press inquiries are being handled by Margy Sinclair Associates—and leave our New York phone number on the message. And I want you to screen all calls and not answer the phone if some journalist calls. Tell Dan to do the same thing—and get his secretary to send all interview requests to us. You guys just lie low and let us take the heat. And I’m going to email you over a prepared statement I’ve drafted on your behalf. What was the name of the shrink she was seeing in Boston?”

I gave her Dr. Thornton’s number in Cambridge and said that I’d phone him right away and ask that he give Margy any assistance she needed.

“I’m also going to need to talk with the detective handling the case. Can you tell him I’m legit and in your corner?”

“Of course.”

“The important thing here is that you try to remember one crucial thing about this entire shitty business,” Margy said. “Once the press have worked out that neither you nor Dan will speak with them, they will back off. Hopefully, we’ll be able to keep this thing as contained as possible.”

By the end of the day, containment seemed a fantasy. When I arrived home from school, there was a Fox television crew on my doorstep. As soon as I stepped out of the car, a young aggressive woman shoved a microphone in my face while a cameraman pressed in close behind.

“Mrs. Buchan, any comment about your daughter’s disappearance?”

Instinctually, I put my hand over my face and said, “I have nothing to say at this—”

The journalist cut me off.

“Do you believe that Dr. McQueen might have murdered her?”

“I have nothing to say . . .”

“And how many abortions before this one did you sanction?”

Without thinking, I shouted, “How fucking dare you . . .”

Then I shoved her out of my way. But she kept pursuing me, saying, “And is it true that you consider yourself a bad mother who . . .”

I turned back, yelling, “Leave me alone,” then rushed toward the door, managing to slam it in her face just as she started asking if I knew that three of Lizzie’s ex-boyfriends had just come forward to say that she stalked them. As soon as I was safely behind the door, the phone began to ring. I reached for the extension near the front door.

“Mrs. Buchan, it’s Dan Buford from the New York Post . . .”

“Please call Margy Sinclair at Margy Sinclair Associates. She’s—”

“But Margy told me it was okay for me to speak with you directly.”

“She didn’t say anything to me.”

“Did you know that Dr. McQueen had to surrender his passport this afternoon and that they’re currently dragging the Charles—”

“I hope that bastard gets whatever he deserves . . .”

“So you do think he’s behind your daughter’s disappearance?”

“Please call Margy Sinclair at—”

“Why have you hired a publicist, Mrs. Buchan? It’s pretty unusual for a Maine schoolteacher, isn’t it? Unless you have something to hide . . .”

I hung up. There was banging on the door. And shouting, “Mrs. Buchan . . . Hannah Buchan . . .”

I peered out of the blinds, only to find the same Fox cameraman with his lens up against the glass. I could feel my face contort before I slammed down the blind. Then my cell phone started ringing again.

“Will you please leave me alone!” I yelled into the receiver.

“It’s Dad.”

“Oh, Christ, I’m sorry, I’m . . .”

“I’ve just seen the Herald piece, and Margy just called to let me know that the press vultures are descending, and I could get a call or two . . .”

“It’s been hideous here,” I said, and brought him up to date on everything that had happened so far today.

“Don’t worry about the abortion thing,” he said. “There are a lot of people who will privately applaud you for taking that stance.”

“Unfortunately, those people don’t work for tabloid newspapers and their television counterparts.”

“Your headmaster sounds like he’s a good man.”

“Yeah—ex-marines can occasionally surprise you. My husband, on the other hand . . .”

“Let him calm down a bit.”

There was now more banging on the back door.

“Hannah Buchan . . . Hannah Buchan . . . Just a few questions . . .”

“I’m under siege here,” I told my father.

“Margy told me not to answer any questions.”

“Well, if this keeps up, I’m going into hiding . . .”

“No news from the detective?”

“One of the reporters told me they’re dragging the Charles and that McQueen has had to give up his passport.”

Even on the bad cell phone line, I could hear my father’s sharp intake of breath.

“That means nothing,” he finally said.

“Let us pray.”

I hung up and moved to the kitchen, and looked at the answering machine. The message counter listed twenty-four voice mails. I fast forwarded through them—almost all from news media, with the exception of Alice Armstrong calling me to offer solidarity and say if there was anything she could do . . .

How about gathering up every attack dog in Portland and positioning them on my front lawn to keep the hacks away?

I rerecorded the message on our voice mail, informing all journalists to contact Margy Sinclair Associates . . .

Then I braved a call to Dan’s office. His secretary answered.

“Oh, Hannah, God . . . what a business,” she said. “We had a film crew here and I must have logged over twenty calls.”

“Did Dan speak to any of the journalists?”

“He’s been with patients all afternoon. And he’s operating right now. Anyway, I got a call from a Margy Sinclair who said she’s running interference for you . . .”

Bless Margy for her superefficiency.

“That’s right,” I said.

“She also said that the doctor shouldn’t talk to the press.”

“Correct. And when my husband gets out of surgery, would you also tell him that he shouldn’t come home, as there’s a television crew outside?”

From the kitchen window, I could see an NBC affiliate truck pull up.

“And tell him to call me as soon as he’s free.”

I knew that I had to flee the house but I realized that this would require a certain degree of subterfuge. So I called the local cab company and asked if they could send a taxi over to my home. I told the dispatcher that I wanted him to drive down an adjoining side street and wait for me in front of a large colonial house with the name Connolly on the mailbox.

“But you’re Mrs. Buchan who lives at number eighty-eight Chamberlain,” he said.

“That’s right.”

“So why can’t I send my guy to your front door?”

“I’ll explain that later.”

“Okay, what time do you want him there?”

I glanced out the window at the encroaching darkness.

“Say, half an hour.”

I hung up. I called the Hilton Garden Inn downtown and booked two rooms for the night, one in my name, the other in Jeff’s. Then I rang Dan’s secretary and asked her to tell “the doctor” that he should meet his wife at the Hilton Garden Inn—and that I’d explain all when I got there. After that, I took a deep breath and phoned my son on his cell phone. His tone was distant, punitive.

“I’m in a rented car, outside of Wells,” he said, mentioning the town on the Maine/New Hampshire border. “I should be with you in around forty-five minutes.”

“Well, I want you to meet me and your father downtown,” I said, giving him the name of the hotel and explaining why he couldn’t come to the house.

“How did this thing develop into a three-ring circus?” he asked angrily.

“Blame The Boston Herald, Jeff.”

“Your comment about abortion certainly didn’t aid things either.”

I was about to get very angry but stopped myself and said, “We’ll talk about all this later at the hotel.”

Then I hung up.

I went upstairs and packed a bag with enough clothes for several nights. Then I went to my office and put my laptop computer into my travel bag. Margy rang just as I finished.

“You won’t believe what’s going on here,” I said, glancing out the window. The ABC affiliate truck had also pulled up outside. “It’s like there’s a media feeding frenzy . . .”

“I know all about it—you were on Fox News around five minutes ago.”

“But I refused to give them an interview,” I said, sounding shocked.

“Yeah, they showed that.”

Oh, God . . .

“Did they also show when I—”

“Told their reporter to fuck off? Of course they did. It’s Fox News—they love messing up people’s lives . . . though being oh-so family values, they censored the ‘fuck.’”

“I looked demented, didn’t I? Completely loony tunes.”

“Don’t sweat it.”

“That means you thought I was a disaster.”

“You looked frazzled and upset and pissed off at the press intrusion, but who gives a shit? Your child is missing—you have a right to feel and look disturbed.”

I told her about my escape plan.

“Good idea. I’ll call you in a couple of hours—to talk through some stuff. The phone’s been hopping at the office all day.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“This is the worst part of the ordeal. In a couple of days, attention will move away from you and Dan completely. Good luck with the getaway.”

I checked my watch. It was five-thirty p.m. I turned off all the lights, except one in the bedroom, hoisted my two bags, and went downstairs to our basement. Beyond Dan’s playroom was a passage that led into an old apple cellar in the garden. We had renovated it, building a connecting passage from the house and installing lights so we could use it as a storage area. It was piled high with boxes and old bicycles—but it also contained the original doors that led out into the garden. When I reached it, I found the key for the inside lock on the shelf above the fuse box. The doors were directly overhead, and we kept a small stepladder handy for those rare occasions when we opened them. I climbed the ladder, undid the lock, and using all my weight, pushed open one of the doors. It landed with a thud on the outside ground. A blast of cold air hit me. I waited for a moment to see if the opened door attracted attention or if any of the journalists had been sleazy enough to stake out the garden. But as far as they were concerned, I was still upstairs in the lighted bedroom. So I climbed down off the ladder, turned off the storeroom lights, picked up my bags again, climbed back up the ladder, put them on the ground, then hoisted myself up. Once on terra firma, I shut the door, glancing around nervously to see if I could be spotted. I was in the clear. I lifted my bags and walked quickly into the trees at the rear of our acre of land. I threaded my way through this wooded outcropping, emerging at the back of a house owned by a couple named Bauer, with whom we had absolutely no contact, bar a Christmas card once a year. I was relieved to see that both cars were gone from their driveway and all lights in the home were off. I walked briskly past their outdoor swimming pool, negotiated the downhill curve of their lawn, and ended up in the cul-de-sac where they lived. Up ahead was the taxi. I walked over to it and knocked on the window. The driver got out, took my bags from me, and put them in the trunk. I climbed into the backseat. He slid behind the steering wheel, looked at me in the rearview mirror, and said, “Don’t you live over on Chamberlain Drive?”

“I’m on the run.”

“From all those television vans out in front of your place?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“What did you do, kill someone?”

“No such luck,” I said, thinking of Mark McQueen.

Twenty minutes later I was shown to my room at the Hilton Garden Inn. It was, as requested, of decent size, since I didn’t know how long we might be camped out here. After I unpacked, there was a knock at the door. It was Jeff. I hadn’t seen him in a few months, and tried to disguise my shock at his appearance. He’d struck me as a bit chunky over Christmas, but since then he’d piled on more weight and I couldn’t help but think that he was looking ten years older than he should. As always, he seemed tense. Even if this hadn’t been a desperately difficult time, Jeff would still have appeared stressed. Being under strain had become his natural state.

“Mom,” he said quietly, kissing me on one cheek.

“Did you check in?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said, coming inside. “Where’s Dad?”

“He’ll be here soon.”

“I just got a call from Shannon. She said she saw you on Fox News. She’s pretty upset.”

“Because her mother-in-law blew up at a reporter and used the f-word?”

“She said you looked crazy.”

“An accurate description of how I feel.”

“I don’t know why you’ve allowed all this to escalate. And if you hadn’t made that comment about Lizzie’s termination . . .”

Once again, I tried to stop myself from getting angry. This time I failed.

“The only reason several television crews are parked outside my front door is because your poor sister has disappeared, and that creep of a minor celebrity doctor is under suspicion. For you to say that it’s all to do with my comments about abortion . . .”

“All right, all right,” he said. “I’m just a little wound up about all this.”

“Well, join the club.”

“And Shannon’s gone ballistic since she read the Herald piece this afternoon. She’s really furious at you, Mom.”

“That’s her prerogative.”

“Yeah, but she’s furious at me at the same time.”

“And that’s my fault?”

“Look, you know our feelings about the right to life of an unborn child . . .”

“I was asked a tricksy question by some hack journalist about whether I backed Lizzie’s decision to terminate her pregnancy—and all I said was, ‘If it was the right decision for her at the time—and if it was one she made free of outside pressure—then . . . yes, I approve.’ Now what is so damn fiendish about that? You know—and I know—how much Lizzie loves children. As I said before, I am absolutely certain that McQueen sweet-talked her into having the abortion by promising her they’d have a child after he left his wife. That’s what Lizzie told your grandfather.”

“Why was she talking to him?”

“Because they happen to be close . . . and what’s wrong with that?”

“He’s not exactly the person I’d turn to for moral advice.”

“And do you know what, sonny boy? You’re not the person I’d turn to for moral advice either. Nor would your sister—because we both know just how rigid and dogmatic and uncompassionate you’ve become.”

“Don’t pass the buck to me for your slack parenting.”

The comment caught me like a slap to the face . . . even though part of me was expecting him to drop it.

“I won’t accept that from you,” I said.

“Too bad.”

“What the hell is wrong with you, Jeff? When did you become so mean? And why?”

He flinched—like someone caught by a counterpunch. But before he could reply, there was a knock on the door. Jeff opened it. Dan walked in. He proffered his hand to Jeff, who also clasped his shoulder and gave him a conciliatory nod. Then he turned to me.

“I don’t see why we have to hide out here,” he said.

“Because I was under siege there. And because Margy suggested—”

“Since when is Margy running the show?” Dan asked.

“Since she offered to this afternoon.”

“You could have consulted me,” he said.

“You were otherwise engaged in the operating theater at the time—and since we are suddenly the object of major media attention, I was more than happy to let her assume the role of spokesperson and media flak-taker for us . . . she is one of New York’s leading PRs.”

“She might not be the right person to handle this,” Jeff said.

“And why is that?”

“Because what I think is needed now is someone who can deal with the likes of Fox News.”

“Margy is perfectly capable of—”

“Issuing a statement rescinding your comments on abortion?”

I turned away for a moment, my fists clenched. Then I faced my son again and said, “If I wanted to rescind that comment, Margy would issue a statement to that effect. She would not—as I think you’re implying—oppose it on political grounds.”

“Margy’s a deep-dyed New York liberal.”

“She’s also Jewish.”

“That has nothing to do with . . .”

“Yeah, right. Anyway, the thing is: I don’t want to rescind that statement, because (a) it would be disloyal to my daughter, and (b) I stand by what I said . . . even if—”

“I know, I know,” Jeff said, “you were completely misinterpreted by that hack. Well, a statement from you will end the misinterpretation.”

“You didn’t hear what I just said: I am not rescinding it.”

“What do you think of that, Dad?” Jeff said.

“What Dad thinks about it,” I said angrily, “doesn’t matter—because it’s my statement, my daughter . . .”

“Lizzie is my daughter too,” Dan said, “and I agree with Jeff—but perhaps for different reasons. A comment like that plays right into the hands of the media moralizers who just love to trample on a liberal Easterner who thinks it’s okay that her daughter—”

“To hell with what they think. I’m not rescinding it.”

“Will you please think about Lizzie here?” Dan said.

“What do you think I have been doing every damn moment of every day? Anyway, my opinions about her abortion aren’t exactly going to impede the police’s effort to find Lizzie. But I do think that, if she sees that I have rescinded the statement, it might push her further away from us . . . and I’m sure Detective Leary would agree with me. Did you see him today?”

Jeff nodded.

“He’s good news, I think,” I said.

“He’s not getting results,” Jeff said.

“He’s doing everything he can,” I said.

“I want to hire a private investigator,” Jeff said.

“That’s unnecessary—and it could impinge on Leary’s investigation.”

“We use several investigators in the firm who are superprofessional and don’t tread on the toes of the cops.”

“We have Leary on our side,” I said.

“Big deal.”

“Let me ask you something: if Leary was a ‘committed Christian,’ would you feel differently?”

“Hannah, that’s not necessary,” Dan said.

“Yeah, but it’s totally predictable,” Jeff said. “You always have to get the little dig in, always have to make the nasty little atheistic point . . .”

“The one and only reason why I make this point is that you choose to wear your Christianity like protective armor and act like you have all of life’s answers . . . which, in fact, you don’t.”

“All right, Hannah,” Dan said, “that’s enough.”

“No, it isn’t enough—because, once again, instead of trying to bind together as a family, we’re at each other’s throats. And it’s your insane piety that’s—”

“I’m not listening to this,” Jeff said. “Because you have completely messed up this situation with your inappropriate comments, to the point where Shannon told me today that if you don’t rescind what you say, you can forget about seeing your grandchildren in the near future.”

I looked at him in shock.

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“Yes, I would.”

“You’d keep your parents away from their grandchildren because you disagree with a statement about abortion?”

“I’m not talking about keeping Dad away from them,” Jeff said.

I looked at him with a mixture of disbelief and contempt, then asked, “Did you hear what you just said, Jeff?”

“Shannon thinks you’re a bad influence.”

“On a two- and a four-year-old? As if I would even dream of saying anything about that to my grandchildren . . .”

“The choice is yours,” Jeff said.

“No, Jeff,” I said, “the choice is actually yours.”

My cell phone rang. It was Margy.

“Is this a bad moment?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Are you with Dan and—?”

“Jeff,” I said.

“Who is that?” Jeff asked.

“Margy.”

“Tell her I’d like to see the family statement she’s preparing,” he said.

“Did you hear that?” I asked Margy.

“Indeed I did. And you can tell your charming son that it’s been emailed to your computer. But listen . . . I need to speak with you in private for a moment. Can you invent some excuse and call me back, but away from them?”

“Okay,” I said.

I hung up.

“I’ve got to go downstairs and collect a fax.”

“Couldn’t the concierge bring it up?”

“I feel in need of a cigarette,” I said.

“I can’t believe you still use that drug,” Jeff said.

“It’s very occasional usage,” I said, “and it’s a very good friend.”

Then I grabbed my coat and said I’d be back in around ten minutes.

Once downstairs, I stopped at the front desk and asked for the hotel’s general fax number. Stepping outside, I lit up, dragging down a lungful of smoke before calling Margy. She answered immediately.

“Are you still at home?” I asked.

“Yeah, my bedroom’s been general command center all day.”

“Any chance you have a fax there?”

“Of course I have a fax. Why?”

“I need you to fax over that family statement I approved today—it was the excuse I used to come downstairs.”

“No problem. But look, hon, the family statement is pretty small potatoes right now.”

“Why’s that?”

“Ever heard of someone named Chuck Cann?”

“Isn’t he that right-wing guy who runs a news website?”

“Bull’s-eye. Chuck Cann’s Canned News. The biggest disseminator of mud-slinging conservative propaganda going—and, believe me, he’s got a lot of competition in that field right now. Remember how he went after Clinton? The guy’s another reformed revolutionary who now hates anything and everything to do with the sixties. And the third-lead story he’s posting tomorrow on his website is about Tobias Judson’s book—which, no doubt, some publicist like me got into his nasty little ultra-Republican hands.

“And, hon, it’s not easy to tell you this, but I’m afraid that Cann or one of his henchmen did a little research, and he found out . . .”

I pulled the phone away from my ear. Because I knew what was coming next.


SIXTEEN

IT’S A STRANGE sensation, sitting on a time bomb. I’ve always wondered what goes through the mind of one of those kamikazes who board a bus in Tel Aviv or Baghdad with a jacket full of explosives and a detonator within easy reach. Does he look at his fellow passengers, going about their day-to-day business, with the cool, ruthless objectivity of a fanatic—someone who is so convinced of the justness of his cause and his heavenly destiny that he doesn’t consider for a moment the lives he is about to destroy? Or is there a terrible instant of psychic horror when he realizes the evil insanity of the deed he is about to perpetrate? Does he think, The only thing about going through with this is that I won’t be around afterward to see the horror of what I’ve done?

That evening, over dinner in a restaurant near the hotel, there was a moment when I couldn’t help but think: Our lives are about to detonate. And it’s all my fault. One long-ago transgression suddenly gets excavated and is about to be made public. And as our lives are already public news because of poor Lizzie’s disappearance, the interest in this dirty little tidbit from the past will be, as Margy explained to me, multiplied by the power of ten.

“The only good thing about something like this,” Margy said when she broke the news on the phone, “is that the public attention span is very short. There will be a flash of interest, which we will do our best to control, and then it will die away. And I’m saying this now, hon, because when you’re in the thick of it, you have to keep remembering that it will not be a permanent state . . . that, like all nightmares, you will eventually wake up out of it.”

“In other words,” I said, “I am about to walk into a nightmare.”

A pause. Then, “I’m not going to lie to you, hon. From where I sit, this all looks pretty bad. There’s a lot I can do to limit the damage, but the big problem really is . . .”

The man sitting opposite me now at dinner. My husband for the past thirty years. The guy with whom I decided to spend my life. And now, tucked inside the bag underneath this restaurant seat, was a printed copy of a news story that would be posted online tomorrow morning and would demand, at minimum, some serious explanation. But that was a “best case” scenario. The other problem was the second man sitting opposite me: my hard-nosed son who now viewed the world in strictly black-and-white terms. It’s a terrible feeling, realizing that you and the child you raised—and for whom you’ve only ever wanted the best—no longer get along. How does such a close, lifelong relationship unravel . . . especially when there’s never been a single defining, deal-breaking incident to cause such disaffection between you?

That’s what so astonished me about the current state of play between myself and Jeff. Nowadays, after less than a half hour in each other’s presence, we couldn’t help but argue.

I glanced over at my son, in mid-conversation with his father. They were talking about Portland property prices and whether Jeff should invest in a chunk of land north of Damariscotta. Jeff caught my eye for a moment, then quickly turned away, his lips tight with distaste. I had to fight hard to keep from bursting into tears. It wasn’t just my daughter who had vanished, it was also my son, who was now threatening to bar me from seeing my grandchildren because of an out-of-context opinion. But even if I could somehow now bring him around—and create some sort of rapprochement between us—all that would evaporate in an instant once he learned of Tobias Judson’s book. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how he would react to his mom playing Madame Bovary and Emma Goldman to a onetime radical . . . not to mention bringing “Baby Jeff” along while happily transporting the alleged “love of my life” to political exile in Canada . . . and breaking about five federal laws in the process.

Then there was Dan. How would he react to the news that I had betrayed him all those years ago—sleeping with another man while he was out of town with his dying father? If that wasn’t enough of a betrayal, then how would he take Judson’s lies that I fell madly in love with this dashing young Jacobin, while complaining bitterly about being trapped with a stiff of a husband?

And there was no way that Dan and Jeff were not going to find out about this. That was one thing about which Margy was absolutely clear.

“The badass fact of the matter is that you’ve been outed by that schmuck Chuck Cann. As soon as you get off the phone, go to his website and read the article. And though we can come back with a counterpunch about you being misquoted and Judson totally fabricating stuff, there’s absolutely nothing, legally speaking, we can do. If this was England, where the libel laws lean heavily in favor of the victim, we could slap an injunction on Cann’s ass in a New York minute . . . and we could crucify Judson for defaming you, even though he used a pseudonym. But this is the good old USA, where, for better or worse, we believe that you can sling mud without cost . . . even if you’ve fabricated much of what you’ve said. So, we’ll just have to cope with the fallout.”

“What the hell am I going to tell Dan?”

“Tell him that most of it is a lie . . .”

“I did sleep with that guy, Margy. That is no lie.”

“Okay, but it happened thirty years ago. Surely that makes it way beyond the statute of limitations.”

“I just don’t know how he’ll take it.”

“He doesn’t want to lose you, hon. You’ve stuck it out. You’ve done okay together. You have no reason to split up. Especially since—dare I say it—you’re both in your fifties. Anyway, this fling was a onetime thing. No repeat business, right?”

“You know I’ve been completely faithful since then. I would have told you otherwise.”

“Then I honestly think that Dan—in his own phlegmatic way—will be philosophical about it.”

“Margy, don’t go Pollyanna on me here.”

“All right, he might be upset about Judson’s contention that you fell deeply in love with him, but once we come out with a contradicting statement, and once we attack Cann for invading your privacy . . .”

“Dan will still hate me.”

“Don’t go there just yet. He might just surprise you. He has a lot at stake here too—and he’ll have to back you up. More than that, he’ll want to back you up—show the world a united front.”

“How am I going to tell him?”

“That is a real tough one, sweetheart—and I don’t envy you the task for a minute. But you’re just going to have to get it over with tonight . . . because by tomorrow morning, this story will be everywhere. He has to hear it from you first. He must get your side of the story before he reads Cann’s trash, and before he gets his hands on that fucking book.”

After I hung up I lit up another cigarette. Fear is such a strange emotion. It’s all bound up in the terror of being found out, exposed, shown up for what you really are. I’ve lived so much of my life according to the edicts of fear. It kept me from going to France (fear of losing Dan). It kept me in the marriage (fear of being alone). It kept me from saying what I thought at work or in social situations (fear of being ostracized). It kept me from upsetting the steady equilibrium of my little life. And now . . .

Now I knew that everything was about to be upended. That was the worst sort of fear—the dread of loss . . . and entering a terra incognita where everything you hold dear is suddenly in jeopardy.

I finished my cigarette, shrugging off a nasty look from a woman who shook her head at me as she passed me by—like I was still a thirteen-year-old who was stupid enough to smoke in public. I went back into the hotel and asked the concierge if they had a place where guests could read their email. He directed me to their business center on the second floor. The woman behind the desk there powered up a computer in a small cubicle for me and asked if I’d like tea, coffee, or water. Neat vodka seemed more appropriate.

As soon as she left, I sat down and typed: www.canned-news.com.

I hit enter. Within seconds, I was connected with the website. Canned News: The Truth Behind the Lies. Under this banner was a quote from The New York Times: “Whether or not you like its extreme politics, the fact is: Chuck Cann’s website breaks more stories than any other news organization in the country and has become the site everyone in the media reads every day.” Great.

I moved on from this bit of self-advertisement to the index. After all the big news stories of the day, I saw the following headline:

CHICAGO TALK JOCK TELLS A MADAME BOVARY STORY FROM HIS REVOLUTIONARY PAST

I clicked on the story. I shut my eyes. I forced them open. I read:

Give the guy an A+ for ambition. Tobias Judson is doing his best to become the Rush Limbaugh of the Midwest.

Judson—who has been making an impact on WBDT in the Lake Michigan area—was a self-described “onetime Lefty Pinko” who even graced the FBI’s Wanted List when he harbored two of his Weatherman comrades after the fatal bombing of a Defense Department office in Chicago. Now a dyed-in-the-wool Republican and evangelical Christian, he has written a big tell-all book—I Ain’t A-Marching Anymore—detailing his mad, bad years in the Weather Underground. Though he isn’t exactly Hemingway—and his account of being born again as a solid, God-fearing family man is supersaccharine—there is enough down-and-dirty inside dope on the dangerous revolutionary games played by the Weathermen and other sixties purveyors of anti-Americanism to keep you turning the page.

But, without question, the most riveting chapter of the book is “Love on the Run,” which describes Judson’s brief, intense affair with the wife of a married doctor in a small New England town; a young woman frustrated by being a housewife and wanting to engage in the same left-wing politics practiced by her famous antiwar professor father.

In the book, Judson tactfully uses pseudonyms for the woman and her lefty dad—calling the prof James Windsor Longley and his daughter, Alison. He also renames the town in which they conducted their steamy affair—calling it Croydon, Maine. But as Judson assures us in the introduction to this book, everything he describes happened—including “Alison” declaring her love for Judson after a torrid two-day sexual romp and driving him to Canada to escape apprehension by the federal authorities.

Now, after a bit of investigative legwork, Canned News can reveal the identities of the major players in this little drama. The radical professor was none other than the University of Vermont historian John Winthrop Latham, now retired, but back in his Summer of Love heyday a hard-line antiwar activist, even though his family background is as American aristocratic as they come. A little checking around also revealed that Winthrop’s daughter, Hannah, was indeed living with her doctor husband, Daniel Buchan, in a small Maine town—Pelham—back in ’73 when Judson came breezing through town.

Hannah Buchan is now a schoolteacher in Portland, Maine, where her husband is head of orthopedics at Maine Medical Center. Could Mrs. Buchan now be liable for prosecution under federal law for aiding and abetting a wanted man? Watch this space.

The strangest thing about reading this was the fact that I didn’t go into extended shock or rage. I was simply numb.

I printed the article, folded it up, and put it in my bag. I logged off, went downstairs again, stepped outside, lit up my seventh cigarette of the day, called Margy, and told her my side of the story from beginning to end, refuting point by point every lie in Judson’s book. She said she’d spend the next hour writing up a release and would email it to me so I could show it to Dan later—after I broke the news to him.

Then I went upstairs and found Dan and Jeff deep in conversation. Dan gave me one of his low-key guilty looks when I came into the room, which indicated that they had been talking about me.

“Where have you been?” he asked.

“Took a walk,” I said. “I needed the air.”

Jeff made a sniffing sound with his nose.

“How many cigarettes, Mom?”

Ten minutes later, we were in a nearby restaurant and I was going through that awful guilt fugue, exacerbated by Jeff catching my eye, then turning away in distaste. Dan and Jeff talked among themselves while I picked at a shrimp salad and worked my way through three glasses of sauvignon blanc. Jeff did speak with me when I ordered the third glass.

“You’re hitting it hard tonight, Mom,” he said.

“Three glasses of wine doesn’t exactly qualify me for a twelve-step program, Jeff.”

He put his hands up.

“Hey, it was just a comment.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Look, if you want to give yourself liver damage by the time you’re sixty . . .”

“I am having three glasses of wine in an attempt to dampen the despair I’m feeling right now about your sister. And if you start lecturing me about using booze as a crutch . . .”

“I don’t have to lecture you, Mom, since you’re clearly already aware of the way alcohol deadens feeling . . .”

“You know what?” I said, standing up. “I’m going outside to have a cigarette.” Then, turning back to Dan, I told him I’d see him back in the room.

I walked down to the docks and sat on a bench and smoked, and felt terrible about smoking, and looked at the waters of Casco Bay, and tried to concentrate on the gentle undulation of the surf but simply found myself too deeply under mental siege to find that “little moment of calm” that all those self-help books talk about. I stamped out the cigarette and headed back to the hotel, dreading what was about to unfold . . . yet determined to get it over with.

When I came into the room, Dan was sitting in the armchair, staring out the window. He looked up at me as I entered, then turned his gaze back outside.

“Why did you have to cause a scene?” he asked quietly.

“I didn’t cause a scene,” I said, my voice also temperate. “I just left.”

“You pick a fight with Jeff every time you see him.”

“Bizarrely, I thought it was the other way around.”

“You are so damn intolerant.”

“Me intolerant? Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed the fact that our son has turned into what could be politely described as a Christian bigot.”

“You’ve just proved my point.”

“I’d rather we get off this subject.”

“Why? Because you don’t want to admit that I’m right?”

“No, because it’s pointless arguing about this. And because—”

“You’d rather dodge the issue.”

“Dan, please . . .”

“Fine. Dodge the issue.”

“I have to talk to you . . .” I said.

“I don’t really feel like talking right now. It’s been a long, unnerving day.”

“I am aware of that, but . . .”

“And the house is still surrounded by reporters.”

“How do you know that?”

“Called a neighbor,” he said, glancing out the window again.

“Who?”

“The Colemans,” he said, mentioning a couple who lived down the road from us, and with whom we had little contact.

“Really?”

“Why do you sound surprised?”

“Because we hardly talk to the Colemans.”

“They were the only people nearby I could get hold of.”

“You tried everyone on the street?”

“The Bremmers, the McCluskeys, the Monroes,” he said, mentioning our nearest neighbors. “No answer.”

“Well, it is ten at night. The Colemans didn’t mind you calling so late?”

“They were okay about it. But they did say that we were still under siege.”

“I’ll get Alice to run by tomorrow, if she’s free, and give us an update.”

“Isn’t she kind of under pressure right now with the new show?”

“How did you know that?”

“You mentioned it to me.”

“Did I?” I asked, sounding confused myself.

“Yeah, last week. You reminded me that her show would be opening next month on the twenty-second . . .”

“I don’t remember saying that at all.”

“Well, you did.”

“If you say so . . .”

“So what did you want to talk to me about?” he asked.

“We could do this tomorrow,” I said, all nerves.

“Do it now,” he said. “I’m wide awake.”

“I’m kind of tired now . . .”

“If you said it was that important . . .”

I fumbled in my bag and pulled out my pack of cigarettes.

“This is a nonsmoking room on a nonsmoking floor,” Dan said.

“I’ll open a window . . .”

“Hannah . . .”

I walked over to behind where Dan was sitting and flipped the latch on the window and opened it, then sat down in the opposite armchair and lit up.

“I can’t do this without cigarettes,” I said.

“Can’t do what?” he asked, looking directly at me.

“I have something difficult to tell you.”

“Something about Lizzie?”

“Dan . . .”

“Did you just get a call from Leary?”

“There’s no news about Lizzie.”

“Then what is it?”

I took a long drag on my cigarette.

“Do you remember somebody named Tobias Judson?”

“Tobias who?”

“Judson,” I said. “Years ago—1973—when your dad was dying—he was the friend of my father’s who stayed with me while you were out of town. Remember?”

“Vaguely. So?”

Another deep drag on the cigarette.

“I had a two-day affair with him.”

Long silence. Dan’s face registered a moment of shock, then slipped back into his usual impassive mask, though I could tell he was working hard not to appear agitated, not to show any emotion.

“Why are you telling me this now?” he asked quietly.

“I need to first tell you about what happened and why,” I said.

Then, with great care, I narrated what had happened on those two days all those years ago: how it was at a juncture of my then very young life where I was feeling trapped and limited; how Judson flirted with me and made me feel interesting and desirable; how we had too much to drink; and how we fell into bed with each other.

“I should have stopped it there and then, but these things have a strange momentum, and I wanted to keep it going for as long as he was there. It was dangerous and exciting and I was drunk on it—intoxicated by this risky game we were playing. But then Judson got a call out of nowhere . . .”

I took him point by point through what happened next, how he explained he was on the run, how he insisted I drive him to Canada, how I refused and he threatened me with exposure if I didn’t do what he demanded, and how I had no choice but to load Jeff and myself in the car and drive him north.

Dan interrupted me.

“You brought Jeff into this?” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

“I couldn’t leave him there. Like I said, Judson was putting me under the worst sort of pressure—blackmailing me—and I had to think fast.”

“So you drove him to Canada?”

I nodded.

“With our son in the backseat?”

“He was only six months old.”

“I remember how young he was at the time. His crib was in our bedroom. Was he in the same room with you while you and that guy . . . ?”

I nodded again.

“You fucked him in our bed?”

I nodded again.

Long silence. I stubbed out my cigarette in the pack top I was using as an ashtray and lit up another one. Then I said, “I brought him to the place in Quebec where he asked to be dropped. I turned the car around. I returned home. And I vowed never to be unfaithful to you again. And I haven’t been. Ever.”

“Congratulations,” he said quietly.

“I’m certain this will sound lame,” I said, “but not a day has gone by since then when I haven’t felt some stab of guilt.”

“And that makes it all right?”

“No, it doesn’t. I made a very wrong call. But it did happen three decades ago.”

“You suddenly felt the urge to finally get it off your chest, to suddenly dump on me all the guilt you’ve felt for the past thirty years. Is it that?”

“I would never, ever, have told you if I hadn’t learned that . . .”

“Learned what?”

“That Judson has just published a book about his radical years. And in it, there’s a chapter about . . .”

Dan put his face in his hand.

“Oh, don’t tell me that . . .”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m afraid so.”

Now I had the pleasant task of detailing, point by point, how Judson had embellished the story and spun fabrications about what I’d said, especially as regarded Dan . . . and how there was absolutely no truth to his assertion that I fell madly in love with him.

“He turns the whole thing into this cheap, florid romance. It’s complete and utter bullshit, especially the stuff about me feeling thwarted and having a dull husband.”

“But you just told me that you did feel thwarted at the time.”

“All right, that’s true. But I didn’t come out and say that to him.”

“Oh please, if you felt it, you must have communicated something to him. Just as you must have said that you were married to a bore.”

“I never said that.”

“No, that was just another of his embellishments, right? What else did he embellish? The sex? Don’t tell me you didn’t have sex with him, even though he’s written that you did.”

“No, we did have sex together.”

“Was it good?”

“Dan . . .”

“Was it good?”

“Yes, it was good.”

“And in this book of his, he writes about how good it was?”

I nodded again.

“And does he mention me by name in this book as well?”

“No, he’s made up names for all of us—except Jeff. And he calls Pelham something else.”

“Well, that’s something, I guess.”

“I wish it was,” I said, and then explained about the Chuck Cann column. This time, Dan blanched.

“You’re not serious,” he said.

I opened my bag and handed him the article I’d printed out downstairs.

“This is why I was late coming back from my walk,” I said.

He took it and fished out his glasses and slowly read it. When he finished he tossed it on the table in front of us. He didn’t say anything for a few moments. Then, “Do you know how bad this is?”

“Yes.”

“This is going to go everywhere. Everywhere. Especially since it ties in so perfectly with Lizzie’s disappearance. The tabloids are going to love this. It will play right into their hands. Her mother was a free-living hippie—no wonder she turned out bad.”

“How long have you known about this?”

“A couple of hours. I found out when I went downstairs before dinner.”

“You should have said something immediately.”

“With Jeff there? He would have gone crazy.”

“He will go crazy. And so will the board of Nathaniel Hawthorne High. Not to mention the powers that be at Maine Medical. And then there’s the little matter of the FBI and the Justice Department. You did aid and . . .”

“I know what I did, but it was coercion. And the statement that Margy’s drafting right now . . .”

“I want to see that statement.”

“Fine, fine,” I said, sounding very nervous. “She should have sent it to me by now. I can plug in my laptop and download it.”

“Then do it.”

“Dan, before that, I just want to say . . .”

I touched his shoulder. He shrugged me off.

“I really don’t feel like talking to you right now.”

“But can I explain . . .”

“No, you can’t. I would like to see the book, please.”

“It’s late. And it’s just going to upset you more. Why don’t you wait until—”

“Do you actually think I’m going to sleep now? Get the book, please.”

“Will you read Margy’s statement first?”

“I don’t see why that should matter.”

“Just please read the statement first.”

“Whatever,” he said.

I got out my laptop, brought it to the little desk in the room, and plugged it into the data port. As soon as I was online, I checked my email. There were several messages from friends who had seen the Boston Herald story—even one from Sheila Platt, who wrote, “As a mother, I cannot imagine a worse nightmare than the one you are going through right now. Please know that I am praying for you and Dan, and especially for the safe return of Lizzie. And though I certainly don’t approve of the ‘F’ word, I can completely understand your reaction to that horrible television reporter.”

People do surprise you sometimes. I made a mental note to write a thank-you email to Sheila tomorrow. Then I clicked on Margy’s email:

Here it is, hon. Hope you approve. Call me back a.s.a.p. I want to work the phones first thing tomorrow to get this response covered in as many places as I can.

Courage

Love

Margy

The press release ran for two pages and systematically trashed everything that Judson had written. It attacked Chuck Cann for invading our privacy by naming us as the people behind the pseudonyms. It did acknowledge that we’d had sex on two occasions, that I still felt tremendous guilt about this one betrayal of my husband, but that I saw the affair as nothing more than a foolish two-day fling—and that I certainly did not consider Tobias Judson to be the love of my life, nor did I ever utter a comment like “I will never forget you.”

Where Margy really hit hard was in the section about his fleeing to Canada, saying that the assertion that I offered to drive him to Quebec was a complete invention.

Hannah Buchan refutes Mr. Judson’s claim that she volunteered to help him flee the country. She wishes to make absolutely clear that Mr. Judson fabricated almost all the dialogue in the chapter in which she appears under the pseudonym of Alison. She wishes to state that Mr. Judson coerced her into driving him into Canada, saying that if she did not help him flee he would expose their affair and if captured in the United States by the FBI—he would implicate her.

“I am in no way attempting to make excuses for betraying my husband or trying to justify my actions back then. I made a series of wrong decisions—and I accept full responsibility for them. However, the assertion that I was motivated by political belief or love for Mr. Judson in helping him flee is an outright lie. He offered me a stark choice—either drive him or risk exposure. I was a young woman with a young child—guilty for what I had done and desperately scared. It was blackmail—and, under the circumstances, I felt I had no choice but to do what he demanded. It’s a decision I have regretted ever since.”

Margy followed this with a parenthesis for my attention:

(Hon: I know this is a complete mea culpa, but I think it’s what’s needed. Also: I spoke with the lawyers and they are completely cool about us having you call Judson an outright liar and a blackmailer. They feel he has no legal comeback—when he has made such absurd assertions about your role in the story. Now don’t freak or be furious with me when you read the next paragraph, but I knew that I had to get a statement from your dad and figured that, under the circumstances, it was easiest if I approached him directly. I also went ahead and explained the shitty situation you found yourself in—and how he’d been implicated in Judson’s book as well . . . just as you were now having to do some difficult explaining to Dan about all these past events. I was also able to get the offending chapter scanned and sent up to him by email—so he could read it and respond. I know this was a big liberty on my part, but as time is of the essence vis-à-vis getting this press release out, and you were dreading having to talk to your dad about all this, I decided to brave your wrath and tell him myself. I think I want to run off with your dad—if he doesn’t think me too old. He couldn’t have been more sympathetic—or more horrified on your behalf. He was going to call you immediately, but when I said you had to talk things over with Dan, he said he’d phone tomorrow.)

I was hardly angry with Margy. On the contrary, my relief at not having to explain everything to Dad was massive. All I had been doing recently was trying to explain everything to others . . . and, most of all, to myself.

I read on.

Hannah Buchan’s father—the distinguished historian John Winthrop Latham (referred to in Mr. Judson’s book as James Windsor Longley, but named in the Canned News feature on the book)—comments, “I have read the chapter in question of Mr. Judson’s book and am shocked by his deceitful manipulation of past events for his own purposes, his wild departures from the truth, and his wanton cruelty.”

Dad then went on to refute everything in Judson’s chapter about us. He stated that he knew Judson well in those days, but never shared his brand of coercive revolutionary politics.

“He always asserted he was in the Students for a Democratic Society, which was the political wing of the antiwar movement, whereas, as he now clearly admits, he was in bed with the Weathermen and their brand of violent protest.”

He also admitted he knew Judson was in “a bit of trouble,” but that he never knew he was on the run from the FBI. So, yes, he did send Judson to me:

“A decision I have always regretted and one which subsequently caused a rift between my daughter and myself which, thanks to her decency and forgiveness, was repaired years ago. Had I known what he had been involved with, I would never have suggested he stay with Hannah.”

Dad even came clean on his unfaithfulness.

“My wife, who is now suffering from a degenerative illness, was aware of my adulterous behavior and was eventually able to forgive me. Our marriage has lasted fifty-three years—and I think that speaks volumes. Though I am appalled by Mr. Judson’s callousness in exposing aspects of my private life, I will not attempt to soft-pedal my past actions. I was wrong. I would like to say that I am thoroughly appalled that Mr. Judson has seen fit to detail a brief romantic liaison with Hannah that happened thirty years ago—knowing full well that it could cause her and her husband enormous pain, even though it must now be considered nothing more than ancient history. Dishing the dirt on your past for personal gain may not be the most attractive spectacle, but it’s a personal decision. But when you implicate other people in your story—knowing full well you are going to destroy their reputations in the process, decades after the events in question—you show yourself to be the worst sort of amoral opportunist.”

The release then ended with the statement that, given the terrible strain under which Dan and I were currently living, considering the disappearance of our daughter, we asked that the media respect our privacy at this difficult juncture in our lives. There was a final comment in parentheses from Margy:

(The chance of any news organization heeding this final paragraph is somewhere between absurd and preposterous. But I still thought it had to be said. Delete all my little asides before you show this to Dan—and call me as soon as it’s possible for you to talk. Hang in there.)

I did as instructed, deleting all of Margy’s editorial passages. Then I turned to Dan, who was standing by the window, looking out into the dark night, and said, “You can read it now.”

“You mean now that you’ve excised—”

“Dan . . .”

“Well, I did hear you using one key repeatedly. Delete, no doubt.”

“I just removed a few editorial comments she made, that’s all.”

“Because you didn’t want me to see them. Because you’re hiding something, just like you’ve been hiding something for thirty years.”

“Look, I know you are very angry at me right now. And you have every right to be. But please, try to remember—”

“What? That this all happened three decades ago, and I should just act like it never took place?”

“I’m not saying that—”

“Well, if you’re looking for instant forgiveness right now, sorry . . . no sale.”

He stood up and walked over to the closet and opened it and took out his coat.

“Where are you heading?”

“Out.”

“Out where?” I asked.

“Does that matter?”

“No, but . . .”

“I am going out, Hannah, because I don’t want to be in the same room with you right now.”

Without thinking, I hung my head.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “But don’t you want to read . . . ?”

I pointed to the computer.

“Email it to me,” he said.

He reached for Judson’s book and shoved it under his arm.

“When will you be back?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said, walking toward the door.

“Margy needs an okay on the press release.”

“I said: email it to me and I’ll send you a reply.”

I turned and reached for him.

“Dan, sweetheart, I’m . . .”

He dodged my hand.

“Hannah, I don’t want to talk.”

“Sorry. Truly sorry.”

“I’m sure you are.”

I felt my eyes fill up with tears.

“Dan, I don’t want to lose . . .”

“Good night,” he said, and walked out the door.

I didn’t start to weep uncontrollably. I didn’t fall apart. Instead, there was a very long moment where I stood by the door, not knowing what to do next.

Finally I sat down at the desk. I copied the press release and pasted it into an email and sent it to Dan. Then I turned off the computer and closed it shut. Again thinking: What next?


SEVENTEEN

DAN DIDN’T COME back that night. I waited up for him until three and twice called his cell phone. No answer. When I spoke with Margy at midnight—our second conversation of the evening—she counseled patience.

“The guy’s in shock,” she said, “as you would be if you got a piece of news like that. It’s going to take him a little while to absorb it and realize that it did happen a long time ago and that you don’t deserve to be hung, drawn, and quartered for it. At the same time, you’ve got to understand that he’s probably scared shitless about how all the dirt that Judson dished will play with the board of the hospital, his clients, the asshole golf buddies at the country club.”

“But he’s going to come out of it all looking like the Wronged Man—whereas I’m going to seem like the harpy, the slut . . . and rightfully so.”

“Don’t start flagellating yourself just yet. If all goes well, we’re going to be able to spin this favorably and show you to be a model citizen with a solid marriage, commanding great respect in your community as an educator, and all that other all-American crap people go for. You’ll be seen as someone who made a youthful mistake that she now acknowledges and regrets all the pain she’s inflicted on her loved ones, blah, blah, blah.”

“You make it sound like such an easy sell.”

“What you have to understand is that, in the eyes of the media, the only reason you merit interest is that your daughter is missing and her doctor lover has a TV show and is still under suspicion as the cause of said disappearance. That’s it. Had Lizzie been found by now—had she never disappeared in the first place—there wouldn’t be one-fifth of the attention there is now. They’ve got a hook, Missing Girl’s Mom Was Onetime Lover of FBI Wanted Radical, and they’re going to run with it. But, believe me, it’s not a story with legs. It’s a footnote—one that asshole McQueen will appreciate, because it will take some pressure off him for a couple of days . . . though until she’s found, the media circus will still revolve around him.

“Did you speak to your dad yet?”

I had—and true to form, he was wonderful.

“Of all the major mistakes I’ve made in my life—and there have been a multitude,” he said, “one of the worst was sending that appalling man to you.”

“You can’t blame yourself, Dad, for anything beyond that. It was my decision to sleep with him. Just as it was my decision to give in to his threats and drive him across the border.”

“You’re too forgiving.”

“No, I’m not. But this is long-ago stuff. Anyway, you did your penance—as I did mine. Or, at least, I thought I had.”

“The book is just a cavalcade of lies, not to mention execrably written.”

“I don’t think those ‘fair and balanced’ people at Fox News are going to worry too much about its literary style. All they’re going to see is that it’s a onetime Weatherman turned George Bush lapdog, an illicit affair, radical politics of the despised 1960s, and, best of all, the felicitous connection between the onetime adulteress and her missing daughter, who might have been murdered by her married celebrity doctor lover. Talk about history repeating itself . . .”

“I’ve told Margy I’ll do anything she asks when it comes up—and I’d even be happy to take on the right-wing media in interviews or articles. We’re not going to just sit there and let them savage you.”

“I should have told you long ago about the affair,” I said.

“What good would that have done? Anyway, your private life is your private life.”

“It’s a pretty damn public life now,” I said.

I repeated what he said to Margy.

“Well, there you go—and among the many amazing things about your dad is that he is so quick to admit when he’s gotten something wrong. Do you know how rare that is . . . especially in a man? Speaking of which, don’t be surprised if you don’t see your husband for the rest of the night.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because just while we’ve been speaking, he’s emailed me his okay for the press release.”

“What did he write, exactly?”

“I’ll read it to you: Dear Margy—press release ok by me . . . Dan. Pretty straight and to the point.”

“Did he say where he was emailing from?”

“Of course not—and why would he? He’s probably at his office or maybe he snuck back home. My advice to you is give him some space. If you start calling him now, begging him to come back and forgive you, you’ll just get his back up. He will get over it . . . but it might take some time.”

I still tried his cell phone one more time after hanging up with Margy. When I got his voice mail, I said, “It’s me. And I just want to say that I miss you being here tonight and that I have always loved you, and I will always continue to love you, and I am very, very sorry for all this. Please call me.”

There was a part of me that felt I was being a little too beseeching and another part of me that thought I wasn’t being beseeching enough. More than anything I wanted him back here with me, in this bed, safe and secure and all those things long-married people take for granted until they are suddenly taken away from them, and the specter of impending loss clouds the horizon, and they find themselves thinking: Surely we’re not going to fall apart now after all these years?

I tried to sleep. It was impossible. I raided the minibar and drank two of those expensive airplane-sized bottles of vodka. Then I made the mistake of channel-surfing and found myself staring at myself on Fox News. The item was third from the top in the one a.m. headlines. First came a photo of Lizzie projected behind the blond talking head presenting the news. Over this, in a breathy, urgent voice, she said:

No new developments in the disappearance of Boston investment banker Elizabeth Buchan, last seen on April 4 when she stormed out of a downtown hotel after an argument with her married lover, celebrity dermatologist Mark McQueen. Yesterday, Boston police asked McQueen to surrender his passport, as he remains the prime suspect in the case, even though he has constantly protested his innocence.

The camera cut away to a chunky, well-dressed man in his fifties speaking to a group of reporters. Under his image was the caption: Bernard Canton . . . Lawyer for McQueen. His sound bite lasted thirty seconds:

To show his complete willingness to cooperate with the police, my client has agreed to hand over his passport. He has clearly stated that he will continue to give all assistance demanded of him by those looking for Elizabeth Buchan. Dr. McQueen has witnesses on the evening in question who can vouch for his whereabouts at the time of Ms. Buchan’s disappearance, so I do feel that the Boston police are grasping at straws by even hinting that my client is under investigation.

They cut back to the talking head.

Today, in Portland, Maine, Lizzie Buchan’s mother reacted angrily when reporters tried to interview her on her doorstep.

The camera cut again, and there I was, getting out of my car, looking hassled and frightened and very pissed off, and then that young aggressive woman shoving a microphone in my face while a cameraman pressed in close behind. And when she asked me that question, “How many abortions before this one did you sanction?” I shouted, “How f****** [they inserted bleeps here] dare you . . . ,” looking rather crazed.

Remember that movie where someone gets one day of their life replayed over and over again? Watching this clip was like entering that repetitive universe—especially as it was played again on the two a.m., three a.m., and four a.m. newscasts. Sometime after the five a.m. news I must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew, it was 6:48 a.m. and my cell phone was ringing. I answered in a completely groggy state.

“Bad moment?” Margy asked.

“Fell asleep on the bed fully clothed,” I said.

“At least you got a little sleep . . . which is a good thing. Because all shit has broken loose. Turn on Fox News at the top of the hour. Then flip on your radio to the local Clear Channel affiliate—you know, the station that Ross Wallace broadcasts on,” she said, referring to a rightwing talk jock who was popular among the rednecks of the northeastern seaboard.

“I think it’s WHLM,” I said, sounding half awake. “I make a point of not listening to Ross Wallace.”

“Well, turn it on after you watch the news . . .”

“I’ve got to get to work.”

“Then listen to it on the car radio. I’ve already heard the segment—and as he tends to repeat things, I’ve no doubt that he’ll use it again around seven twenty-five . . . he’s that predictable.”

I jumped off the bed, stripped off all the clothes I had slept in, hurried in and out of the shower, and dried myself while standing in front of the television.

The item I was waiting for was ten minutes into the broadcast—by which time I was dressed and brushing my hair, having already called the concierge and asked him to have my car brought up from the hotel’s basement garage. It took me a moment to realize that the anchorman had changed since last night.

In an intriguing new development in the Elizabeth Buchan case, a recently published book by Chicago radio talk-show host Toby Judson reveals that when he was a student radical and on the run from the FBI in 1973, he had a brief affair with Elizabeth Buchan’s mother, Hannah, the wife of a Maine doctor who was out of town when the affair took place. What’s more, Judson contends in his book that Hannah Buchan drove him into Canada to help him evade arrest.

They cut away to a clip of Tobias Judson, sitting in front of a microphone in the radio studio where he broadcast. Though I’d seen a recent photo on the cover of his book, his plump, balding middle-agedness shocked me. And I felt such instant revulsion that I had to force myself to look at him. He spoke in a low, soothing voice, oozing unction and false decency.

I am very upset that Chuck Cann decided to reveal the identity of Hannah Buchan. It was never my intention that her identity become public knowledge—and I feel genuinely sorry for the publicity she is receiving, especially given the horror of her daughter’s disappearance. Like everyone, I am praying for her safe return . . .

I bet you are, asshole.

The film cut away to . . . now this made me jump . . . Margy, of all people, standing under the awning of her apartment building in Manhattan, looking very pale and wan, though her eyes were ultrasharp in the glare of the television lights. Under her was superimposed the subtitle: Margy Sinclair. Hannah Buchan’s Spokesperson. There were four boom microphones overhanging her head as she read, in her usual loud, no-bullshit voice, “This is a prepared statement from Hannah Buchan. ‘I have read Mr. Judson’s book with shock and disgust, because it is so full of lies and distortions . . .’”

She then gave the short sound-bite version of my statement in the press release, acknowledging the affair and also vehemently denying that I drove him to Canada of my own accord. “‘Mr. Judson blackmailed me and left me little choice but to do what he demanded . . .’”

She ended with my statement that I regretted the pain I caused my family and, owing to the strain of my daughter’s disappearance, I would not be making a public statement at this time.

They cut back to Judson, looking smug in front of the studio microphone. The off-camera reporter asked, “And how do you answer Hannah Buchan’s charges that you blackmailed her into being your getaway driver into Canada?”

I can understand Hannah’s anger at being exposed in this unjust way, just as I can appreciate her guilt. Because, God knows, I suffered tremendous guilt at my actions over the years—until I was able to admit my wrongdoing and move on. But for Hannah to repudiate the fact that she did offer to drive me into Canada, well, denial is a very human and understandable emotion. But the truth can never be denied—or evaded. I committed a crime. I fled the country—and so missed my country, and felt so guilty about what I had done, that I came back and faced the music. I urge Hannah to come clean about her role in this incident, as I have done.

Cut back to the talking head in the studio:

A spokesperson for the Justice Department said that they were currently investigating Hannah Buchan’s role in Tobias Judson’s 1973 flight from justice. Judson himself returned to the United States in 1980 and turned state’s evidence against other members of the Weathermen organization. He received a three-year suspended sentence for harboring wanted criminals. Besides being a Chicago talk-radio host, Mr. Judson has recently been appointed to President Bush’s National Commission for Faith-Based Charity Initiatives.

I wanted to scream and shout and put my fist through the television. But I didn’t have time to engage in such actions, as I had a class to teach in just under twelve minutes. I grabbed my briefcase and raced out the door. Downstairs, before heading out the door, I ran over to the guy at the front desk and said, “I’d like to keep the room for another day, and could you get housekeeping to please pick up the clothes I left on the floor and have them dry-cleaned for tonight?”

I charged into my waiting car, cranked it up and sped off, hitting the scan button on the radio until I found WHLM. It was now 7:22 a.m. As Margy had predicted, the item came on three minutes later. I had only heard Ross Wallace once before—and knew that he was an ex–Boston fireman who played the shock jock card every morning on some big megawatt station that broadcast from Washington to the most northern reaches of Maine. He promoted himself as “A Loudmouth Conservative in a Ninny Liberal State.” That tagline boomed out of the car radio as a commercial break ended and he came back on the air.

Now here’s a down-and-dirty development to that down-and-dirty Boston story about super-yuppie woman banker Elizabeth Buchan, who just couldn’t take no for an answer when her married doctor lover ditched her.

This grubby little tale now gets even grubbier. Because it turns out that Ms. Buchan’s mommy was a onetime sixties radical who helped her revolutionary lover make a break for the border . . . even though she was married to someone else at the time.

He then went on to give a breezy, Ross Wallace–sarcastic summary of the entire story. When he reached the end of it, he said:

Now, folks, the moral of this story could best be summed up as: like mother, like daughter . . . because affairs with married men seem to be standard operating procedure in the Buchan family. But, for me, what’s most amazing about this story is that, in the other corner, you have Toby Judson—who, back in those crazy amoral years of free love and burning the American flag, believed in the violent overthrow of our way of life. But what happens? He runs away to Canada, and after a couple of years in that French-speaking socialist playground that dares to call itself our good neighbor to the north, he suffers a massive crisis of conscience. He has what is known in the Good Book as a Pauline conversion on the road to Damascus, and he realizes not only that he is all wrong about his brand of revolutionary politics, but that he also did wrong to his country. So he does the right thing. He contacts the FBI and says he wants to give himself up—and he comes back to the U.S. of A. and he faces the music. He is arrested, he’s charged with his crime. And to show that he wants to make full amends, he tells the Department of Justice that he will testify against his two comrades who killed those innocent security guards while attacking Our Way of Life.

And thanks to Toby Judson’s testimony—in fact, due solely to him, because he was the only prosecution witness—those two dangerous radicals are serving life in a federal penitentiary.

Now I don’t know about you, folks, but my definition of a man is someone who can face up to his mistakes—who can say, “I got it wrong! . . . I love my country and I got it real wrong!” Which is exactly what Toby Judson did. And since returning to this great land of ours and taking his punishment like a man, Toby Judson has flourished. Our friends in Chicago know his voice on the air every morning. His friends in the Church of Christ know him to be a highly committed Christian who has done Trojan work coaching their Christian Little League team. And George W. Bush knows him to be a dedicated member of his team prying good works from the slimy hands of liberal charities and giving them to the churches . . . where they belong.

Now compare and contrast Toby Judson’s willingness to face the music with Hannah Buchan’s actions. Think about it, folks—you’re a twenty-three-year-old doctor’s wife in a small Maine town. Your husband has to rush out of town to attend to his dying father—and what happens next? Your ultralefty dad—Ms. Buchan’s father happens to have been one of the most notorious radical professors of the sixties—sends you one of his revolutionary comrades, saying he needs a place to stay while in Maine. Not only do you offer him a bed, you offer him your marital bed—and after two days, you tell him he’s the love of your life. Then—and folks, here’s where the story gets really nasty—when your lover announces he’s on the run for being involved in a political murder, what do you do? You offer to drive him to the French-speaking socialist paradise to the north—and just to really undermine everything you hold dear, you bring your baby son along.

Now if there’s any further proof needed that the sixties and the seventies nearly witnessed the downfall of American civilization, this story is it. Not only did Hannah Buchan break her marital vows, she also broke the law. Not just any old law. A federal law. Not only that, but she also passed on her lax morality to her daughter. When it comes to raising your kids with the proper values, remember this, folks: they often repeat your mistakes. That’s certainly the case with Elizabeth Buchan. Even if she never knew about her mother’s affair, something in the way she was brought up told her: “It’s all right to do this. Because Mom did it.” And if I was Hannah Buchan’s husband right now . . . well, put it this way, I’m sure as heck glad I’m not her husband right now. But what I’d like to know is this: are you, Hannah Buchan, going to follow Toby Judson and face up to what you did? Are you going to say you’re sorry? Not just sorry to your husband for your betrayal of him, but also sorry to your country? Because you betrayed her too.

And then he cut away to a commercial.

I had just driven into the school parking lot as Ross Wallace finished his rant against me. It was a surreal experience, listening to someone pull you apart on the air. It was like hearing him talk about someone else—some abstraction who had little relation to myself.

And yet, by the end of his rant, I was gripping the steering wheel so hard that I thought my knuckles were going to burst the skin. Like mother, like daughter . . . It’s all right to do this. Because Mom did it. If Lizzie was anywhere near a radio and heard this, it might just tip her over the edge. The cell phone began to ring. It was Margy. She sounded hypercharged, hyperstressed.

“Did you see the Fox News thing?”

“I did.”

“And did you hear Ross Wallace?”

“I did.”

“Look, I don’t have time to commiserate right now, because this whole thing has gone crazy, but know this: there are plenty of ways we can—and will—respond. What’s more pressing is getting you to somewhere safe immediately . . .”

“I don’t understand.”

“Where are you right now?”

“Outside of school.”

“Right, here’s what I want you to do. Call the principal now on your cell phone, and inform him you’re feeling unwell and you won’t be coming in for the day. Then get back to the hotel, tell the front desk that you need anonymity and that they should not tell anyone you’re staying there, and stay in the room until you hear from me . . .”

“Margy, I have to teach a class now . . .”

“Listen to me, hon. I just got a call from Dan. He was trying to get to your house this morning and found the place surrounded again. Then he drove to his office and discovered that a bunch of television crews were lying in wait for him there too. He’s at the hospital now—and very pissed off and upset, because someone from his hospital board heard the Ross Wallace item when it first went out at six twenty-five and was demanding an explanation . . .”

Without thinking, I fumbled around in my bag, found my cigarettes, and lit one up.

“Anyway,” Margy continued, “Dan wanted to know what he should do, vis-à-vis the press. And I told him what I’m telling you: stay indoors and out of contact. The thing with Dan is, he’s got three surgeries this morning. The press may be a pack of vultures, but they won’t storm a hospital. However, they will surround your school.”

“I’m teaching the class, Margy.”

“Now before you go all Joan of Arc on me, I promise you that, within an hour, the same crowd of reporters who are now around your house will work out that you’re not there and will have moved on to your school. So do yourself a favor and—”

“Did Dan tell you where he spent last night?” I asked, interrupting her.

“We really didn’t have time to go into that. But, hon, I’m imploring you . . .”

“I’ll call you back after I’ve finished the class,” I said, then clicked off the phone.

I gathered up my coat and briefcase, got out of the car, and walked with great haste toward the main entrance of the school, glancing nervously at my watch. I was five minutes late. I opened the door. The main corridor was empty. I raced up it, my heels resonating percussively on the linoleum. When I reached my classroom, I could hear my students being their usual rowdy selves. They quieted down as I walked in, tossing my coat on the back of the chair, opening up my briefcase, and scrambling for the copy of Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt, which I was supposed to be teaching. There was a low murmur among my students. I looked out at them.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

Jamie Benjamin, the class tough guy, raised his hand. I nodded.

“Any chance we could smoke too, Teach?”

That’s when I realized I still had a lit cigarette in my mouth.

I tried not to act startled. I failed. I walked over to the window, stubbed out the cigarette on the sill, and tossed the butt outside.

“Isn’t that littering?” Jamie Benjamin asked. There was a low rumble of laughter around the classroom.

“Touché, Jamie. And since you’ve caught me out, let me repay the compliment by asking you to explain to the class the contemporary relevance of Babbitt.”

“But it’s not a contemporary book. It’s all set in the 1920s.”

“True, but surely you can find certain modern-day parallels between Babbitt’s situation and America today.”

“Like what?”

“Well . . . like if Babbitt was alive now, who would he have voted for in the last election?”

“George W. Bush, I guess.”

“You guess?” I asked.

“No, I kinda know.”

“And why do you know that?”

“Because Babbitt was a conservative dick.”

Big laughter around the classroom.

“I think Sinclair Lewis would have agreed with you on that one. Does anyone else think that Babbitt was a conservative dick?”

The class began to gain its own momentum after this—the kids relaxing into a reasonably animated discussion about Babbitt’s rigid, traditional, all-American values, and how the patriotic midwestern businessman whom Lewis was satirizing in his novel had plenty of 2003 parallels. This was what I liked best about teaching—when the students themselves took over the conversation and seemed genuinely engaged by the subject under discussion. Suddenly, I wasn’t trying to force-feed them educational stuff that they filed away under Boring. Suddenly they seemed interested in debating an idea, in having a point of view, in seeing that there was relevance to be found in literature. Suddenly I was far away from everything that was happening to my life in the world beyond this classroom.

But then there was a knock on the door. It was the headmaster, Mr. Andrews. He hardly ever interrupted a class, but as soon as he walked in, I knew that he was aware of everything that had come out on the airwaves this morning. At the sight of him, all my students were immediately on their feet (he had everyone in the school trained well).

“Be seated,” he said to the students. Then, nodding me to come over, he said, “We need to have a chat, Hannah.”

“I’ve only got about five more minutes before the bell goes.”

“Now, please,” he said. Then, stepping away from me, he turned to the students and said, “Please continue whatever you were discussing among yourselves. Mr. Reed will be here for social studies in ten minutes—and if I find out that there was any goofing off during that ten minutes, there will be trouble.”

He turned toward the door. As I followed him, he said, “Bring your coat and briefcase, please.”

Everyone in the classroom heard this. There was a long quiet moment when they all stared at me packing up my things. I looked up at them. They stared back—all of them suddenly nervous, unsettled. None of them knew what exactly was going on, though I sensed they knew I was in some sort of very deep trouble. I finished packing my things. I raised my head again and looked out at that sea of faces. I tried to make final eye contact with each of my students. Then I said, “Good-bye,” and followed Andrews out.

Once outside the classroom, he said, “We’ll do this in my office.”

Do what? I wanted to ask. But I knew the answer to that question already.

I followed him down the corridor, up a flight of steps, and into the outer office where his secretary worked. She gave me a nervous nod of the head as I walked behind Andrews into his inner sanctum. Once inside, he motioned for me to sit down.

“I’ve just had three calls from three different school governors, as well as several messages from very concerned parents. They’ve all either seen the item on Fox News or they’ve heard the Ross Wallace item. And it seems that all the local affiliates of the big networks had an item about you on the eight a.m. news.”

I started to speak, but Andrews raised his hand, like a traffic cop telling me to halt.

“Let me say what I have to say first. Personally speaking—having known and worked with you for over fifteen years, if you tell me that the Judson guy coerced you into driving him into Canada, I’m going to believe you. Personally speaking, if you were unfaithful to your husband thirty years ago, my attitude is: that’s between you and him, and it’s none of my business. And personally speaking, I think the way that loudmouth Ross Wallace drew a connection between what happened thirty years ago and your daughter’s current problems is loathsome. I might be an ex-marine and I might vote Republican, but I can’t stand conservative showboaters like Wallace and that clown Rush Limbaugh because they’re so damn petty and mean.

“Still, my personal sentiments don’t have much bearing on the fact that the mess you found yourself in thirty years ago is now in the public domain. What this means is—”

“You now have a lot of parents and school governors screaming about having an admitted adulteress teaching here?”

“The adultery isn’t the stumbling block. If that was all, I could have put my big foot down and told everyone to mind their own damn business. No, the problem here, Hannah, is that you helped a wanted criminal cross an international border to escape apprehension. You may have been forced to do it. You may have felt there was no choice but to do what he demanded. Nonetheless, you still did it . . . and on the CNN and Fox News websites there’s talk of the Justice Department investigating whether you can be prosecuted for helping Judson flee. And sorry, but the idea of someone under investigation for a federal offense being allowed to teach here . . .”

“Do you want me to resign?” I said, my voice strangely calm.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.”

“If my resignation would make things easier for you, then you can have it now.”

“You serious?” he asked.

“Completely serious,” I said.

He looked at me with concern.

“Don’t you want to keep your job?” he asked.

“Of course I do. I love teaching. You know that. But you also know that I might be prosecuted for aiding and abetting a onetime criminal. You also now know my side of the story—and that I will scream intimidation and arm-twisting in every damn court through which this case is dragged. My conscience is clear on this one, Mr. Andrews. All that really concerns me now is finding out whether my daughter is alive or dead. So if there is going to be a big nasty fight about whether or not I can continue teaching here, then I’d rather just make it easier for you and leave now.”

Andrews said nothing for a few moments, drumming his fingers on the top of his desk. Finally, “There is no need for you to resign,” he said. “However, I will have to ask you to take a leave of absence. On full pay, of course—and, trust me, I will raise hell with the board of governors if they object to this. I will issue a statement to the press saying that you requested leave, and that it is not a suspension. And if asked, I will simply say that you have been a long-admired and respected member of staff. But the board of governors are an ultraconservative bunch—and if the Justice Department does decide to prosecute you or the entire business spins out of control, I honestly don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep them acting reasonably.”

“I’m certain you’ll do whatever you can, Mr. Andrews.”

“It’s probably best if you leave immediately. I’ll get my secretary to clear your office tonight. One last thing—there are about ten reporters gathered at the front door of the school. Do you want an escort out the back way?”

“That would be helpful.”

“Is your car in the parking lot?”

I nodded.

“A navy blue Jeep Cherokee?” he asked.

I nodded again.

“Could you give me the keys, please?”

I handed them over. He walked into the outer office and returned a moment later.

“Jane will drive it around the back.”

We waited two minutes in silence, then Mr. Andrews nodded for me to follow him. We went down a flight of stairs and out the back door. The car was already there, with Jane standing beside it. But just as I was about to step into it, an entire phalanx of reporters and cameramen came charging around the building. Immediately they surrounded us and started barking questions. Mr. Andrews tried to silence them, saying I had nothing to say at this time. But they shouted him down, their questions running together into one long din.

Mrs. Buchan, is it true that you helped Toby Judson escape to Canada? Did you know you were breaking the law? Did you want to leave your husband for him? Are you still a member of a subversive organization? Do you blame yourself for what’s happened to your daughter? Did you tell her to have the abortion? Did you say it was all right to sleep with a married man?

Those last three questions threw me—and I suddenly lost it, hissing at the journalist, “How dare you talk such trash.”

“Hannah . . .” Carl Andrews said, but I ignored him, shouting, “My daughter is missing . . . maybe dead . . . and you make these vicious insinuations . . .”

One of the journalists shouted back, “So you’re not going to apologize for what you did?”

“No way,” I yelled, and somehow managed to climb in behind the wheel. Several of the reporters banged on the window, still bellowing questions, while the glare of television lights caught me full in the eyes. I gunned the motor, everyone jumped back, and I sped off like a mad getaway driver.

Two blocks away from the school, I pulled over, cut the motor, and started manically pounding the steering wheel. I was furious—not just at those merciless hacks, but at myself. I had taken their bait.

So you’re not going to apologize for what you did?

No way.

How could I have been so stupid? I sat rigid in the car for several minutes, dazed and befuddled. Then I forced myself to drive back to the hotel. As soon as I let myself into the room, my cell phone went off. Margy.

“Okay, I’ve just seen it,” she said.

“Margy, hon, I’m so sorry. I . . .”

“Didn’t I tell you to go hide?” she said quietly. “Didn’t I say—”

“I know, I know, I blew it . . .”

“It’s not good, hon. It’s not what we really need right now. And I’ve just had Dan on, fuming.”

“Why didn’t he call me?” I asked, thinking out loud.

“You’ll have to ask him that. But he started getting really angry with me, telling me I shouldn’t have let you off the leash.”

“Were those his exact words?”

“Look, he’s under a lot of strain too. He’s been asked to go explain the situation to some members of the hospital board this afternoon—and he’s worried about the impact this is going to have on his practice.”

“And now the press is going to use that comment against me, over and over again.”

“We’ll do our best to respond. I might have to line up some interview with you and a simpatico journalist in an attempt to do a little damage control. We need to get your side of the story out there in the next thirty-six hours, otherwise Judson’s version of things will stand. It’s how it works now in the media—you’ve got a day-and-a-half window to hit back.”

“I’ll do whatever you ask.”

“Well, you must promise me now not to leave the hotel. And if a journalist calls your cell phone, you should hang up immediately. I’ll get back to you later.”

I rang Dan as soon as I was off the phone with Margy.

“That was a great performance this morning,” he said, his tone arctic.

“I’m sorry. I lost it. I—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said in a way that made it very clear it did matter.

“Margy said you went by the house this morning.”

“Yeah, thanks to you it was surrounded by journalists.”

“Where did you sleep last night?”

“The office,” he said.

“I see.”

“Well, I couldn’t exactly go home with all those hacks camped outside.”

“Dan, is there any chance we could meet up now and try to—”

“I’ve got a very full day. And there’s really nothing I want to say to you right now.”

“Look, I know you’re furious with me. And you’re right to be furious with me. But—”

“I’ll see you tonight. I’ll come by the hotel around seven.”

And he hung up.

I’ll come by the hotel around seven. It sounded so formal—which, of course, was exactly his intention.

I made the mistake of turning on the television. On the top-of-the-hour news on Fox, I was the third item.

In yet another new development in the Elizabeth Buchan case, her mother, Hannah, took a leave of absence from her teaching job at the Nathaniel Hawthorne High School in Portland, Maine, after revelations came to light in a newly published book that she helped former Weatherman terrorist Tobias Judson escape to Canada. Mrs. Buchan herself was unrepentant about her past actions.

Then they showed that clip of me going ballistic while getting into my car and turning on the reporter and then screaming that there was no way I’d say I’m sorry before appearing to roar off without the slightest concern for anyone in my way. Viewed coolly, you would have been forgiven for thinking that this woman was a full-fledged viper—evidently demented and morally suspect.

The final statement from the talking head reminded viewers that the Department of Justice was still considering whether I could be prosecuted and that the Boston police had no new details on the whereabouts of Elizabeth Buchan—though, in a recent development, Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston had announced that Dr. Mark McQueen was going on leave of absence to “spend more time with his family.” And Choice Communications, the production company that made his Face It show, announced that it was being taken off the air until further notice.

At least McQueen got the hospital to say that he was on leave.

Margy was on the phone again fifteen minutes later.

“I want you to do an interview this afternoon with a journalist from The Boston Globe. I took the liberty of giving her the green light before talking with you, because she got in touch with the office right after everything broke this morning and said that, if she could have access today, she could have her piece in by tomorrow. Her name’s Paula Houston—I don’t know her personally, but I had one of my people run a background check on her. Vassar-educated, very feminist, and seriously interested in what she called the ‘Rashomon’ aspect of the case—the fact that your version so completely contradicts Judson’s. She’s driving up to see you now. Traffic permitting, she should be at the hotel by noon.”

“Margy, I’ve hardly slept and I look like a car wreck . . .”

“After what happened this morning, we’re in damage control mode. Paula Houston can right some wrongs for us. You can’t turn her away when she shows up. You have to do the interview today, hon.”

“All right, all right . . . I’ll do it.”

“Smart girl—and I’m working on an NPR angle for tomorrow as well . . . though what I’d really like to do is find some more or less sympathetic conservative journalist who might just take Judson to task for digging up grubby personal stuff from his past for professional gain.”

Margy was definitely in flat-out PR mode, and I was being treated now as the wayward client who needed reining in. All I wanted to do was run and hide, reemerging again when the parade had passed me by and fixated on someone else’s scandal.

“How can anyone be so interested in my little life?”

This was the only question I posed during the hour I spent that morning with Paula Houston. Margy was right—Houston was super-bright and very sympathetic, though not in a touchy-feely way. She was short, wiry, edgy. She had bitten nails and took notes with a pencil that also showed teeth marks. I had taught the occasional student like her over the years—bookish and intense; someone who had learned early on that the only way she was going to survive high school was by being brighter than everybody else . . . and who now, in adult life, used her intelligence as a bulwark against her own awkwardness.

“What’s it like to have a daughter disappear?” she asked. It wasn’t an aggressive question, rather one dropped out of nowhere, and it came with the sweeten-the-pill follow-up, “I haven’t done the kid thing yet, so I can’t even begin to imagine what you must be feeling right now.”

We were sitting opposite each other in the two small armchairs by the window of my hotel room. Margy had insisted we do the interview in the room (“Portland’s a small town—if anyone sees you in the hotel lobby or bar, word could get around and you’d have the network affiliates knocking on your door there”). I had called housekeeping as soon as I got word that Houston was arriving within the hour and had them tidy the room and remake the bed. I also fell into the shower and then tried to mask my lack of sleep by slapping on several layers of foundation. Looking at myself in the bathroom mirror, I thought: Time isn’t just relentless, it is also cruel.

And now here I was—sitting opposite this nervy, highly intelligent young woman—trying to talk about Lizzie. And yes, we were very close. And yes, I simply have to continue to believe that she is alive. And no, I don’t have the same sort of relationship with my son. Well, he is a rather conservative fellow, and his wife doesn’t exactly share my pro-choice views on abortion. And yes, I do think Dan and I have a stable marriage—but, of course, things are difficult now.

“Were you in love with Tobias Judson?” she asked suddenly.

“Absolutely not.”

“But you must have felt something for him . . .”

“I was young, I was living in a small town, I was a mother at twenty-three and felt as if I had denied myself the sort of latitude that most people have at that age. And Dan and I had been going through one of those periods in a new marriage when things weren’t as stable as they could have been, and I was gripped by a lot of doubts, and along comes this guy—very assured, very worldly, politically savvy, and very raffish.”

“Did he seduce you?” she asked, not looking up from her notepad.

“No, it was mutual.”

“Was it great sex?”

“Do I have to answer that?”

“Let me rephrase it, then: was it bad sex?”

“No.”

“And I know you’ve said in your press statement that you definitely did not offer to drive him across the border . . .”

“He forced me,” I said.

“Would you mind taking me through the entire story of the drive to Canada—as you remember it.”

I did as requested, explaining everything: the threats, his immense cynicism in the face of my distress, and how once we reached Quebec he told me I should forget all this ever happened.

“So you think his interpretation of events—”

“Is nothing more than an outright set of lies; an attempt to reinvent the past to sell his newfound image as a great patriot and a born-again.”

“You could have turned Judson down back then—you could have held firm.”

“I was scared.”

“But ultimately it’s your story against his, isn’t it?”

“That’s true. But I’m not peddling my story like he is.”

We talked for a full hour. At one p.m. she looked at her watch and said that we had to wrap things up, as she had a four p.m. deadline for the interview and she was now going straight to a rented-by-the-hour office in the hotel business center to get it written in time.

“One last thing—outside of getting Judson to admit what you say is the truth, what would you like from all this?”

“You mean, besides Lizzie seeing this article somewhere and picking up the phone and calling me? I’d just like my life back as it was. In the great scheme of things, it’s not a big important life—but it is my life. And I certainly wasn’t dissatisfied with it.”

She said nothing as she left—no “God, what a terrible story” or “I wish you luck” or “I will do my damnedest to see that truth triumphs,” or any of the other comforting clichés I wanted. She simply shook my hand and thanked me for my time. Once she had gone, I paced the room, wondering if I had struck the right tone, if I had been overly demonstrative or said the wrong thing.

I stayed in the room for the rest of the afternoon—attempting to kill time with a Carol Shields novel that traced the very ordinary life of a very ordinary woman, a life with few moments of high drama, but which Shields somehow managed to make remarkable. The extraordinary in the ordinary. It was a theme I often discussed with my students—how we can never consider anybody’s life “ordinary,” how every human existence is a novel with its own compelling narrative. Even if, on the surface, it seems prosaic, the fact remains that each individual life is charged with contradictions and complexities. And no matter how much we wish to keep things simple and uneventful, we cannot help but collide with mess. It’s our destiny, because mess, the drama that we create for ourselves, is an intrinsic part of being alive. It’s a bit like tragedy: none of us can avoid it, as hard as we try. Maybe it’s all a reaction against mortality—the cold, chilling, middle-of-the-night realization that everything is finite, that all the striving and ache and want and pleasures and disappointments of life vanish with us when we die. Can anyone really imagine their own death? No you on this planet, and the very absence of you noted by so few people. Which means the point to all the striving and suffering while we are here is . . . ?

But that’s the ongoing imponderable question, isn’t it? What’s the damn point? How I envy so many people who have religious faith. I’ve never been able to make that leap—to accept the existence of a God and paradise eternal for those who accept Him. But even though I think it’s all nothing but a fairy tale that adults tell themselves to soften the nullity of death, it must be wonderful to proclaim: Yes, there is a point after all! Yes, I’m going to spend the rest of eternity with everyone I love . . .

But will you also run into those whom you don’t love . . . those who have done you wrong in temporal life . . . even though they call themselves Christian?

No wonder I’ll never be a believer: you can’t be sardonic about the Sweet Hereafter.

I couldn’t concentrate on Carol Shields’s deftly woven narrative. I couldn’t stand being cooped up in this room anymore. I wanted to shoot off in my car and head north and spend the afternoon walking Popham Beach. But I was suddenly overwhelmed by a wave of tiredness. So I turned off my cell phone, stripped off my clothes, climbed in between the clean hotel sheets, and surrendered to the pleasure of the void.

The next thing I knew, the bedside phone was ringing. For a moment or two, I was completely dislocated, not knowing where I was or the hour of the day. Then my eyes focused on the bedside clock. Seven-thirteen p.m. Damn, damn, damn. I’d slept straight through the afternoon, and now night had arrived, and my brain was thick with stupor.

“Hi, it’s me,” Dan said, sounding tense and distant. “I’ve been trying to reach you on your cell phone.”

I explained how a short nap had turned into a five-hour sleep.

“We were going to have a drink now,” he said.

“Where are you?”

“The hotel lobby.”

“Well, come on up,” I said.

“I’ll wait for you down here.”

“That’s silly,” I said, suddenly awake. “You can wait for me up in the room.”

“I’ll be in the bar,” he said, and put down the phone.

I got dressed quickly and hurried into the bathroom to attempt a new round of damage control with foundation. If he wanted me to feel scared and vulnerable, he’d succeeded admirably. I’ll be in the bar. To which I wanted to shout: You’re my husband . . . why can’t you come upstairs? But he’d already hung up before I could pose that question . . . because why should he act pleasantly to a woman who had betrayed his trust?

I was downstairs in five minutes. Dan was in a corner booth in the bar, out of public view. He already had a drink in front of him and was abstractly tapping the side of the glass with the plastic swizzle stick. He looked up as I approached, but then looked down at his drink again.

“I’m sorry I was asleep when you called,” I said.

He shrugged.

“Do you want to order something?” he asked.

“A vodka on the rocks, please.”

He called over the waiter and gave him our order.

“I really shouldn’t be down here,” I said lightly. “Margy wants me to stay out of sight.”

“You mean, so you can’t disgrace yourself again, like you did this morning?”

“That wasn’t my best moment,” I said. “And I’m sorry if I embarrassed you.”

Another shrug.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said quietly. He lifted and drained his scotch, then caught the eye of the barman and indicated he wanted another.

“It does matter. I feel terrible about—”

“I was at the house this afternoon,” he said, cutting me off.

“You were?” I said. “But I thought—”

“The camera crews have gone. They’ve obviously gotten what they want from you.”

“Yes, I suppose they have.”

The drinks arrived. Dan immediately slugged back half of his scotch.

“You’re hitting it hard tonight,” I said.

“So what?” he said.

“It was just an observation. Anyway, I’ve got the room for another night, so we might as well stay here.”

“I’m not staying here.”

“Dan—”

“I’m not staying here,” he said in a vehement whisper.

A pause.

“Okay,” I said, trying to stay calm. “You don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to. But please let me call you a cab when you head home.”

“I’m not going home.”

“I see.”

“I’ve been home. I’ve taken what I need to take. I’m not going back home.”

A long pause.

“I don’t understand . . .” I heard myself saying, even though I did understand.

He drained the scotch.

“I’m leaving you,” he said.

It took a moment or so before I could speak.

“Just like that?” I asked.

“No, not just like that. But . . .”

“Look, I know how angry you are right now. You’re right to be. If it was you who had been revealed to—”

“You said all this earlier. It means nothing. I’m leaving you. That’s it.”

“Dan, please. What happened happened in 1973. I know I betrayed you then, but I never betrayed you again.”

“Yeah, you’ve said that before too.”

“You have to believe me.”

“No, I don’t. Why should I believe someone who announces publicly that there’s ‘no way’ she’s going to apologize for what she did . . .”

“That was taken out of context . . .”

“Only you know that. Everyone else who knows us—all my colleagues, all our friends—saw your ‘I won’t apologize’ routine on the television this morning, and took that as completely in context. And while you’ve been asleep your little showstopper has been broadcast on every local news broadcast, not to mention hourly on Fox News. Two hours ago, I got a call from Tom Gucker. Do you know what he said to me? This is a direct quote: ‘I just want you to know from the chairman of the board that you have the complete support of the hospital. I cannot imagine what it must be like to have a wife’s infidelity broadcast everywhere, and to have her defending such actions while looking so clearly unstable.’”

“Don’t you understand why I overreacted like that? Can’t you see that—”

“What? That you’re under pressure because of Lizzie’s disappearance? Do you know what? So am I. But I’m not out there, disgracing myself in front of the television cameras.”

“This will blow over, Dan. It will be forgotten in a couple of weeks . . .”

“Not in Portland it won’t.”

Silence.

“If you forgive me,” I said quietly. “If we hang on together and don’t let a thirty-year-old revelation undermine a very long, good marriage . . .”

“Do you really think it’s good?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Despite the fact that you consider me a bit of a dullard, not your equal when it comes to intellect, and someone who’s held you back over the past three decades . . .”

“Do you really believe the crap in that man’s book?”

“I don’t have to believe it. It’s there—and not just in his book. It’s been there from the start.”

“Dan, since 1969—”

“I know how long we’ve been together . . .”

“And, yes, of course, we have always been different people with different interests. But that doesn’t mean—”

“I knew your mom never really approved of me. The small-town doc. The steady-on-the-tiller bore who could never be as erudite as the great John Winthrop Latham or as New York street-smart as Dorothy.”

“Do you think I cared about what my mother thought?” I said. “I chose you because I loved you.”

“Yeah, maybe, once upon a time. But I knew long ago that I was never that satisfactory for you.”

“Then why the hell did I stay? Why? Do you really think I would have held on in a dead-end marriage?”

“I think you stayed for the same reason you never went to Paris during your junior year. Fear and the inability to articulate what you really want.”

“Yes, that’s exactly why I stayed. I admit it. But my junior year was thirty-two years ago . . . and the other reason I stayed was because I didn’t want to lose you. Just like I don’t want to lose you now.”

“If you didn’t want to lose me, you shouldn’t have fucked that guy.”

“All right, all right, guilty as charged. But still, still, can’t you see that brief, stupid fling for what it was? A mistake made by a twenty-three-year-old who has lived with the knowledge and guilt of that betrayal ever since. But to say that I stayed with you just out of complacency . . .”

“Let me ask you something. Do you think I’ve just been the happy dullard, content in my nice little marriage to my nice little schoolteacher wife? You don’t think I’ve dreamed of another life beyond hip replacements, and the family vacation in Florida, and making occasional, less-than-passionate love with the same woman since . . .”

“Welcome to marriage,” I said.

“That’s just like you, the condescending comment at the wrong moment . . .”

“Oh, is that another of my great failings?”

“Yes, in fact, it is. When in doubt, go caustic.”

“Dan, I have never, never, felt the sort of rage toward you that you feel for me now.”

“Maybe that’s because you’ve never been publicly shamed the way I have been now.”

“But this stuff you’re throwing at me . . . it’s been there for—”

“That’s right, years. But I kept it nicely under wraps because I thought—”

“What? That I felt the same rage?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, goddamn you, though I might have felt sometimes that life could have panned out differently, I still came to understand that one of the great virtues of a long marriage—besides continuity and stability and all that stuff—is a shared history. And the sense that any feelings either of us may have about the other’s shortcomings is overridden by three-plus decades together. And, goddamn you again, it is not like we have fought our way through the past thirty-four years. On the contrary, we have—”

“Always kept things under wraps . . . always dodged the central issues, always—”

“Will you listen to yourself?” I said. “I have been under the impression that we’ve done pretty damn well together, that we were one of those couples who worked out how to deal with our disparate temperaments, who always cohabited well, who never had major disagreements about the kids, and generally had something to say to each other most nights. And now you tell me that, for you, it’s all been a sham . . . that you’ve lived with this quiet, accelerating rage that I didn’t really rate you, that I was feeling trapped so much of the time but was too cowardly to jump? Which just kind of leads me to believe you are using these current shitty events as a way of—”

“Don’t go trying to shift the blame onto me. You didn’t just betray me, you betrayed this entire family. And instead of doing the honorable thing and admitting—”

“I admitted it to you. I’ll admit it again: I was wrong. I am desperately sorry for the pain I have caused you and Jeff. And I wish I had handled the press better. But I didn’t—and now—”

“You expect me to forgive you and pretend like nothing happened?”

“I expect you to be angry and hurt and outraged and doubtful . . . but I expect you to still be in my corner nonetheless.”

“That’s asking a lot.”

“After thirty-four years together? What’s the betrayal here? I didn’t fall in love with someone else—despite what that liar says. I didn’t walk out on my husband and baby son. It was sex—two nights of sex back during the Nixon administration. And now, we have what Margy would call a ‘public relations problem’ and one which wouldn’t exist if our poor daughter . . .”

“You think this is just a PR problem?” he said angrily.

“I think if this hadn’t become public information, it would not be as big a deal as it is now.”

“Well, that’s just typical of you to attempt to sidestep responsibility.”

“I have never sidestepped responsibility . . .”

“Yeah, go on, find another excuse for yourself.”

I looked at him, wide-eyed.

“Dan,” I said, lowering my voice, “do you realize what you’re doing?”

“Yes, I’m leaving you.”

“But it’s more than that. You’re telling me that our entire marriage was a lie.”

“I should have jumped years ago—if I’d only ever owned up to what you really thought of me.”

“But, as I’ve said before, I chose to stay with you because I wanted to stay with you.”

“You chose to stay with me. Oh, thanks a lot. I’m flattered, honored, touched. I am so thrilled that, having fucked somebody else and helped him flee prosecution, you decided to stay with me. What a heartwarming finale to your little episode of betrayal. You can tell that to the court when the federal prosecutors are cross-examining you.”

“That might not come to pass.”

“You mean nobody’s told you?”

“I’ve been asleep all afternoon with the cell phone off.”

“Well, you should turn it on, because I’m sure there are plenty of messages waiting for you. It was all over the Maine news at five p.m.”

“What?”

“The Justice Department announced that their legal team have decided there is a case to be answered, and they are taking the first steps to have you prosecuted. I’d get a lawyer now if I were you.”

I drained my vodka, trying to take this in.

“Thanks for the advice,” I said.

“And you think this is just a PR issue. Christ, Hannah, do you have any sense of the professional damage this has caused me? And Jeff is devastated by it—he has his partners raising the issue with him, worried about the impact that his having a felon for a mother will have on the firm.”

I lowered my head. I said nothing.

“Cat got your tongue?” he asked.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“If you want to think that, fine. I’m going now. I’ve arranged for a moving company to come and pack up the rest of my clothes and possessions on Friday. I’ve also spoken with a lawyer who will be handling my side of the divorce. Her name is Carole Shipley of Shipley, Morgan, and Reilly.”

“Dan, please, don’t hit the detonate button just like that. Can’t we try to—”

“You were the one who hit the detonate button, not me. As I said, my lawyer will be in touch—and we can start working out division of shared assets as soon as you’ve retained counsel.”

“Where will you be living?” I asked.

He averted my gaze.

“I have a place.”

“What’s her name?”

“You would ask that.”

“Where did you sleep last night?”

“At the office.”

“I don’t believe you.”

He threw some money on the table and stood up.

“Don’t lecture me on fidelity, Hannah.”

I felt tears streaming down my cheeks.

“What’s her name?” I asked again.

“As I said: expect a call from my lawyer.”

“Dan . . .”

“Good-bye,” he said tonelessly.

“You can’t walk away from thirty years of marriage just like that.”

“Watch me,” he said.

And he turned and walked out of the bar.


EIGHTEEN

I WOKE UP the next morning to the sound of Ross Wallace taking me apart again.

Well, folks, some people just don’t know when to keep their big ol’ lip buttoned. Remember Hannah Buchan—adulterous mother of the missing Elizabeth Buchan? As anyone listening to the show yesterday will have heard, Hannah Buchan has just been outed in a book by Chicago talk jock Toby Judson as having an affair with him back when he was an unpatriotic radical on the run. She even helped him escape into Canada. What does the virtuous Hannah Buchan do yesterday when asked by a Fox News reporter whether she regrets her infidelity and her unpatriotic, felonious act? She says—wait for it, folks—“No way.” That’s a direct quote: “No way”! Memo to our great protectors in the Department of Justice: get this woman behind bars as fast as possible so we don’t have to hear her talk drivel anymore.

That certainly woke me up—not that I had been asleep for long. After Dan left, I sat in the bar and drank three more vodkas. Then, feeling just a little blotto, I walked back down to the port and found a park bench and sat and smoked five cigarettes in a row while staring out at the choppy waters of Casco Bay.

The tears that had dampened my face before were now dry. The initial shock had dulled into quiet, profound trauma. Part of me wanted to ring Dan’s cell phone and beg him to come back. But another corner of my head silenced all such supplicating pleas. This was the side that was so bludgeoned by what had just happened—and by everything Dan had said—that I still couldn’t take it all in. I wanted to believe that he too was suffering from the turmoil of everything that had hit us recently, that his outburst in the bar was some sort of delayed reaction, a rage that, now vented, would transform into a mature realization that exploding our marriage would be an appalling mistake.

But this hope was overlaid by another deeply unnerving speculation: everything that he articulated last night was the truth; stuff that he had kept concealed for years (maybe even hidden away from himself) and which had suddenly geysered to the surface. But no, the idea of everything suddenly bursting forth was trying to soften the blow; to convince myself again that it had all come out in anger . . . whereas the truth of the matter was it hadn’t emerged during a flare-up. He’d had over a day to think about all this. He’d packed up enough clothes to get him through the next week and had arranged for movers to come and clear the rest of his effects. And he’d either rented a place or . . .

And I was now pretty damn sure the or was a woman. But who? And when had it started? And why hadn’t I picked up any clues beforehand?

A policeman walked by, then turned and walked back in my direction, sizing me up.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

I straightened myself up from my slumped position on the bench and put out the cigarette that had burned down to the filter.

“Yeah, sure, Officer, fine,” I said, the words slightly slurry.

“Have you been drinking, ma’am?”

“A little, yes,” I said, sounding sheepish.

“A little?” he asked. “You seem to be somewhat beyond ‘a little.’ Are you driving tonight?”

“No, sir.”

“Then how are you planning to get home?”

“I’m staying at the Hilton Garden Inn.”

“Well, ma’am, I think it might be a good idea if you—”

He stopped and looked at me closely.

“Hang on, aren’t you Mrs. Buchan who teaches English at Nathaniel Hawthorne High?”

Oh, great . . .

“Yes, Officer, that’s me,” I said.

“You taught my son, Jim Parker.”

“I remember Jim,” I said, even though his name swam in front of me. “Nice boy. Class of . . .”

“Ninety-seven. Went to U. Maine in Farmington. He’s a teacher now up in Houlton.”

“Please give him my best.”

“He called me yesterday, asked me if I had seen all the stuff about you in the paper.”

“Is this going to end up in the paper tomorrow too?”

He did not look pleased by this question. Immediately I said, “I’m sorry, Officer. That was stupid . . .”

“I could book you for public intoxication and add to your woes, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Please don’t book me, Officer. Things are bad enough as—”

I covered my face, on the verge of some sort of outburst. But I pulled back. When I took my hands away, I saw him looking at me dispassionately, thinking about what his next move would be.

“Please stand up, Mrs. Buchan,” he finally said.

Oh Christ, here we go. I stood up.

“Are you okay to walk?” he asked. I nodded. He asked me to follow him. We turned away from the port toward the main road. I saw his parked cruiser awaiting us. But he touched my arm and directed me to cross the street. Two minutes later, we were in front of the Hilton Garden Inn.

“I want you to promise me that you’ll go upstairs to your room and sleep this off, and that you won’t leave the hotel until morning,” he said.

“I promise,” I said.

“If I find you out here before then, I will book you. Understood?”

I nodded and said, “Thank you, Officer.”

“A piece of advice, Mrs. Buchan—and one which is probably none of my business, but which I’m going to give you anyway. It doesn’t matter if it’s all lies. You should still apologize. Everyone now thinks you’ve done wrong—and until you publicly say you’re sorry, they’re going to shun you.”

Back upstairs, I did as ordered. I got undressed. I got into bed. I ignored the message light on the phone, unplugging it from the wall socket. Vodka-induced sleep quickly arrived. Seven hours later I woke with a jolt to the voice of Ross Wallace venting his anger at me. As soon as he was finished, I plugged the phone back in the wall and hit the message button. There were five—all from Margy, all sounding increasingly anxious about my whereabouts and asking me to call her urgently. Before I did, I rang the hotel front desk and asked them to send up a copy of that morning’s Boston Globe. The interview ran an entire page and included the photograph taken of me yesterday. I looked awful. The article by Paula Houston followed this line of thinking, talking about how I was hiding out from encroaching media in a downtown Portland hotel, how I looked like I hadn’t slept in a week, how my cuticles showed signs of being chewed (takes a nail biter to know a nail biter), and how I really did come across as a woman whose entire world had caved in on her.

It was a well-written piece that maintained a studiously neutral tone, though there were occasional flashes of partisanship toward me. “She is remarkably direct and forthright,” she wrote, “even to the point of admitting that a rift has developed between herself and her son, Jeff, over the strong pro-life views he shares with his wife, Shannon. ‘Though I respect their moral position,’ Ms. Buchan said, ‘I can’t agree with the stridency of the anti-abortion movement and the way they always scream “murderer” if you have different views.’”

She also made the point that I seemed far more concerned with the welfare of my missing daughter than my now-damaged reputation.

As soon as I finished reading it, I phoned Margy. Before she could speak she started coughing violently.

“That sounds bad,” I said.

“Well, I’m calling you from the swish confines of New York Hospital. Yesterday afternoon I started hacking up blood again.”

“Oh God, Margy . . .”

“Hey, don’t write me off yet. They did an MRI and essentially decided that some scar tissue from the tumor was to blame. But they decided to keep me in overnight for observation, just in case I started going stigmatic again. But, believe me, any worries about a little bloody phlegm were way overshadowed by the thought that you had done something drastic. Twice in the middle of the night I was on the verge of calling the night porter at the hotel and telling him to knock on your door and see if you were still alive.”

“I had a bit of bad news last night,” I said, and then explained the little bombshell that Dan had exploded. For one of the few times in her life, Margy was speechless. Finally she said, “I can’t believe he said all that.”

“What’s that old cliché about never really knowing the people closest to you?”

“But Dan has always been Mr. Loyalty, Mr. Reliability, Mr. Solid.”

“And now I’ve done something that has given him the excuse to rebel against all those labels—which, so he implied, he’s been wanting to do for years.”

“Who’s the woman?”

“He won’t say—and he all but denied there was someone else.”

“There is definitely someone else,” Margy said. “Because though Dan might be having a postadolescent rebellion against a lifetime of being so straight, he wouldn’t be dumping you for a life by himself.”

“Believe me, I know that better than anyone. Dan isn’t that kind of independent guy. He needs someone to come home to.”

“Any candidates?”

“I bet it’s some damn nurse at the hospital—or maybe one of the women radiographers. There’s one over at Maine Medical who’s had her eye on him for years. It was a running gag between us—how he’d one day run off with Shirley-Rose Hoggart . . .”

“She’s really called Shirley-Rose?”

“I’m afraid so. But he always used to say that she was this side of dull. Surely he couldn’t have decided . . .”

“Maybe he’ll get sense . . .”

“After what he said yesterday, I think it will be very hard for him to come back. He drove our marriage right off the edge of the cliff.”

“How are you holding up?”

“Wonderfully, especially as Dan also told me yesterday I should expect to be arrested at any moment.”

“That was another part of my message. Some Justice Department spokesman made an announcement yesterday that they were now moving toward the idea of prosecution, but they still haven’t come out and definitely said that they’ll be picking you up.”

“Aren’t they giving me the chance to flee the country?”

“My lawyer guy thinks they’re reacting to all the publicity. Having said that, he also told me to advise you to get a criminal lawyer pronto. Do you know any in Portland?”

“Hardly, but I’ll ask around.”

“I’ll get back to my guy here in New York and see if he has a suggestion or two. Now what are you up to this morning?”

“Hon, if you ask me to do a new interview today, I’m going to turn you down.”

“I won’t ask you to do another interview. In fact, after the Globe piece this morning—which I’ve just read online and think is pretty terrific—I’m going to be keeping you, PR-wise, under wraps. What I want now is some big television thing . . .”

“Please, Margy, I don’t think I could handle—”

“Hear me out. The only way you’ll be able to win the public relations side of this shitty business is by continuing to make your side of the case. Especially as Judson is booked today to appear on The Rush Limbaugh Show and on NPR’s All Things Considered. He’s just loving all the attention—and it’s doing wonders for his book. It’s already at number thirty on the extended New York Times best seller list—and no, I don’t think he’s going to give you a cut of his royalties.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. It was a classic Margy ploy—a wisecrack to chink the bleakness of the moment.

“Do me a favor. Get on home and try to get some rest, and keep your cell phone turned on, because I definitely will need you. Tell anyone from the press who calls to speak to my office. Even if they try to trick you by saying, ‘We’re just looking for a simple one-line quote,’ tell them, ‘No sale.’ Understood?”

“Understood.”

“One last thing: don’t read today’s Portland Press Herald. There’s an editorial calling for your dismissal from the school.”

“What else does it say?”

“What you’d expect it to say, ‘Sets a bad example for the good young people of Maine . . . betrayed not just her husband, but her community . . . the fact that she has refused to apologize shows great arrogance . . . ,’ that kind of predictable small-town horseshit.”

“Maybe I should apologize,” I said, and told her about the incident with the cop last night.

“Maybe you shouldn’t appear on the streets again drunk,” Margy said.

“There were extenuating circumstances.”

“Hey, I’m not saying I don’t understand why you got smashed. I’m just saying: thank God that cop had a big streak of decency in him. And I’m telling you: lay low now. We’ll think about whether a nuanced apology might help things during the course of the day.”

There were around nine messages on my cell phone—largely from Margy, but also from assorted journalists asking for interviews and one from my dad, telling me that he’d read the Globe piece and was very proud of my “dignified defiance.”

I tried to ring Dad back, but there was no answer. So I left a simple message: “Hi, it’s me. You need to know that Dan walked out on our marriage last night. Please call me asap.” Then I had a fast shower, packed my bag, and—not wanting to have to show my face at the front desk, especially after that editorial in today’s local paper—used the on-screen television checkout service to settle the hotel bill. Business completed, I took the elevator straight down to the basement parking lot, retrieved my car, and drove home.

When I reached Falmouth, I stopped at the general store right near our house. I walked in. Mr. Ames—the proprietor of the place for as long as we’d been living here—looked up as I came in. But instead of his usual “Hey, Hannah” greeting, he looked away. I picked up a basket and filled it with some basic necessities. When I got to the counter and put my basket up by the cash register, he picked it up and put it behind the counter.

“From now on, you’re going to have to do your shopping elsewhere.”

“But why?” I asked.

“If you have to ask that question . . .”

“Mr. Ames, there are two sides to—”

“As far as I’m concerned, I don’t want a lawbreaker as a customer.”

“I am not a ‘lawbreaker.’”

“Well, that’s your opinion. You can buy your groceries elsewhere.”

“Mr. Ames, I’ve been a customer here since—”

“I know how long you’ve been shopping here. If I were your husband, I’d have you run out of town. Now if you wouldn’t mind . . .”

He nodded toward the door.

“You are not being fair,” I said.

“Too bad,” he said, and turned his back to me.

I went home, passing by the house once without stopping, just to give the place the once-over and make certain there were no journalists lurking. I swung back around. But as I headed up the driveway, I saw something that made me hit the brakes—an instinctual reaction that had nothing to do with anything in my immediate path. Rather, it was the sight of my front door that provoked that sudden stop. It had been attacked by someone with a brush and a can of red paint. One word—TRAITOR—had been daubed across the entire width of the door.

I sat in the car, blinking with shock. For a moment or two I thought my brain was playing games with me, that this was some phantasmagorical extension of the ongoing nightmare. Then I got out and noticed that one of the windows near the door had been smashed. I hurried over to the door and opened it, fully expecting to find the house trashed. But in the living room all I found was a brick with a note attached to it, courtesy of a rubber band. I removed it. I stared down at a message scrawled in black crayon:

If you don’t like it here, why don’t you go back to Canada again and stay this time?

I was about to head to the phone and call the police, but thought better of it. If I involved the law, this incident would make the papers. If it made the papers, it would just augment my newfound atrocious reputation. So I walked through every room of the house (just to make certain there weren’t any other broken windows I had missed), and came to an abrupt halt when I reached our bedroom and found Dan’s closet door open and half his clothes gone. He’d also cleared out his chest of drawers, as well most of his shoes. I went immediately downstairs to the basement. His computer was gone. Ditto most of his DVDs and his precious titanium golf clubs. The rest of his stuff had been packed away in boxes, awaiting collection.

Moving out was no mere knee-jerk act of anger. He’d been planning this for a while—and judging by the amount of stuff he had taken, he hadn’t checked into a hotel while searching for a new place to live. He’d headed to a preplanned destination—somewhere big enough to absorb all his things.

I picked up the telephone on Dan’s desk and punched in the code for our voice mail. There were over twenty messages—the bulk of which were from journalists asking for interviews, and clearly ignoring the message I’d left, telling them to call Margy’s office. I scrolled through them, stopping when I heard the voice of my daughter-in-law, sounding nervous yet stern.

“This is Shannon. Jeff asked me to call you, and to say that, given your appalling comments about us in today’s Boston Globe and the way you made it very clear that, to your mind, we are fanatics because of our pro-life stance—we want nothing to do with you anymore. I won’t even get into the revulsion I feel at what you’ve done to your husband, let alone your criminal activities—or the fact that you now refuse to apologize for such venal actions. All I will say is: you are not to contact us, or our children, again. Do not call. Do not write. If you do, we will simply hang up on you or delete your emails or tear up your letters. This is a decision that Jeff and I made in tandem. You’re dead to us both now.”

I hit the delete button on the voice mail and scrolled on to the next message—from Carl Andrews at Nathaniel Hawthorne High. “The school board met last night and unanimously voted for your dismissal. Personally, I tried to argue that we shouldn’t be firing you until the Justice Department has decided whether or not to charge you with a criminal offense. But sentiment in the room was running pretty damn high, and I’m afraid even I couldn’t stop the witch hunt atmosphere. Whatever your past actions, or whether or not you’ve committed a crime, I am a believer in due process, innocent until proven guilty, and other such quaint ideas. The only small bit of good news I can give you in all this is that I did force the board to agree to let you keep your pension, which, I know, isn’t much after fifteen years of service, but is better than nothing, I suppose.”

Strangely, neither of these calls threw me, because I was expecting bad news. And when you get what you expect . . .

Just what I was up against locally, however, was made clear to me when I phoned our local glazier in Falmouth to get him to repair the smashed window. Phil Post was also the local carpenter and had been doing work for us for years. But when he heard my voice on the phone, he turned distant, saying that he was far too busy today to do the job.

“Well, how about tomorrow?” I asked.

“Busy tomorrow too,” he said.

“The day after tomorrow?”

“The truth is, Mrs. Buchan, I don’t really need the work right now.”

“You mean, you don’t really need the work from me,” I said.

“Something like that, yes,” he said, then added, “Gotta go,” and hung up.

I used the Yellow Pages and called a mobile glazier who was free this morning, and didn’t seem to hesitate when I gave him my name and address. Maybe he didn’t read the papers, or only listened to the sort of classic rock stations that didn’t have news broadcasts. When I asked him if he knew anyone who was a house decorator, as my front door also needed to be repainted, he said he did that sort of work too.

“One-stop shopping,” he said with a laugh. “See you in about two hours.”

Now I needed to speak with someone nearby who could be counted on as a friend. So I rang Alice Armstrong on her cell phone.

“Oh hi,” she said, sounding very nervous.

“It’s great to hear your voice. You don’t know the half of what is going on right now.”

“Well, I do read the papers,” she said. “And I did see you on the television news.”

“Did you also hear that Dan has walked out on me? And that I’ve been dismissed from Nathaniel Hawthorne High? Or have the jungle drums not started rumbling on—”

“You know, Hannah, this is a really bad moment right now. Could I call you later?”

“Uh, sure, I guess. It’s just, I’m really feeling a little isolated right now. And if you were free for dinner tonight . . .”

“I’m not,” she said. “Listen, got to go.”

And she hung up on me.

Now that was totally strange. Alice was probably the most left-wing person I knew, and someone who would have called me the moment Tobias Judson aimed his neocon guns at me. Maybe I did just catch her at a bad moment. Or maybe she was with some people just now and couldn’t be mouthing expressions of support with them nearby.

I had wanted to ask Alice about the names of any lawyers in town who might handle criminal cases (she knew everybody in Portland). Instead, it was Dad who came through on this one. I rang him after Alice and told him everything. He was so outraged on my behalf, especially at Dan.

“It’s one thing to play around; it’s another to walk out when your wife is under attack. It’s cowardly—but, deep down, he knows that.”

“Cold comfort.”

“The way everyone’s behaving, you’d think you’d helped Osama bin Laden to escape.”

“It’s now all come down to that snippet on television when I refused to say I was sorry. But as I explained in the Globe . . .”

“I saw what you said about only having to apologize to your family—and completely agreed. It was a good interview. You came out of it well.”

“Well, I’m glad you think that. Because according to your grandson and daughter-in-law . . .” And I told him how I had been barred from seeing my grandkids.

“That won’t be a permanent situation.”

“Don’t count on it,” I said. “Jeff is very unforgiving, especially toward his mother.”

“I suppose I could try to have a word with him myself, but I think he considers me to be the Trotsky of the family.”

“Shannon is worse. To her we’re all rabid fetus killers. And now, after all that’s been revealed about my wayward past, and all that stuff in the book about you . . .”

“Does that ‘stuff’ still bother you?”

“It’s a long time ago . . .”

“Answer the question,” he said gently.

“It bothered me then, sure. I didn’t like the idea of you being unfaithful to Mom, even though I understood back then that this is how things worked between you two. I guess, deep down, Mom was right about me—at heart, I’ve always been a small-c conservative. And with the exception of that one time with Judson . . .”

“I don’t need to know this, Hannah. It really makes no difference to me anyway. If you’d had a lover on the side for the past thirty years . . .”

“I wish . . .”

He laughed. “Well, had that been the case it wouldn’t have changed how I feel about you, or that I see you as a remarkable person.”

“I am hardly remarkable, Dad. I haven’t written books or become famous for a stand I’ve taken against the government. I’ve led a small life. Not a bad one up until now, but small nonetheless. And when it’s over in twenty or thirty years, who will remember that I even passed through? You’ll be gone. Dan will have long since shut me out of his mind. Ditto Jeff. Ditto his children—who will never have gotten to know me in the first place. And then there’s Lizzie . . .”

I felt my eyes well up and my voice crack. I suddenly felt more tired than I had ever felt in my life and about to lose the battle I had been fighting for days—to somehow not fall apart. But there was a small, sane part of me that stopped myself from going over the edge, that bit down on a knuckle to halt the pending emotional torrent.

“Hannah, stop,” Dad said. “There are enough people kicking you right now. You don’t have to add to the onslaught. Because, as far as I’m concerned, you’ve done nothing wrong . . .”

“Oh please . . .”

“Nothing . . . and believe me, I’d be the first to tell you otherwise.”

No, he wouldn’t. Dad never took me to task for anything. That was, I realized now, one of the many remarkable things about him. And hearing my father now, on the other end of a long-distance call, I could only think how lucky I was to still have him around . . . and how he would always defend me, no matter what the circumstances.

“Now if you wouldn’t mind a little bit of paternal advice, whatever interviews you do next, I think it’s best if you keep to the idea that you have already said sorry to the people who count, but that being bullied into something you didn’t want to do doesn’t merit a general apology to the nation.

“And I know this one lawyer in the Portland area who might be interested in handling your case. Ever heard of Greg Tolland?”

“Everyone in Portland’s heard of Greg Tolland,” I said. He was an aging, late-fiftyish radical attorney who’d been a thorn in the state government’s side when it came to native land rights and corporate pollution by the big logging companies up in Maine’s huge northern forest reserves. To say that Greg Tolland divided local opinion was the understatement of the new century. To that small coterie of local environmentalists and left-wing political activists in Maine, he was a hero. To the rest of the state, he was an old-style sixties troublemaker.

“Well, if he did take my case,” I said, “it would cause a lot of talk around town. But since I’m already causing a lot of talk around town . . .”

“I’ll call him now. And as much as I’d like to offer you safe shelter over here in Burlington, I really do think you have to stick it out in Portland—just to show the bastards that they won’t intimidate you.”

An hour later, the glazier showed up—a quiet, laconic guy named Brendan Foreman who looked at the word TRAITOR scrawled on the front door and said, “Glad I don’t have your neighbors.”

By mid-afternoon he’d removed all traces of the graffiti and had replaced the shattered pane of glass. As I wrote him a check for $300 and thanked him for coming so quickly, he said, “If they come back and write something nasty again on the door, just call me and I’ll do the job for half-price. I don’t believe in intimidation . . . especially when it comes to stuff that happened so long ago.”

Then, with a sly wink, he headed off.

That encounter cheered me. So too did the phone call from Greg Tolland. He was phoning from the state capital, Augusta, where he’d been arguing a case in front of the Maine Supreme Court, and said, “Great minds think alike. I’ve been following everything that’s been going down with you, and was wondering if you could use legal representation. You know, I was an undergraduate at UVM in the mid-sixties—and your dad was my adviser . . . so we go back a long ways. Now I’m stuck in Augusta until lunchtime tomorrow, but could you come and see me at my office tomorrow afternoon? Say, four p.m.? And here’s my cell number—if anything happens before then . . . if feds come to your door with an arrest warrant or any such crap, you call me immediately and I’ll be there asap. Otherwise, see you tomorrow.”

That afternoon, I headed off to the local big supermarket, where nobody stopped me at the front door to tell me my patronage wasn’t wanted. When I came back home, I braced myself for another bit of graffiti on the door—but then thought: Nobody would attack my door in broad daylight. I thought right. All was quiet at home.

Until the phone began to ring again.

“Hannah, hon, it’s me,” Margy said. “And do I have news for you.”

“Good news?” I asked.

“Interesting news. Ever heard of Jose Julia?”

“Sure, the right-wing talk-show guy.”

“Right wing is a little extreme. He’s a real libertarian—government out of our lives, nothing wrong with cigarettes as long as you don’t blow them in my direction—which makes him something of a Republican. But he’s also very anti-Puritan and has often admitted that he’s an atheist . . . and, as you probably know, he’s got a big audience, largely as a scandalmonger . . .”

“He’s been doing some stuff on Lizzie’s disappearance, hasn’t he?”

“Sure he has. And you know why?”

“Married Celebrity Doctor possibly involved in disappearance of his Investment Banker Lover . . .”

“It’s right up his grubby alley, I’m afraid. But the guy’s ratings are huge—and he doesn’t like the religious Right, which is something in our favor. And he also has a thing about people who play the moral card, which means he could give Tobias Judson a very hard time . . .”

“I also remember reading in some crappy magazine that he has a fanatical thing against adulterous behavior, as he caught his first wife in flagrante with another guy—and, as it turned out, she’d been cheating on him for years . . .”

“Where’d you see that?”

“People, I think—and yeah, I only read People at the hairdresser’s.”

“Me too, but I’m a complete liar. Listen, here’s the thing: whatever you think about Jose Julia’s ex-wife, the fact is: he’s huge, he’s influential, everybody watches him, and he wants you to meet Judson face-to-face on his program.”

“No way.”

“I know it sounds tacky and tabloidy, but think of the possibilities. You get to present your side of the story. You get to take Judson on, to call him a liar, you get to . . .”

“I won’t do it.”

“Look, I can understand how the idea of even being in the same room as him . . .”

“I won’t do it.”

“And I also know how much you hate the sort of moronic television that Jose Julia represents. But if you score a knockout punch . . .”

“Margy, I’ve seen his show once or twice. He starts hectoring his guests, going all moral on them, waving an accusatory finger, telling them what bad people they are. And I have been through enough recently without subjecting myself to—”

“Okay, okay, I hear you. But you don’t have to give me a definitive yes or no until—”

“It’s a definitive ‘no.’”

“Hear me out. The Jose Julia people will need to know by the end of tomorrow. Think it over—and think about how good it would be to show up that asshole in public, to really stick it to him. Anyway, we’ve got just over twenty-four hours before telling them, so . . .”

“All right, all right, I’ll think about it. More important, are you still in the hospital?”

“Yeah, but they’re sending me home tomorrow.”

“You shouldn’t be putting yourself under such pressure.”

“What am I supposed to do? Sit here and keep worrying that every time I cough, blood will follow? Among other things, this takes my mind off the thought that this thing might kill me.”

“Don’t talk that way. The doctors told you they got it all . . .”

“Now they’re starting to wonder if there was some secondary or tertiary tumor they hadn’t caught.”

“I’m sure you’ll be okay.”

“I’m not, but thanks for the platitude. I need all possible platitudes right now. Please tell me you’ll give serious thought to the Jose Julia proposition . . . especially now that I’ve emotionally blackmailed you with my recurring lung cancer.”

I laughed.

“I will think about it.”

My plan for the evening was a straightforward one. I was going to make myself a light dinner, curl up in front of the television, and watch an old movie. I saw that one of the cable channels was showing Billy Wilder’s Ace in the Hole, that wonderfully sulfurous story of American-style yellow journalism. It seemed appropriate viewing right now. But before I could settle down to this much-needed quiet evening, the phone rang again. I thought about ignoring it. Instead I answered it—a decision I instantly regretted.

“Hannah, it’s Sheila Platt.”

Just what I need.

“Hi, Sheila, and thanks so much for your message of support the other day. It was very welcome.”

“Well, I’m afraid I—”

“Might we be able to talk tomorrow, Sheila. I’m awfully tired . . .”

“This won’t take long,” she said. “We had a meeting last night of the book group—and we overwhelmingly voted to bar you from it. I’m very sorry to have to be the bearer of this news . . .”

I started to laugh. Loudly.

“No, you’re not,” I said. “In fact, I bet you not only put the motion forward to kick me out, but you also volunteered to be the messenger.”

A small pause. “Well, I’ve never liked you either,” she said.

“I’m devastated,” I said, “even though I actually considered you a class act when you called last week to offer your support.”

“That’s before I found out you betrayed your husband and your country.”

“Well, thank you for only believing a Christian like yourself. And, speaking of belief, I can’t believe that it was a unanimous vote, especially if Alice Armstrong was there.”

A long nasty cackle of laughter from Sheila Platt.

“You can’t be serious about Alice,” she said.

“Why not?”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“Don’t know what?”

“You really don’t know that your husband’s moved in with her?”

It took a moment to register.

“You’re lying,” I said.

“You wish I was lying,” she said.

I still couldn’t believe what she’d just said.

“How long—” I started saying.

“—has it been going on?” she answered. “I have no idea. Why don’t you ask Dan?”

Another bark of laughter. I hung up.

Without stopping to think, I picked up the phone again and dialed Alice’s home number. After five rings, the call was answered.

“Hello?” Dan said.

The receiver started to shake in my hand.

“You cowardly little shit,” I said, my voice tremulous, on the edge of a shriek. “You fire me from our marriage in a hotel bar, but you can’t bring yourself to tell me the truth.”

There was a silence, followed by a decisive click. The line went dead. Immediately I hit redial, but the line was engaged. I hit the redial button three more times. The ongoing busy signal said it all: he’d deliberately left the phone off the hook. I suddenly found myself grabbing my coat and car keys and storming out the door. Before I knew it, I was driving toward downtown Portland, fully prepared to slam the front of my vehicle into the front door of Alice Armstrong’s house . . .

But another voice inside my head whispered, “Do that, and they’ll have you committed for psychiatric observation, and then everyone will believe you really are totally gaga and wayward. Go back home now.”

I heeded the first part of the message. I ignored the second part. I kept driving. On through the center of Portland to the junction with I-95. I didn’t really have a plan. I just decided to keep driving. I reached the interstate. I sped south. Within forty-five minutes I was at the state line. An hour later, I was on the outskirts of Boston. I crossed the bridge. I took the exit near the Fleet Center. I pulled up in front of the Onyx Hotel. I handed my keys to the doorman. I went inside and approached the front desk and said I’d like a room for the night. The desk clerk looked at me with some suspicion when I said I had no luggage. It was a last-minute trip, I said. I could see him studying my face. I couldn’t tell whether he was wondering if I was a potential suicide or if he had seen my face somewhere before—like in the newspapers or on the television or perhaps the last time I stayed here. To stop his scrutiny I handed over my Amex card. He ran it through the machine, received approval, and handed it to me with a room key.

“You’ll just be staying the night?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said.

I went upstairs. I opened the door of my room. I walked inside. I looked at the big bed and thought that I no longer had a husband to share it with. I sat down in the armchair near the bed. I wondered what the hell I was doing here. I checked my watch. Just after nine-thirty. I kept thinking: Maybe I should start scouring the city again . . . an all-night expedition to find Lizzie. Or maybe, just maybe, she’d snuck back into her apartment in the Leather District and was hiding out there, living on ordered-in food. Or maybe . . .

I suddenly dug out my cell phone and rang Lizzie’s number. A man answered. A voice I knew.

“Who’s this?” asked Detective Leary.

I told him who it was.

“Any reason why you were calling?” he asked.

“Desperation,” I said. “Any news, Detective?”

“You would have been the first to know.”

“Why are you answering this number? Are you at the apartment?”

“Hardly, but we arranged for all calls to Lizzie’s number to be redirected to us over here. I just happen to be working late tonight, which is why I answered. You at home in Maine?”

“No, I’m in Boston.”

“Oh yeah? Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and started to cry, suddenly letting go of all that pent-up rage and distress that I had been holding in for days. I must have cried for a good minute—unable to stop. When I finally got myself under control, I lifted the receiver again, fully expecting Leary to have hung up. But he was still there.

“You okay?” he asked.

“No,” I said, sounding spent.

“Where are you right now?”

I told him.

“Listen, I’m just finishing up here. Give me a half hour and I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

“You really don’t have to . . .” I said.

“I know I don’t,” he said, “but I will.”

He was there, as promised, thirty minutes later. He looked around at the superchic, hypertech design of the lobby and said, “There’s this Irish bar next door, which is a little more my kind of place.”

We ended up in a corner booth. The bartender came over and shook Leary’s hand, and told him the first round was on the house. He ordered us both double Bushmills straight up, with beer chasers.

“I’m not much of a whiskey drinker,” I said.

“Take it from me, Bushmills is the best anesthetic going—and you need an anesthetic tonight.”

The drinks arrived. We clinked glasses. I sipped the whiskey. The initial back-of-the-throat burn transformed quickly into a pleasurable buzz.

“That’s not bad,” I said.

“An Irish solution to all of life’s problems, but hey, that’s real Boston Mick talk.”

He threw back his whiskey, reached for his beer, and nearly drained it too. Then he motioned for the bartender to bring him another round.

“It’s been a long day,” he said. “But it must have been a long couple of days for you. I’ve been monitoring you in all media.”

“Then I’m surprised you’d agree to down a few with a future convicted felon, not to mention such an unpatriotic, adulterous . . .”

He nudged the whiskey glass in my direction.

“Drink up,” he said.

I took a small sip of the whiskey.

“All of it,” he said.

I threw it back in one go.

“Well done,” he said, and motioned to the bartender for another whiskey.

My equilibrium was suddenly sent sideways—but then it subsided again and I felt myself back on terra firma, albeit it with a nicely numbing buzz.

“Okay,” Leary said. “Tell me everything that’s happened.”

I did as commanded, even though it took around twenty minutes. Leary remained impassive during my monologue, studying my face with a certain professional detachment. When I finished, he said nothing for a moment. Then he waved his finger again in the direction of the bar, asking for refills for our now empty glasses.

“Sounds like you’ve had a hell of a week,” he said, reaching into his pocket for a small notebook and a ballpoint pen.

“You could say that, yeah.”

“And you say that the Jose Julia people want an answer by the end of tomorrow?”

“I’m not going to do the program,” I said.

“I think you shouldn’t make that decision just yet.”

“Why?”

“Just a hunch. But first, tell me the name of the town you used to live in when Judson came a-calling?”

“Pelham, Maine.”

He wrote this down.

“And who were the people you knew in Pelham?”

I gave him a few names—but, of course, as I hadn’t been back to Pelham since leaving it, I had no idea whether any of these people were still alive.

“That’s for me to find out,” he said.

“But when?”

“I’ve got a day off tomorrow—and I’ve been recently thinking about breathing some country air. So maybe I’ll just drive up to Pelham in the morning and see if anyone still remembers you there.”


NINETEEN

GREG TOLLAND LOOKED like a scarecrow. An aging scarecrow—and one who was undoubtedly put together in the 1960s. He was around six feet four, stringbean thin, with long gray hair tied back in a ponytail. He wore tight, faded blue jeans, cowboy boots, and—this was an interesting sartorial touch—a blue blazer, a blue button-down shirt, and a Harvard Law School tie. The wardrobe and the hairstyle sent out a mixed message—late-middle-aged hippie who still came out of the establishment and could play them at their own game.

His office—on Congress Street in downtown Portland—was a rabbit warren of small rooms. The walls of this labyrinth were covered with assorted posters—from an old enlarged photograph of Martin Luther King, to an environmental group advertisement showing George W. Bush about to press a detonator and blow up the world, to historic TROOPS OUT OF VIETNAM notices, to more recent NO TROOPS TO IRAQ signs. There wasn’t much of a staff—only four youngish assistants who seemed to be very engaged in assorted administrative tasks. One of them was manning a reception desk piled high with legal files and new mail. She was in her early twenties, wearing overalls and sporting big frizzy hair. I had a fast nostalgic pang for assorted vanished friends from college in the sixties who used to adopt the same splendidly no-style style.

“You must be Hannah,” she said as I came in the door. “Greg’s expecting you, please go right in.”

There was no door on Greg’s office—another political statement—so there was nowhere to knock. But he was on his feet and walking toward me as I paused in front of the doorless door frame.

“Hey there, Hannah,” he said, extending his long bony hand in my direction. “I am so pleased to meet you—not just because, as I said on the phone, your dad is the last of the great progressives, but also because I so respect the way you’ve been handling yourself during this entire shabby business.”

“Even though I’ve refused to say I’m sorry?”

He motioned for me to sit in the wicker chair opposite his desk—a desk that seemed to be awash in paperwork. Filing was not a high priority in this legal practice.

“That was the smartest thing you did—and not just from a purely ethical standpoint. Had you apologized, you would have opened yourself up to the legal argument that you had admitted guilt. Instead, we’re into a classic he said/she said situation. It doesn’t mean that the feds won’t go after you, especially with the attorney general’s predilection for chasing after anyone with even the vaguest radical past. But it does make it harder when it comes to building a case against you.

“Now I went out yesterday and actually bought Tobias Judson’s book—which, believe me, I didn’t want to do, on the grounds that it was putting money into his sanctimonious little pocket. But I naturally needed to see what we were up against . . . besides, that is, bad prose. I’m not surprised that he could only get this piece of crap published by a right-wing goon house. To call it treacle is to insult treacle.”

“But it’s still selling—number twenty-eight in the Amazon Top Hundred yesterday . . . not that I’ve been checking these things.”

“Well, it has been getting a considerable amount of publicity—and all due to your daughter’s disappearance, from which Judson has immensely benefited . . . not, of course, that he’d ever think of doing something so cynical and callous as riding on the back of someone else’s misfortune.”

He raised his eyebrows like Groucho Marx. I decided that I was going to like Greg Tolland.

“Now, I’m certain you’re sick of doing this, but it would be really useful if you could take me back through the entire story again—literally from the moment Judson popped into your life all those years ago.”

Greg Tolland was very skillful in the art of cross-examination, especially when it came to peeling back the layers of my tale and exposing the hidden conflicts underneath.

“After you made love to Judson for the first time, did you mention to him about how guilty you felt?”

“Of course.”

“And what was his reply?”

“He accused me of having ‘bourgeois values.’”

A tight smile from Greg Tolland.

“That’s one to drop during the face-to-face debate.”

“I still haven’t made up my mind about that one yet.”

Another wry smile from Greg Tolland.

“Even though you know that it’s your only real shot to stick it to him?”

“Did you ever have an abortion?” he asked.

“No.”

“Do you think Jeff ever convinced a girlfriend to have an abortion?”

I was a little thrown by the question and said so.

“Sorry for my bluntness,” Tolland said, “but in my experience, the real rabid pro-lifers often have some skeleton in the closet and have taken an extreme position because they have done something of which they are actively ashamed.”

“Well, I know of no such skeleton in Jeff’s past, but even if I did, I wouldn’t let you use it against him.”

“Even though Judson’s side might enlist him against you?”

This stopped me short.

“I can’t believe he’d publicly take his side,” I said.

Actually I could believe it, especially after the conversation we’d had this morning. It was around eight-thirty and I was waking up in my hotel room in Boston, thankfully alone. Well, to be honest about it, I wasn’t that thankful. After three shots of whiskey and three beer chasers, I ended up walking the half block back to the hotel on the arm of Detective Leary, who promised me that he wouldn’t drive himself home (he was three ahead of me in the drinks stakes) and instead would be taking a cab back to his apartment in Brookline. As soon as we reached the front of the Onyx, I did something rather out-of-body and alcohol-induced. I leaned over and kissed him. Not a light little peck on the cheek—a proper, deep kiss. He responded with considerable enthusiasm—but then, after a moment or two, gently disengaged himself from our embrace.

“This is a good idea which is not a good idea,” he said quietly.

I pulled him toward me again.

“Don’t think, just . . .”

He held me by the shoulders.

“I want to. But—and it’s a big but—we have pretty strict rules about getting involved with anyone who’s part of a case . . .”

I kissed him.

“I won’t tell,” I whispered.

“Hannah . . .”

I kissed him again.

“It’ll just be a night . . .”

“Hannah . . .”

“And I’ll still respect you in the morning.”

He suppressed a laugh.

“I have never, ever used that line myself,” he said.

I kissed him again.

“Don’t go . . .”

He took my hands in his, held them for a moment, then let them go.

“I’ll call you in the morning,” he said, “see if your hangover’s a doozy.”

Then, with a light kiss on the top of the head, he directed me into the hotel’s revolving doors. As I started circling around, he waved good-bye and sauntered off.

I made it back to the room, managed to unlock the door, strip off my clothes, climb beneath the sheets, and pass right out. The next thing I knew, it was morning. Thin light was seeping in. The bedside clock said 6:52. My head felt as if it had been cleaved by an anvil. My guilt made whatever alcohol-induced pain I felt right now seem comparatively mild.

Don’t think, just . . .

I pulled the pillow over my face. Trust me to make a drunken pass at an ex-Jesuit who just happens to be investigating my daughter’s disappearance. Score ten out of ten for stupidity . . . especially with everything else breaking around me.

I rolled over, hoping sleep would whisk me off again for several hours. No such luck. I had left Portland in such a hurry that I had no book with me. So I turned on the television, snapping it right off again when I flicked onto Fox News and saw Lizzie’s photograph fill the screen. You can run, but you can’t hide. Margy was right: this thing was bound to keep on attracting media interest until Lizzie was found.

I got up. I ran myself a bath. As I lay in it, a strange realization clouded over me: I had nothing to do today. No job to go to, no husband to phone, no commitments, bar the meeting with Greg Tolland this afternoon. But other than seeing the lawyer who would try to keep me out of jail, my day was my own—an empty slate, on which was to be written . . . ?

What? That was a strange feeling, especially after decades of always having a task at hand, always privately moaning to myself about never really having enough time. Even after the kids left home, time still seemed chockablock. Preparing for classes, teaching classes, advising students, sitting on committees, running a house, keeping fit, attending the book group, reading, reading, reading, my work with the homeless, my work in adult literacy programs, making certain I saw every new movie of worth, making certain I got down to Boston once a month to hear a concert at Symphony Hall, making certain I stayed abreast of all current events, making certain I . . . filled the time.

Curious, isn’t it, how so much of that time was filled without Dan. And yet, he was always there—the guy waiting for me when I got home . . . who called in the middle of the day just to say hello . . . who liked to surprise me with a night out at a big-deal restaurant downtown . . . who always seemed to be content with how things were between us . . . the man I still expected to be there with me . . . because, hell, we’d made it through all the tricky stuff—the early years of adjustment, the decades of child rearing, the usual postfortysomething midlife crap. We were the exception to the modern rule: the long-married couple who hadn’t stayed together out of some grim duty or warped psychological neediness. We were still together because we still wanted to be together, despite the usual shortcomings. And how many couples can say that after . . .

We were still together because . . .

No, that was a reality that was no longer true. Now the sentence had to be changed to the past tense: We had been together because . . .

The past tense. How could we have ended up in the past tense? And how could Alice have . . . ?

No, don’t go there. Because even trying to work out the mechanics of their affair—how they first hooked up, the tentative start, the first clandestine lunch or dinner, that moment when he put his hand on hers, their first kiss, the moment he started taking off her clothes, the . . .

Stop. This is a futile exercise—and one that is guaranteed to drive you into even greater regions of despair. Move on, now . . .

I got out of the bath. I dried myself, got dressed, and went downstairs to breakfast, hiding behind a magazine, and never once looking at the television news being broadcast on a flat plasma screen opposite me. At eight a.m., I returned to the room, sat down in the armchair by the bed, and made a call I’d been dreading.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” Jeff said as soon as he answered his cell phone.

“Are you really going to cut me off just like that?” I asked.

“You act like it’s my fault this has happened.”

“I am hardly saying that. I am just asking you to talk this through with me and consider . . .”

“Consider? Consider? You’re asking me to give thought to this situation—when you obviously gave no thought to the effect your comments would have on your son and daughter-in-law when you gave that interview to The Boston Globe.”

“All I said was . . .”

“I know exactly what you said. I can read. And do you know what I read last night? Tobias Judson’s lurid account of my mother having sex with a man who wasn’t my father while I was sleeping in the same room. Now how do you think that made me feel, Mom?”

“I know, I know. I’ve told you how bad I feel . . .”

“How do you think this looks for me? You made love with him while I was right there. And then, you thought nothing of bringing me along while you drove getaway for your lover . . .”

“Jeff, sweetheart, you have to try to understand—”

“No, Mom, I don’t have to understand anything. And if you start in on that ‘He coerced me . . . I had no choice’ stuff, I’ll hang up. Because so many secrets and lies have come tumbling out the past couple of days, I don’t know if the frontier between your delusions and what actually happened exists anymore.”

“But whatever you think about my behavior at the time, can’t you see that Judson is selling his side of the story in order to make a buck and also augment his public profile? And can’t you also see that the only way he can really tell the story is by embellishing . . .”

“Just answer me this: did you sleep with Tobias Judson while married to my father?”

“Yes, but—”

“And did you bring Tobias Judson to Canada when he was on the run from the FBI?”

“Yes, but—”

“And did you smoke all the way to and from Canada while I was in the backseat of the car?”

“What does that matter?”

“Just answer the question,” he said, sounding like the public prosecutor he briefly once was.

“Yes, but—”

“Do you know that I called my doctor this morning about this and he’s scheduled a chest X-ray for Monday . . .”

“Don’t you think that’s just a little overcautious?”

“You would think that. Just like you’d try to deny the inherent dangers of secondhand smoke . . .”

“Jeff, this was thirty years ago. Surely . . .”

“Surely what? Surely it doesn’t matter? Is that your lame excuse? Or maybe it’s Surely Jeff, you’re being the little prig as usual? Or how about, Surely you don’t believe a born-again idiot like Tobias Judson? Well, guess what, Mom? I’m happy being a prig, just as I’m happy in my Christian faith. And I am going to hang up now before I blow up and say some very un-Christian things. Just know this: I am in complete accord with Shannon when it comes to keeping you away from our kids. And nothing you can say or do will change that.”

Before I could reply, the line went dead. When I called back, I got his voice mail. I didn’t leave a message.

Hours later in Greg Tolland’s office, I related this conversation to him. He said, “May I give you a piece of difficult advice? No matter how desperate you are to speak to your son, let him be right now. From what I can gather, he’s rather dogmatic—and, in my experience, once a dogmatic person adopts a hard-line position, he is loath to surrender it . . . because that means admitting he is wrong. If you are that doctrinaire, you are not going to back down, especially if, like your son, you have a wife who is very much part of the fanatical wing of the Evangelical Free Church. I Googled her this morning—she’s quite the poster girl for the antiabortion movement in Connecticut.”

“It would be easy to blame her for the position Jeff’s taken against me. But the fact is: he’s a grown man . . . and not a stupid one. He knows what he’s doing.”

“Which is why the other side might use him against you.”

“If that happens,” I said quietly, “so be it.”

He then told me he wanted to propose a counterstrategy to “scare the crap” out of the other side. He wanted to publicly announce that we were planning to sue Judson and his publishers for an excessive sum of money, on the grounds that he had defamed my character.

“Take it from me,” he said, “the chances of us winning anything in a court of law are virtually nonexistent, because, as I said before, it’s your word against his. Still, by simply announcing we’re going to sue them for, say, $20 million . . .”

“Good God.”

“It’s a ridiculous figure, I know. But that’s the idea—frighten them into thinking we mean business. They’ll know it’s all strategic on our part, but the public impact will be made. And it will also send a message to the Justice Department that we plan to mount a very robust defense of your position . . .”

My cell phone started to ring. I apologized for the interruption and answered it.

“How’s your hangover?” Detective Leary asked.

“I’ve had clearer starts to the day,” I said.

“Me too—and I hope you weren’t beating yourself up too much this morning . . .”

“I’m always beating myself up,” I said.

“So I gather.”

“And I did an especially good job around six a.m. today. But listen, can I call you back? I’m with my lawyer right now . . .”

“Then my timing’s spot-on, as I happen to be in Pelham, Maine, right now.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“I wish I was. What a dump. Still, there are worse things to do with a hangover and a day off than drive up to the middle of Maine. And in the course of my snooping around, I happened to turn up something rather interesting.”

He then explained what he had unearthed from the distant past. I listened with growing amazement.

“That really happened?” I finally said.

“So it seems,” he said.

My brain was whizzing. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“That changes everything, doesn’t it?” I said.

“I certainly think so.”

“Listen, if I hand you over to Greg Tolland, who’s agreed to take me on as a client, would you mind explaining to him what you’ve just told me? He needs to hear it too.”

“Well, if he charges what most lawyers charge, my five-minute explanation will cost you fifty bucks.”

“He’s not that kind of a lawyer,” I said. “Hang on a sec . . .”

I whispered to Tolland who I had on the line. I handed him the phone.

“Good afternoon, Detective . . .” he said into the phone, and then swiveled his chair away from me as he became engrossed in the conversation. He reached for a legal pad and took a lengthy stream of notes while he spoke. As the call progressed, he became increasingly animated, punctuating his questions with sixties jive: “You serious?” or “Well, that rocks” and—the real throwback word—“groovy.” I have a lawyer who talks like a roadie for the Grateful Dead. Still, I was grateful to have him in my corner.

When he finished the call, he handed the phone back to me, flashed me a big smile, and said:

“We are going to soak those suckers.”

And then he started to outline his strategy.

As soon as I left Tolland’s office I rang Margy in New York and detailed the contents of Leary’s discovery in Pelham.

“Holy shit,” she said. “The people on The Jose Julia Show are going to love this.”

“Do you think they’ll buy into it?” I asked.

“Are you kidding? They’ll completely eat it up. It’s exactly the sort of crap that keeps the blood coursing through their sleazy veins. I’ll get on to them straightaway, say we’re ready to go when they are, see when they can slot us in next week.”

“I’m still a little worried about how I’ll stand up in a debate with the guy.”

“When they fly you down to New York, we’ll arrange for you to arrive here the day before and we can do a couple of practice runs, get you nice and prepared to take the bastard’s head off.”

And then she started to outline her strategy.

I drove home. As soon as I came up the drive, I slammed on the brakes. The front door had been attacked again by someone with a pot of red paint and a brush. Only this time the graffiti had somewhat altered. The word TRAITOR had returned . . . but beneath this had been added: GET OUT NOW.

This time, I didn’t blink in shock. I simply seethed . . . especially when I saw that all the front windows had been smashed. I parked the car. I used the back door to enter the house. I tried to remain controlled and calm. I picked up the phone and called the glazier. He answered immediately and said that he was on his way. As I waited for him to arrive I suddenly, out of nowhere, had this deep, abiding need to be on my own; to walk away from everyone and everything to do with the situation.

So I called my dad and told him I’d be disappearing for a few days.

“Why don’t you disappear over to Burlington?” he asked.

“I have to be on my own for a while,” I said.

“I see,” he said quietly.

“Please don’t take it personally,” I said.

“I’m not taking it personally,” he said. “I just want to make certain you know my door is always open to you day and night.”

“I know that, Dad. You have been so fantastic during all this.”

“Every time I see another article about you and that appalling man—or I hear Judson’s sanctimonious voice during yet another interview, talking about how Jesus forgave him his betrayal of his country—all I can think is: if I hadn’t told him . . .”

“Dad, this is pointless—and does neither of us any good.”

“Where will you go?”

“Somewhere I can’t be found.”

The glazier showed up around a half hour later.

“You’re not exactly winning the local popularity contest, are you?” he said.

“I guess not.”

“You planning to stick around now?”

“I think I’m going to give in to intimidation, and vanish for a little while.”

“Then if you don’t mind me making a suggestion . . . something that should ensure no one hits the front door with graffiti again . . .”

He told me his idea. I smiled grimly and said, “Do it.”

While he worked, I packed a suitcase, including the clothes I’d need for the interview in New York in a few days’ time. Halfway through this task, the home phone rang. I answered it.

“Is this a bad time to talk?” Alice Armstrong asked me.

“Yes, it is,” I said. “I have nothing to say to you.”

“I don’t want to explain,” Alice said, “or ask your forgiveness. I just want to try and clear up why this happened.”

“That sounds like an explanation to me.”

“Neither of us ever thought this would turn into anything. But . . .”

“Let me guess. From the outset, you just thought it was a friendship. Or maybe you just considered Dan to be your fuck buddy?”

“We’d been having lunch for a couple of months . . .”

“Just lunch?”

“Initially, yes.”

“If it had just been lunch at the start, Dan would have told me. What’s lunch with a mutual friend, right?”

“All right, it wasn’t just lunch after the second time.”

“How did it start?”

“Hannah, you don’t want to know this . . .”

“I’m asking the question, so I obviously do want to know. How did it start?”

“I had to see Dan about a recurring rotator cuff problem.”

“A rotator cuff? Really?”

“Lots of illustrators suffer from it.”

“And do lots of illustrators then sleep with their orthopedist—or does that only happen when the orthopedist is the husband of one of your best friends?”

“I didn’t mean to fall in love. Neither of us did.”

“Oh, it’s love, is it?”

“Do you really think Dan would have just walked out on you like that?”

“How touching to know he did it for love.”

“Look, I am not asking for your understanding. I just wanted to explain.”

“You want my forgiveness, don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then what’s the actual point of this call?”

“I feel bad . . . I’m sorry . . . I’m . . .”

“Apology not accepted,” I said, and put down the phone.

I sat down on the bed and bit hard on my index finger—in an attempt to stop me from screaming or reaching for the first inanimate object and hurling it through the window. But even though there was a glazier downstairs, ready to do the repair work if I started smashing glass, something stopped me. Maybe it was the fact that the initial urge to scream and cry was doused immediately by a cold numb rage.

I forced myself up from the bed. I finished packing. I went around the house, checking that all windows were locked. I wrote notes to the milkman and the newsboy, telling them that I wouldn’t be needing their services until the middle of next week. I phoned Margy and said that I was heading off to points unknown in a little while.

“But you will be able to get to New York for Monday?” she asked.

“I’ll be there.”

“Well, don’t run too far away. The show is set to be taped early evening on Tuesday, which means we’ll have around thirty-six hours to get you primed to take on Judson.”

“I’ll be ready,” I said.

“You sound terrible. Another sleepless night?”

I explained about the call from Alice Armstrong.

“Doesn’t surprise me,” she said.

“Why the hell not?”

“Because she’s obviously suffering from terrible guilt, especially as she was your friend, which is probably making her guilt about ten times worse. As someone whose own husband left her, she’s going to know what she’s putting you through.”

“That’s cold comfort right now.”

“Hon, nothing anyone is going to say or do is going to make this better. But you know that, don’t you?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Go hide out for the weekend . . . but have the cell phone with you, so I can get hold of you at all times. You know what a control freak I am.”

I brought my bag out to the car. As I did, I saw that Brendan had replaced all the smashed windows and had also whitewashed away the graffiti. In its place, as agreed between us, he was using a can of red paint to write: YOU WIN . . . I’M GONE.

“That will definitely keep them away from you,” he said.

“How much do I owe you?” I said.

“Forty bucks will do it.”

“But the last time you charged me three hundred.”

“The labor’s on the house this time.”

“That’s very generous, but not necessary.”

“Yes, it is necessary.”

I didn’t flee far from home—just a few hours north to a little hotel on Mount Desert Island. As it was early May, it was still the off-season, so there was no problem getting a room.

The hotel was a little weather-beaten, and its decor was shabby. But the place was clean, there was a beach nearby and plenty of walking trails, and my room had a wonderful old armchair with a beat-up ottoman, which made it the perfect spot in which to collapse with a book. I arrived just before sunset. I checked in and hiked over to the beach and stood on the sand, looking out at the Atlantic, telling myself that, whatever happened next week, I would still carry on, still find something productive with which to fill the day. And yet, while convincing myself, mantralike, that things would work out, the words sounded hollow. I’d persevere. But with no one to go home to, no children to call, no close friends nearby, no . . .

Enough.

I walked the beach. I went back to the hotel, insisting that I attempt to concentrate on nothing; that I treat the next two days as “time out,” and do my best to avoid thinking about anything.

Fat chance. But I still tried. I worked my way through three novels. I took long walks, including the gently inclined, but still lengthy, hike to the summit of Mount Desert. I never turned on the television, never opened a newspaper or magazine, and kept my little portable radio tuned to Maine’s all-classical music station that made a virtue of never broadcasting the news. I found a small seafood place in Bar Harbor where I ate dinner each of the three nights, a book propped up against a wineglass, the owner asking me no questions about what I was doing here alone at the end of spring, but insisting on giving me a liqueur on the house every night.

I kept my cell phone off for most of the time, checking in with its voice mail twice a day to collect messages. There was a particularly persistent journalist from The Portland Press Herald, insisting that I agree to an interview—“You owe it to the people of Portland to set the record straight”—to which I could only think: No, I don’t owe them anything. There was a crank call from some shrill woman who refused to identify herself, but hissed, “I’m glad they fired you from school. We don’t want sluts like you teaching our kids.” It was, thankfully, the only nutcase message, but it still unsettled me, and I couldn’t help but wonder how she got my number. There were several worried messages from Dad, but when I called on Saturday evening, he seemed to accept that I was in all right shape and that, yes, once everything settled down, I would come see him and Edith soon.

Margy only called twice—once simply to say hi and see that I hadn’t “checked into the Bates Motel,” the second time to inform me of the travel arrangements that the Jose Julia people had made for me.

“They’re also providing you with one hundred fifty bucks per night of credit at the hotel, to cover meals and stuff—though on Monday you’ll be over at the apartment, eating with me.”

“Why don’t you let me take us out?”

“It’ll be easier if we eat here,” she said.

“By which you mean?” I asked, sounding suspicious.

“I want to eat at home, okay?”

Her tone was definitive. I decided not to push it.

“Whatever you want,” I said.

“Ben, my assistant, will meet you at the hotel after you arrive and bring you over to the office for some coaching. He’ll be assisting Rita, who’s my number two here. You’ll like her. She’s this total hard-ass JAP from the Island who hates religious idiots and really wants you to stick it to Judson. So be prepared for some serious grilling from Ms. Rita.

“Oh, one final thing. I spoke with the Jose Julia people again about how everything will pan out. They’ve made all the arrangements now, gotten all the okays . . .”

“And do you think . . . ?”

“I called your Detective Leary again. He seemed to feel pretty confident that it will play our way. Of course, this kind of thing . . . it is risky. If it goes wrong, the whole thing blows up in our face. But if it goes right . . .”

“I’m getting nervous now,” I said.

“That’s understandable,” Margy said, “as the next couple of days will definitely be nervous ones.”

Still, I managed to sleep well on my last night at the hotel. I woke at seven, took a final walk on the beach, then headed south for the three-hour drive to Portland. Around ten miles north of the airport I checked my watch and saw that I still had a little time to kill, so I turned off the highway at the Falmouth Foreside exit and drove down Route 88, slowing down as I approached my house. I turned into the driveway. The graffiti—YOU WIN . . . I’M GONE—hadn’t been augmented by anyone else. All the windows were intact. The tactic had worked. The house had been left alone.

I didn’t stop to check the mailbox. I backed up and headed off straight for the airport. Once there, I deposited the car in the Extended Stay Parking Lot, wheeled my bag into the terminal, and checked in for the flight to New York.

I am not a nervous flier, but every small lurch of the aircraft today made my hand go wet and my stomach backflip. I shut my eyes and told myself I was being ridiculous. Computers run these planes—and they are built to withstand even a lot of turbulence. But it wasn’t the moderate winds that were making me nervous. It was the days ahead.

At LaGuardia there was a man in a suit and a black chauffeur’s hat holding up a sign with my name at the arrivals gate. We crossed the 59th Street Bridge, and that vast vertiginous cliff of buildings enveloped us as we plunged into Manhattan. I kept staring out at the streets, wanting to be excited about being in New York. But all I felt was complete dread.

When I reached the hotel, Ben Chambers was waiting for me in the lobby. He was a short, jumpy guy in his late twenties, who nonetheless radiated a certain take-charge charm.

“You’re here, that’s great, that’s great. And we’re all waiting for you at the office. So say we meet back here in thirty minutes. Thirty minutes ready to go, okay?”

My room was large, spacious, faceless—but with a great view toward midtown and the East River beyond. I unpacked quickly and was downstairs well before the half-hour deadline. Ben was pleased that I was early.

“This is good, this is good, we’ve got a lot to deal with. And we’ve only got two hours to deal with it, because Margy’s expecting you for dinner at seven.”

“How’s she doing?” I asked.

A fast anxious shrug from Ben Chambers.

“Put it this way: she’s one hell of a fighter.”

That sounded ominous.

Margy’s office was only two blocks away—and as it was a bright late-spring day, we walked. Or, at least, I tried to walk while Ben negotiated his way through the human traffic at a pace that could be best described as a take-no-prisoners canter. We crossed 6th Avenue and then entered an old squat 1940s office building on West 47th Street. Margy Sinclair Associates was a small suite of offices on the eleventh floor—four rooms with framed posters and photographs of past PR campaigns and assorted clients; the decor simple, sleek, can-do.

I was ushered into a conference room and came face-to-face with Rita. Unlike Ben, she was large in every department: a woman of size who seemed to wear her substantial girth with ease. Her voice was foghorn loud; her head a large Methuselah-like bundle of tight black curls. Her handshake was chiropractic, her stare positively forensic.

“You know what I thought after reading that asshole’s book?” she said, motioning for me to sit down at one of the chairs around the long table. “There’s nothing worse than a born-again Christian playing with skeletons in other people’s closets.”

Coffee showed up—and after about three sips, Rita said, “All right, let’s get on with the show.”

For the next two hours, I was subjected to the sort of grilling that left me feeling as if I had been pistol-whipped. With Rita in the role of prosecuting attorney—and Ben regularly interjecting with additional questions—they pried, probed, cajoled, and baited me. At first, the verbal assault was unnerving. So much so that I actually believed they were taking Judson’s side. That was the point, of course. As they jolted me—continually throwing me off balance while picking apart all my arguments and excuses—they were simultaneously toughening me up, preparing me for the worst that Jose Julia and Judson could throw at me. The level of aggressive questioning sent me reeling. After ninety minutes of Inquisition-style tactics, Rita interrupted their interrogation and asked, “Having fun?”

“You have me scared,” I said.

“That’s the game plan. Scare the crap out of you now so nothing they toss at you tomorrow will seem that surprising.”

“Do you think he’ll really throw questions like that at me?”

“Are you kidding me?” Rita said. “Jose Julia is the reigning king of the sleazy question. There are only two reasons he wants you on his show: one, your missing daughter, and the fact that she might have been murdered by her married doctor lover, and two, to get you and your ex-lover into a mud-throwing contest about who did what. If he could get away with it, he’d probably ask you if you went down on the guy. As it is, he’ll do his best to imply that.”

“Oh, great,” I said quietly.

“Now, don’t you go getting scared on me,” Rita said. “You didn’t do too badly, considering the shit we just threw at you. The thing to remember is: your fifteen minutes of fame will only last ten minutes, and as long as you follow the strategy we’re working out, you’ll get your side of the story across just fine.

“Ready to start again?”

We went through the entire mock interview one more time, refining my answers, working out counterpunches and possible curveball questions, with Ben now taking charge on issues like my body language, my posture, my bad habit (as he pointed out) of gnawing on my lip when I was anxious.

“Under no circumstances can you do that during the interview,” he said. “You’ll end up looking apprehensive, which will make many people wonder if you have something to hide. Always look Judson straight in the eye. Never avoid his gaze—meet it. And with Jose, be as pleasant and relaxed as possible—even when he starts giving you a hard time. Because he will give you a hard time. That’s what he’s paid to do.”

At six-thirty Rita glanced at her watch and said, “Time flies when you’re having fun. We’ve got to dash, otherwise Her Royal Highness will be pissed with me for getting you to her place late. Her Royal Highness expects her minions to make certain her guests arrive on time.”

“We’ll pick this up again at ten tomorrow,” Ben said. “And we’ll do two more practice sessions before the taping at five. Do you want me to meet you at the hotel around nine forty-five a.m.?”

“I think I can make it over here myself,” I said, with a small smile.

“Hey, she’s from Maine,” Rita said, “so she’s probably packing a compass . . .”

In the taxi on the way uptown Rita said, “So, Her Royal Highness told me you’re her oldest friend.”

“Thirty-six years and counting.”

“That’s pretty damn impressive. Then again, she is about as loyal as they come.”

“Even if she is ‘Her Royal Highness’?”

“Oh, she knows we call her that. She even encourages it.”

“I bet she does.”

“The thing about Margy is, professionally, she always cracks the whip and terrifies everybody, while personally, she is a total softie . . . but you know that already.”

“All too well. Can I ask you a direct question?”

“About her health?”

“You guessed it.”

I could see her hesitating, chewing her lip in the same anxious way I did.

“She’s been pretty adamant that we say nothing . . .”

“She can’t leave the apartment now, can she?”

She nodded.

“How badly has the cancer come back?” I asked.

“Badly.”

“How badly?”

She turned away and stared out the window.

“I really shouldn’t . . .”

“She’s my best friend and I promise I won’t say anything.”

“Believe me, she’s acting like it’s just business as usual, but she knows . . .”

“Knows what?”

“Six months maximum.”

I shut my eyes and said nothing for a while. Then, “Did she tell you this herself?”

Rita nodded.

“She entrusted the secret to me. The thing is, everybody knows—because the few times she’s come into the office, it’s been so obvious how ill she is. And we’re a small operation, so we’ve all been back and forth to her apartment with files and clippings for her, as she has completely refused to stop working.”

“It’s everything she has.”

“When you see her tonight, you’re going to freak a bit. But you have to try not to show it. She refuses to publicly acknowledge what’s going on—even though you can see that, privately, she’s terrified. Who wouldn’t be? If it was me, I don’t think I could deal with it the way she’s handling it.”

You don’t know that, I felt like telling her. Because none of us know how we’ll act if we’re faced with the diagnosis that, within six months, maybe a year, we will no longer exist.

When we pulled up in front of Margy’s building on East 72nd Street, Rita squeezed my arm and said, “You’re going to do fine tomorrow, really.”

“Don’t be too sure of that.”

As I rode upstairs in the elevator, I kept telling myself: Act natural . . . pretend everything is normal . . . do not flinch.

I hesitated for a moment outside her door, taking a deep, steadying breath before ringing the bell. From inside I could hear her voice shout, “It’s open.”

The strength of her voice reassured me—it sounded like the old Margy. But as soon as I opened the door, it was hard to fight my shock.

My friend sat on a sofa near the door—a small, shrunken woman, slightly hunched over as if she were suffering curvature of the spine, her cheeks emaciated, most of her hair gone, her eyes and skin tinged with a jaundiced yellow coloring. A canister of oxygen was standing alongside one of those portable hospital stands. Suspended from this was a bag of medicinal liquid, the tube of which ended up attached by a needle to a vein in one of her hands.

But in the midst of taking all this in—making sense of the way the cancer had completely decimated my friend—I caught sight of a dirty ashtray on the side table near the sofa. A smoldering cigarette was lying there, awaiting the next puff. Margy saw me do a double take at the sight of this smoking object. And said, “If you say a fucking word about the cigarettes, I’m throwing you out.”

“All right, then. I won’t say a fucking word.”

A grim little smile from Margy.

“Okay, we’re off to a good start. But if you come over here and give me a great big consoling hug, I am going to get annoyed. So no touchy-feely stuff tonight. Just go get me a vodka and find something for yourself while you’re at it.”

I went into the little galley kitchen and located the vodka by the fridge.

“Rocks?” I shouted from the kitchen.

“Who the hell drinks warm vodka?”

When I came back with the two drinks, Margy had the oxygen mask over her face and was noticeably wheezing as she ingested that pure air. Then she reached over, turned off the canister valve, and picked up her cigarette.

“Now I can smoke again.”

I handed her the vodka. She drew down a small lungful of smoke. She didn’t exactly exhale it. Rather, it seemed to leak out of her mouth, almost like someone drooling smoke.

“Go on,” she said, pushing her pack of Marlboro Lights toward me. “I know you want one.”

I fished out a cigarette and picked up the table lighter and lit up. “A great guilty pleasure, eh?” she said, reading my mind. “And you’re not your usual positive self, hon.”

“I’ve got a lot on my mind,” I said, sipping the vodka.

“About tomorrow, you mean?”

“Not just that.”

She wheezed and coughed and dampened down the wheezing with a slug of vodka, followed by a long draught of fresh oxygen. When she finally pulled the mask away, she saw my horrified expression and said, “Surely Rita told you the ground rules: no shows of concern, no displays of dismay . . .”

“She said nothing.”

“Don’t shit a bullshitter. She’s a great kid, Rita—a fantastic kid—but she’s taking all this far too hard. Anyway, before we get all tragic and lachrymose—hell of a word, lachrymose—know this: I’m not talking about it. And by ‘it’ I mean IT. I’m keeping it off the agenda until we get through with tomorrow. Even after that, there’ll be nothing much to say about it anyway, because there’s not much to say. We clear about that?”

I nodded.

“Good. On to other things. I’ve ordered in sushi tonight, because I figured you don’t get much in the way of Japanese food in that rube state you come from. You got anything against raw fish?”

“Bizarrely, even a backwoods country girl like me has eaten sushi.”

“I tell you, the progress we’ve made in this country . . .”

She took another sip of vodka. Then said, “Okay, next bit of business. See that file on the table over there,” she said, pointing to a bulging yellow envelope on the dining table near the kitchen. “That’s your clippings file. It’s got everything that’s been written on you in the past two weeks—most of which you’ve probably not seen, since you’ve mentioned to me that, for some strange reason, you’ve wisely turned off the media and the Internet recently.”

“That’s the truth. But I’ve obviously been missing a lot.”

“Oh, this whole story has gone beyond stupid. Chuck Cann has gotten at least four more columns out of it, and every right-wing pundit in the country—from Coulter to Brooks to Kristol—has taken his or her turn bashing you and also pointing out that you represent everything that was immoral and hedonistic about the sixties. There have also been pieces chastising you for refusing to say you’re sorry, analyzing whether our generation refuses to accept responsibility for our actions, and, amazingly, even one or two articles supporting you . . . but they’re in left-wing small-beer publications like The Nation and Mother Jones, which are basically speaking to the converted. Anyway, I’d like you to read through them all . . .”

“I don’t need to. I pretty much already know what they say. And I don’t need to read about my sins anymore.”

“Have it your way. I just want you to be completely up on everything that’s been written about you, in case Julia or Judson dredges up some quote—”

“I’ve decided how to handle it.”

“Tell me.”

“They are entitled to write whatever they want about me. And though I might not agree with what they write, I accept it. But my conscience is clear about the legality of my actions.”

She thought about this for a moment.

“Not bad, but this is trash television, not the Constitutional Convention of 1787, and if you start coming on like Thomas Jefferson, it won’t fly. So here’s what I suggest . . .”

We ran through the entire mock interview again—refining it, targeting potential weaknesses, brushing up my retorts and responses. The food arrived. We made small talk over the sushi. Without saying anything, we both deliberately decided to avoid the big stuff—Margy simply asking me once whether I felt better after the weekend in Maine, and wondering out loud if Dan might just have a sudden change of heart and return home.

“He’s ‘in love,’” I said. “Why would he run back to someone who hasn’t just betrayed him, but has also made him a subject of derision at the country club?”

“He can’t have done his local image much good by running off with your best friend.”

“On the contrary, it shows he can pull a babe, and that he’s being desired by two women. That will do wonders for his ego.”

“You know, I always thought Dan was one of those rare men who didn’t have much of an ego.”

“He’s a surgeon—of course he has an ego. The thing is, he always kept it under wraps. Until now, when I finally gave him the excuse to use it against me.”

“You’re beating yourself up again.”

“So what else is new?”

We finished the sushi—washed down with more vodka—then ran through one or two more points about the interview. Around nine that evening, Margy began to fade—whatever energy she still had left suddenly deserting her.

“I think I have to get into bed,” she said, leaning her head against a hand and suddenly looking even more shrunken than earlier.

“Let me help you,” I said.

“No fucking way. Allow me to hold on to just a sliver of my dignity. But before you go, just remember two things when you’re taping the show tomorrow. The first is: you are the victim here, but you have to walk a fine line between acting put-upon and being indignant. The second is: that other thing is still in the works and looks like it’s going to come through.”

“You mean it’s not certain?”

“There have been a few last-minute hitches,” she said, and explained them. “We’ll know for certain tomorrow.”

“And if it doesn’t come through?”

“We’ll just have to hope that the Court of Public Opinion sides with you.”

As I was leaving, I tried to give Margy a hug. But she put up her hand like a cop stopping traffic and said, “You hug me, I’m going to do something stupid like get emotional. And I can’t get emotional right now.”

In the cab back to the hotel I found myself trying to imagine life without Margy; tried to think what it would be like to wake up some morning in the very near future, knowing she was no longer at the end of a phone line; knowing that that part of my life was over. Is that what getting older really means—the people you care about disappearing one by one until it becomes your turn to leave the scene?

The tears I thought would follow the meeting with Margy didn’t come—though I knew they would eventually arrive later. As the cab sped crosstown, I hugged myself, trying to keep a deep chill at bay. The tiredness that had lifted during those three days by the sea suddenly returned—accompanied by the sort of stupefaction that often accompanies a confrontation with life’s less bearable realities. When we reached the hotel, I went straight to my room and was asleep within minutes. I woke sometime just before dawn. I opened the curtains and peered out at the gradual emergence of light over Manhattan—a small pinprick in the darkness that eventually lengthened and widened, before parting like a curtain to expose the new day . . . a day that I dreaded facing.

I was back at Margy’s office at ten for a final two-hour rehearsal. Rita and Ben pronounced themselves reasonably pleased with my progress, but still reminded me to keep my answers short and simple, and always to maintain crucial eye contact, no matter how distasteful the line of questioning became.

At noon they told me to get lost for a couple of hours—and I did just that, killing time in the Metropolitan Museum, looking at Old Masters and Egyptological remnants, and the subdued ethereal delicacy of French Impressionists, and trying somehow to keep my mind off things to come.

At two-thirty I grabbed a taxi back to the hotel. I returned to the room and changed into the simple black suit that Margy had told me to pack last week. I resisted the desire for a cigarette and took the elevator down to the lobby. Rita was already waiting for me.

“There’s a surprise waiting for you in the car,” she warned me. “Don’t freak.”

I got into the Lincoln Town Car and found Margy there. She was dressed up in one of her best business suits. It hung loosely on her diminished frame. She had also applied a little too much makeup to compensate for the ashen tone of her skin.

“Are you out of your mind?” I said.

“Completely—and yeah, my oncologist read me the riot act. But to hell with that putz. I wasn’t going to miss this for anything. We got some good news this morning.”

“About . . . ?”

“That’s right. It’s on.”

“Are you sure?”

“Hey, I’m just going on what the Jose Julia people told me. But they said it was a slam dunk.”

Rita climbed into the front seat next to the driver and we headed off westward.

“Do you really think you can be away from the oxygen for a couple of hours?” I asked Margy.

“Will you listen to my friend the Girl Scout,” Margy said to Rita.

“We’ve got the canister in the trunk,” Rita said.

“But hey, if I keel over in the studio, Judson-the-Schmuck can do the laying-on-of-hands bullshit and revive me, and then go on the road as a faith healer.”

“You’re a piece of work,” Rita said, laughing.

“Too fucking true,” Margy said in reply.

We took the Lincoln Tunnel and popped up again in the nowhere-land of New Jersey. The studios of The Jose Julia Show were located in an industrial park on the outskirts of Secaucus.

“This must be the place where God decided to give the world an asshole,” Margy said as we pulled up to the stage door. “Rita, hon, if I start to go under here, you’ve got to promise me you’ll get me back across the river before I expire. There’s no way I’m dying in Jersey.”

A hyperenergetic woman with a clipboard was waiting for us inside the stage door.

“You must be Hannah!” she said, pumping my hand. “Jackie Newton! Production coordinator for Jose!”

She also pumped the hand of Rita (“You must be the publicist!”) and looked a little nervously at Margy, who was leaning on the arm of the chauffeur . . . the canister of oxygen under his other arm.

“I’m her mother,” Margy said.

I was whisked off to makeup, where a large woman in spandex pants took over.

“You nervous?” she asked me as she started applying foundation to my face.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Hey, it’s always a little nerve-racking doing TV. But honestly, Jose’s a doll. A total doll. Now, you strike me as someone who doesn’t use a lot of eyeliner or mascara . . .”

Ten minutes later I was sitting in one corner of the green room with Rita and Margy, trying to stay calm. Jackie Newton came bursting in, clipboard in hand.

“Okay, just about ten minutes to showtime! And our other guest is already here, so . . .”

“He’s not coming in here, is he?” I asked, sounding desperately jumpy.

Jackie patted my arm. “Now, as they say in Jersey, I may be dumb, but I ain’t stupid. And considering your ‘shared history,’ we thought it best you guys didn’t meet until you were on the set. So, don’t sweat it, Hannah. Anyway, just to run through some stuff you already know, your segment will be ten minutes exactly. We’ll need you to sign the following release form. And the good news for you is that we’ve decided to make it the first item on the program, so there won’t be a long wait. And Jose will be dropping by in a moment, just to say hello and make you feel at home. So hey, kick back!”

As soon as she was out of earshot, Margy said, “You know, I’ve never really trusted anyone who talks in exclamation points.”

Then the green room door burst open and Jose Julia waltzed in. Naturally, I’d seen him on television before—he’d been around since the mid-seventies, first when he was a roving reporter for NBC and sported long hair, a leather jacket, and a big liberal conscience. Since then, he’d reinvented himself several times over—as an anchorman on assorted cable stations, then as a front man on a failed ABC newsmagazine, then as a wandering journalistic gadfly—before finding his niche, in the late nineties, as a scandalmongering rabble-rouser on cable. And though he always proclaimed himself to be “apolitical,” the fact that he had done an extended stint on Fox News before switching to New America Cable News more than hinted that he had embraced his conservative paymasters. So too had the patriotic bilge he had spouted after 9/11—and the way he made headlines around the country after browbeating a Muslim cleric on his show and telling him, “You hate our way of life,” a comment that won him a great deal of positive feedback in right-wing circles. This is what I dreaded most about Julia—the fact that he’d play the patriotic card with me and question my allegiance to my country.

“Well, hey there, Hannah Buchan!” he said, bearing right down on me.

I hate to admit it, but for a man edging toward sixty, he looked amazingly fit. Dressed in a very well-cut black suit, with an English spread collar shirt and a subdued polka-dot tie, he had a full head of thick, slightly ruffled black hair, a big Zapata-style mustache, and a thousand-watt smile. He exuded designer good taste and aerobic high maintenance.

“It is so great to have you here,” he said, giving me a two-handed handshake. “Like just so great. You feeling good about being here?”

“Well, to be honest . . .”

“I know! I know! That man! Can’t say I blame you—but once we’re out there, mixing it all up, you’ll have your chance to put the record straight—and on national television. So, hey, it’s Dealer’s Choice here, right? And the thing is, Hannah, the real object of the show . . . is to have fun.”

Fun? Did he actually say fun?

“That’s right, fun,” he said, reading my mind. “Because even though we’ll be touching on some pretty heavy personal stuff, well, confrontation and catharsis are a great kick, right? And one of the reasons why I’ve always wanted this show to be taped without an audience is because confrontation is always more forceful without the crowd from the Colosseum cheering the warriors on, right?”

I nodded.

“So, hey, if you want to get angry out there, you get angry. You want to tell him what you think of him, you tell him. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

“You’re going to do great. Just great. See you in five.”

And he waltzed out.

I turned to Margy and hissed, “I’m leaving.”

“No, you’re not,” she hissed back.

“It’s going to be a freak show out there. Especially since he’s probably told him the same thing as me. ‘If you want to get angry out there, you get angry. Tell her off. Call her a harlot!’ I’m going to look like an idiot . . .”

“You can’t get out of this now,” Rita said, placing one of her big hands on my wrist and squeezing it very hard. “The die is cast. And you will do just—”

I stood up. Rita yanked me down again. And said, “Hannah, this is your one shot to set things straight. You walk out now, the cause célèbre multiplies by the power of ten. You do the show, you have the chance to close the deal, and get your life back. What’s the better option here?”

Margy jumped in.

“And if you dare leave now, I’ll die on the spot and haunt you for the rest of your life.”

“That’s not funny,” I said.

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

Jackie returned, clipboard in hand, exclamation points bubbling out of her mouth.

“Moment of truth time, Hannah! Ready to rock?”

I stood up, feeling woozy. If I feigned a collapse, if I fainted . . .

I’d never forgive myself for not going through with it.

I shut my eyes. I tried to steady myself. I opened them again.

“I’m ready,” I said.

Margy reached for my hand. “You’ll be fine.”

I followed Jackie into the studio. En route she said, “We can’t invite your support team in here, as Jose likes to keep it strictly off-limits to everyone except the crew and the participants. Still, they’ll be able to follow everything on a monitor in the green room.”

The set was simple. A large thronelike chair for the host, with two narrow armchairs facing each other over a small coffee table. The logo, JOSE!, covered the plain blue backdrop. A sound technician approached me with a wireless microphone that he attached to my jacket lapel, then asked me to hide the battery pack in an inside pocket. I was shown to my seat, where I crossed and recrossed my legs in an attempt to get comfortable. A makeup woman arrived to patch up any gaps in the foundation base that might have shown up in the last half hour. I closed my eyes when she applied powder to my cheeks and nose. When I opened them, Tobias Judson was sitting opposite me. I tried not to flinch. I failed. Up close, he looked even stockier than the times I had recently seen him on television—his bald pate currently being dusted with powder, his rimless glasses catching the light. Our eyes met for a moment. He gave me a small curt nod. I nodded back and we both looked away. On the table in front of Judson were two books—his autobiography and a copy of the Bible.

Jose Julia came out, trailed by his own makeup lady and a producer who was whispering rapid-fire final instructions in his ear.

“Got it, got it,” Julia said as he settled into his chair, studied his notes, did a sound check with the technicians, asked for the teleprompter to be brought forward two feet, checked his watch, and completely ignored his two guests.

Then, when the producer shouted thirty seconds, Julia looked at each of us, flashed a big smile, and said, “Showtime!”

“Twenty seconds, ten seconds, five, four, three, two . . .”

The set lights blazed on, the producer signaled Julia, who looked straight at the camera and started reading the teleprompter.

“Good evening, America! Tonight, the curse of an overweight woman whose affair with her personal trainer turned homicidal. And what happens when stepdaughters marry their stepfathers? But before that . . . say you had an illicit affair with a man thirty years ago—a man who you also helped to flee the country while he was wanted by the FBI. And say that man who has now reformed his ways writes a book about his past life, and talks all about that ‘little’ skeleton in your closet. How would you react? That’s the dilemma that’s facing Hannah Buchan, a married schoolteacher from Maine whose past life has been exposed in a new book by Chicago radio talk-show host Tobias Judson. And Hannah seriously disputes Toby’s telling of the tale, saying he forced her into it . . . whereas he’s saying she was so in love with him at the time she was only too happy to help him evade the strong arm of the law. It’s a classic he said/she said situation, folks—and right after this message, we’ll be back to find out: who’s telling the truth here? Stay tuned!”

The lights went down again.

“Thirty seconds!” shouted the producer. Julia again avoided glancing at either of us as he took a sip of water. I looked up in the direction of Judson. I could see him watching me, noting my nervousness. He shot me a little sardonic smile, as if to say: I am going to get you.

“Ten seconds. Five, four, three, two . . .”

The lights came back up.

“Welcome back, America! In the right corner, Toby Judson, well-known Chicago radio host and author of a new book, I Ain’t A-Marching Anymore. In the left corner, Hannah Buchan, schoolteacher from Maine, a married mother of two grown children, whose affair with Judson became national news in the light of her daughter’s own affair with celebrity doctor Mark McQueen—and her subsequent disappearance. We’ve talked about the Elizabeth Buchan case on the show before. Before we get started, Hannah, can I just have your thoughts on whether you think Dr. Mark McQueen may have done your daughter harm?”

This was a question that Rita told me would certainly be thrown at me, so I knew exactly how to field it.

“Well, Jose,” I said, making the all-important eye contact. “As every parent watching knows, there is no worse nightmare than your child disappearing. And until she is found alive and well, my life will be haunted by her absence. Having said that, I must believe that she is still alive and hasn’t come to any harm.”

“But do you think Dr. McQueen could have been involved in her disappearance?”

“That’s a police matter, Jose.”

“And the police still consider McQueen their prime suspect in this case. Toby Judson, considering the pain that Hannah Buchan is suffering right now due to her daughter’s disappearance, do you think it was the appropriate moment to publish this book?”

A big smile from Judson toward Julia.

“Jose, let me say from the outset that my heart goes out to Hannah Buchan for her loss—and that I have prayed daily for Elizabeth’s safe return home. But I also must point out that it was never my intention to expose Mrs. Buchan as the woman who helped me flee to Canada. I used a pseudonym in the book . . .”

“But surely you knew that someone would figure out that the woman in question was Hannah Buchan.”

“The pseudonym was meant to protect her identity. If you want to point fingers, Jose, you should start with Chuck Cann, who revealed all on his website.”

“Now, you were a real die-hard sixties radical, right?”

Another relaxed smile from Judson.

“The hardest of the hard left,” he said, then began to quickly explain the circumstances that landed him in Maine, the way my dad had sent him to me, the coup de foudre, the baby in the bedroom as we made love (Jose loved that detail), and the way I insisted on driving him to Canada.

“Quite a steamy story there, Toby,” Julia said. “Extramarital sex. Radical sixties politics. An accomplice to a serious crime. Love at first sight. And a midnight flit across the border. No wonder your book’s already a best seller! Hannah Buchan, what does your husband think about all this?”

“He was understandably upset,” I said, looking directly at him.

“So upset that he walked out on you after thirty years of marriage.”

I was about to start chewing on my lip.

“I’m afraid that’s the case, Jose.”

“And no chance of reconciliation, since he’s now living with your best friend. Or should I say onetime best friend. Never knew Portland, Maine, was just like Peyton Place! But seriously, Hannah, what do you think of Judson’s account of your affair?”

“It is full of lies and misrepresentations. But the biggest misrepresentation . . .”

Julia cut me off.

“Hang on, your dad did send him to you, right?”

“Yes.”

“You did fall for him, right?”

“It was a temporary infatuation—”

“Which led to you two sharing a bed together, right?”

“Uh . . . yes.”

“With your baby son in the same room?”

God, this was not going according to plan.

“That’s right, but—”

“And you did drive him to Canada, right?”

“All that is correct, Jose—I have never denied any of those facts . . .”

“You’ve just refused to apologize for them. Unlike Toby, who has written an entire book apologizing for his past deeds and proclaiming his patriotism and newfound Christian faith.”

“I have apologized to the people who count in my life: my husband . . .”

“Well, your husband evidently didn’t accept your apology.”

“May I ask Hannah a question?” Judson asked.

“Be my guest,” Julia said.

“Did you apologize to God?”

“Unlike you, I don’t speak to God,” I said.

“Maybe you should start,” Judson said.

“And maybe you should stop writing lies,” I heard myself say.

“You’ve just called Tobias Judson a liar,” Julia said, delighted with this angry turn in the conversation.

“That’s right—the stuff he wrote about me taking him to Canada is a total lie.”

“But you’ve just admitted you drove him to Canada,” Julia said.

“Under duress. He threatened to expose the affair, threatened to tell the FBI I was his accomplice if he was caught, threatened to—”

Judson cut me off.

“I will not sit here and be called a liar by a woman who has refused to accept her guilt, her . . .”

“Accept my guilt? Accept my guilt?” I yelled. “My entire life has been destroyed by you and your shabby little book, your defamation of my character, your . . .”

“See how out of control she gets when challenged,” Judson said to Julia. “And yet, from a Christian point of view, asking forgiveness is the path to redemption.”

“You are no goddamn Christian,” I said. “You are . . .”

“I won’t even deal with your use of blasphemous language. As to my relationship with Jesus Christ—and the way I was able to change my life through His redemptive powers . . .”

“Change your life?” I said, now really letting it rip. “You’re just a huckster, a con artist, using your story of ‘redemption’ to further your career . . .”

“I really think this sort of talk is way over the line,” Judson said to Julia.

“You certainly are one angry lady, Hannah,” Jose said.

I clenched my fists and started chewing my lip. I tried to lower my voice, but I still trembled as I spoke.

“I was having a perfectly normal, quiet little life until this man came back into it with his cheap accusations, his . . .”

“It was hardly a normal life, Hannah,” Julia said, “if your daughter’s disappearance was front-page news everywhere. And don’t you think we have to be responsible for our own actions . . . even if they did happen years ago?”

“Of course, but—”

“Okay, let’s cut to the chase. You, Hannah, admit that you slept with this guy all those years ago. You admit that you drove him to Canada, but you’re pretty damn firm on the fact that he forced you into it. Whereas you, Toby Judson, insist that she did it out of love for you . . . that she volunteered to do it. So who’s right here, folks? Stay tuned after the break—and you’ll find out. Because the Jose Julia Investigating Team have found a surprise witness who was there and who knows who was telling the truth! Don’t go away!”

The lights dimmed. There was a flurry of activity as two stagehands brought out another armchair and positioned it near Julia’s throne.

“What surprise witness?” Judson said angrily.

“You’ll find out,” Julia said coldly.

“I was never told about this,” Judson said.

“Well, a surprise is a surprise.”

“You can’t just—”

“Thirty seconds,” the producer shouted—and suddenly Jackie emerged from the wings holding the arm of Billy Preston. Though his hair was gray and the glasses were thicker, he hadn’t changed enormously in the past thirty years. Same jumpy eyes, same goofy grin. He was dressed in the sort of tight, narrow blue serge suit that was a relic from the sixties and made him look like an old-time preacher at a backwoods Baptist church. His eyes lit up when he saw me.

“Hey there, Hannah!” he said.

“Hey, Billy,” I said back. “Great you could make it.”

“Hey, it’s real cool being on television . . .”

Across the stage, Judson hissed, “Him? Him? He’s not a witness. He’s . . .”

“Fifteen seconds,” the producer shouted.

“I won’t sit here and . . .”

Judson started to get up, reaching for his lapel mic to pull it off.

“You walk out now,” Julia said coolly, “I’ll announce that you stormed off rather than face the surprise witness. You want that?”

Judson sat down again, shifting nervously in his chair.

“Five seconds. Four, three, two . . .”

Lights. Camera. Action.

“Welcome back, America! So who’s telling the truth here? Toby Judson, who maintains that Hannah drove him to Canada voluntarily to escape prosecution? Or Hannah Buchan, who maintains Toby coerced her by threatening to expose their affair? Well, here’s our star surprise witness: Billy Preston, who was there when all this happened over thirty years ago. Welcome to the show, Billy.”

“Sure pleased to be here, Jose,” he said, nodding his head rapidly.

“Now, Billy, you’re a lifelong resident of Pelham, Maine, right?”

“Yup.”

“And you suffer from a form of developmental challenge called autism, is that right?”

“I never think myself different from nobody.”

“And, bless you, Billy, you’re not. I only mention that so your credibility as a witness cannot be challenged. Because, though you do suffer from autism, you hold down a job, don’t you?”

“I’m the Mr. Fix-It of Pelham, Maine. You got a problem with your drains, you need your house repainted, you call me.”

“Now that’s just terrific, Billy. Just terrific. You’re a beacon of light for all people living with challenges. But the thing is, Billy, you’ve also got a terrific memory, don’t you?”

“So my mom used to say.”

“Well, let’s test that memory. Who pitched the second game for the Boston Red Sox during the 1986 World Series against the Mets?”

“Roger Clemens.”

“Sounds good to me. And who was the fourteenth president of the United States?”

“Franklin Pierce.”

“How about that, folks! Well, Billy, if you’ve got such a terrific memory, you’ll obviously be able to remember a conversation you overheard around thirty years ago . . . although you’re going to have to come clean with us, Billy. Did you actually hear this conversation by putting your ear to a closed door?”

Billy blushed and turned all shy.

“Well, as George Washington once said, ‘I cannot tell a lie,’” he said, laughing a little. “So yeah, I was listening behind a door when I heard—”

“Hang on there, Billy!” Julia said. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. Now, you knew Hannah Buchan when she lived in Pelham in 1973.”

“That’s right. I knew herself and Dr. Dan . . .”

“Her husband.”

“Yeah, her husband. Hannah and me, we were friends.”

“You liked her a lot.”

Another blush and giggle from Billy.

“A real lot. Guess I kind of had a crush on her.”

“So when this tall, dark stranger named Tobias Judson came to town while Hannah’s husband was elsewhere . . .”

“Didn’t like the fact that I saw ’em kissing one night.”

“Really? You saw them kissing?”

“Yeah, in the window of the apartment she was living in at the time.”

“And you didn’t like that?”

“I didn’t like it one bit.”

“Did you see them kissing again?”

“No, but the next night I went back to the street in front of the apartment and looked up at the window and I could see the two of ’em arguing.”

“The two people here with you tonight?”

“There wasn’t no one else in that apartment.”

“So when you saw them arguing, what did you do?”

“Well, there was a back entrance to the apartment up a flight of stairs. And I climbed ’em real slow and real quiet and stood outside the back door, and I could hear everything that was being said.”

“And what, Billy, was being said?”

“I heard the man . . .”

“Tobias Judson?”

“Yeah, him,” he said, pointing to Judson. “I heard him say, ‘You better drive me to Canada or I’ll tell your husband.’ And then I heard Hannah say, ‘I can’t drive you, it’s against the law.’ And then he said, ‘If the FBI shows up here, I’ll tell ’em you were my accomplice.’ And then she said, ‘Go on, tell the FBI.’ And then he said, ‘You want ’em to take your little boy from you? ’Cause that’s what’s gonna happen after I tell ’em you were my accomplice.’ And then she started crying and stuff, pleading for him to let her alone, telling him that her little boy was the most important thing in her life, that she couldn’t bear to be away from him. And he said, ‘Then you better drive me to Canada, or . . .’”

“I cannot believe this crap,” Judson thundered.

“Crap’s a bad word,” Billy said.

“You expect the American public to believe these lies,” Judson said.

“Ain’t no lies,” Billy said. “It’s the truth. I was there. I heard you say . . .”

“Jose, this is outrageous . . .” Judson said.

“Sounds pretty plausible to me,” Julia said. “Is that how you remember the conversation went, Hannah?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, I said, “It’s exactly how I remembered it. Billy really does have one fantastic memory.”

“Hey, thanks, Hannah!” Billy said.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Judson yelled. “Can’t you see they’ve gotten together beforehand to get their story right?”

“I ain’t seen Hannah since 1974,” Billy said, all indignant. “And you really shouldn’t take the Lord’s name in vain . . .”

“How can you accept the word of a man with a mental defect?” Judson yelled.

“That’s not fair!” Billy said, turning all red. “I ain’t no retard. I’m just different, that’s all. But I know how to tell the truth, Jose. And I’m telling the truth right now.”

“And we believe you, Billy. We truly believe you. So there it is, folks—another wrong righted on The Jose Julia Show! But don’t go away, there’s so much more to come after this!”

Lights down. Judson was on his feet, ripping his microphone from his lapel.

“If you think there’s an iota of a chance that this show will be aired . . .”

“Hey, I’m really quaking in my shoes,” Julia said. “But if you want to take us on, be my guest. We’ve got a platoon of lawyers who will take great pleasure in bankrupting your lying ass. Thanks for coming on the show, Toby.”

Judson stormed off.

Julia turned to Billy and said, “You did great.”

“You think so?”

“Better than great. And you also got your friend here out of a lot of trouble.”

“You’re not mad at me, are you, Hannah?”

“Of course not.”

“Even though I told everybody about what happened after you made me swear . . .”

“It’s okay, Billy.”

Jackie came and escorted us both offstage. When I went to shake Julia’s hand, he gave it a brief squeeze and returned to studying his notes for the next guest. To him, I was now history.

Thirty minutes later, I was in the back of a Lincoln Town Car with Margy and Billy—while Rita sat shotgun next to the driver. Billy was staying at the same hotel as me, and I volunteered to look after him tonight in the city and also show him some of the sights before his flight back to Maine tomorrow evening. Up ahead, the Manhattan skyline came into view. It looked incandescent.

“Wow, is that a thing of beauty or what?” Billy said.

“We like it,” Margy said drily.

“Never been on an airplane before,” he said. “Never been out of Maine much, ’cept to New Hampshire and once to Fenway Park when I was in school. Can’t thank you enough, Hannah.”

“Don’t thank me, Billy. Thank Detective Leary. He was the one who searched you out, didn’t he?”

“Sure did.”

He started to blush again, his eyes flickering fast. He asked, “Hey, you’re not angry that I was standing at the back door, listening all the time while you and that guy . . . ?”

“No, I’m not angry,” I said.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Like, you know, I didn’t quote you and Judson one hundred percent exactly, but I did give everyone the gist of what was said, didn’t I?”

Margy came in here. “Kid, you saved our ass.”

He smiled one of his big goofy smiles, then asked, “So we’re still friends, Hannah?”

“Yes, Billy, we’re still friends.”


TWENTY

THE CALL CAME around ten in the evening. It was a few days before Thanksgiving. I was at home. I had just booked my flight to Paris and was compiling a checklist of things to do before I vanished in just three weeks’ time. As I wrote item after item—shaking my head at the thought that I was the sort of person who needed to compile lists—the phone jumped into life. I reached for it.

“Hannah, it’s Patrick Leary.”

It had been around five months since I’d spoken to Detective Leary. He’d called me a few days after my appearance on The Jose Julia Show to see how I was doing. At the time, I was still in around three different minds about him—still embarrassed at that pass I made at him; still attracted to him; still wanting him to pull out a miracle and find Lizzie. When he complimented me for getting so angry on the program, I said: “I thought I’d nearly blown it.”

“Nah, the anger worked, because everyone could see that it was a righteous anger, and completely justified.”

A righteous anger. Once a Jesuit . . .

“It was Billy who saved my skin. Thank you for finding him.”

“All part of the service.”

He then changed the subject by telling me that he was getting engaged—to a schoolteacher he’d been seeing for over a year. He said this in a matter-of-fact way, as if he was reporting the fact that it was raining outside his office in Brookline. I answered in a matter-of-fact way, “How nice for you . . . I hope you’re very happy.” What else was there to say? A drunken fumble on a Boston street corner didn’t exactly rank up there in the pantheon of mortal sins. I was suddenly no longer embarrassed. Rather, I was disappointed . . . and seized yet again by the loneliness that seemed to catch me unawares all the time now.

There was little else to talk about. He said he was following up a couple of new leads on Lizzie’s disappearance, but the trail had gone cold. And they’d just done yet another “interview” with McQueen over the weekend, and he was as certain as he could be that the guy was innocent. “Like I said at the start of all this—he’s a dirtbag, but not a homicidal one.”

“So it’s either suicide or alien abduction?” I said.

“Or she could be living somewhere under a new identity,” he said. “It’s a big country, it’s not a hard place to vanish in. Anyway, if anything new happens on the case, you’ll be the first to know.”

And now, all these months later, “Hannah, it’s Patrick Leary. Am I getting you at a bad time?”

“No, it’s fine. But if you’re calling me at this hour . . .”

“Yeah, something has come up. And as I promised you’d be the first to know . . .”

“Good news?”

“No.”

A long silence.

“Is Lizzie dead?” I finally asked.

“We don’t know that yet. But a body was fished out of the Charles yesterday. A woman in her late twenties, according to the forensic boys. Preliminary analysis of the body hints that she’s been in the water for over seven months.”

“I see,” I said tonelessly.

“So far, there’s absolutely nothing conclusive, and our database of missing persons in the Boston area has turned up at least thirty women around Lizzie’s age. A quick question, though: did she wear any jewelry?”

“A diamond cross that she bought herself.”

“Worn as a necklace?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I hate to tell you this, but the woman they recovered was also wearing a diamond necklace.”

I swallowed hard.

“They’ll be doing DNA tests tomorrow, along with the autopsy. What would be useful is if you could come down here and maybe look at the cross and also check out some of the scraps of clothing that still remain.”

“Okay.”

“You up to anything tomorrow?”

“No, my days are pretty free right now.”

“Would you like me to call your husband or will you do that yourself?”

“Would you mind calling him?”

“No problem.”

Thirty minutes later, as I was sitting in an armchair, staring into the fire, still trying to take in the information that Leary had just imparted to me, the phone rang again. I picked it up and found myself talking to my ex-husband for the first time in five months.

Actually, we had spoken once before this—in Greg Tolland’s office, late in July, when Dan arrived accompanied by his lawyer to discuss details of our divorce. The meeting had been Greg’s suggestion—a straightforward discussion of who would get what—with most of the details worked out by our respective lawyers beforehand. There was little to go over—just the inking of a separation agreement. I was being handed ownership of the house, Dan would keep the stock portfolio and all other significant investments. There was to be no alimony—my insistence . . . I didn’t need to be supported—but it was agreed that the interest of a trust we set up together in the early eighties would provide me an income. There was a little dickering on fine details, but it was, in principle, a fifty-fifty split, and one in which neither side emerged financially diminished.

Dan’s lawyer didn’t make much in the way of small talk. Greg Tolland, on the other hand, was being his usual outgoing “groovy” self—but he also turned out to be a stickler for detail, insisting on certain changes of language in the separation agreement and protecting my flank when it came to any liability owing to Dan’s practice—he’d discovered that our house had been put up as collateral for Dan’s mandatory malpractice insurance.

During the conference in Greg’s office, Dan and I sat on opposite sides of a conference table, avoiding each other’s eyes. When he first walked into the office, we exchanged nods and a nervous hello. When the conference ended—after we had both signed the separation agreement—he extended his hand. I hesitated, but then took it. There was a quick good-bye, and he was gone. Thirty years of marriage, and all we could now manage was a nervous hello/good-bye.

I didn’t hear from him afterward. Nor did I track his comings and goings around town, any more than I asked after Alice. Though Portland was small, it was still possible to have a private life there, especially if, like me, you didn’t show your face much around town.

So when I heard his voice on the other end of the line, I felt an instant tension . . . and sadness.

“Hannah, it’s me,” he said.

“Hi, there,” I said.

“Is this a bad moment?”

“Did the detective call you?”

“He did.”

“I think we need to prepare for the worst,” I said.

“Are you going down to Boston tomorrow?” he asked.

“He wants me to identify her necklace . . . and maybe some clothes.”

“Yeah, he wants me to look at them too.”

“No need . . .”

“No, I want to go. In fact, I was going to suggest that we drive down together.”

“No, thanks,” I said.

“But it seems silly to take two cars. I could pick you up at eight, we’d be there easily by ten, and we could maybe have lunch afterward.”

This threw me. I tried not to show it. “I don’t think so, Dan. And I really don’t think there’s much need for you to be there. Still, if you are planning to be there, then I’ll see you in Leary’s office tomorrow at noon. Bye.”

And I quickly hung up the phone.

I felt terrible afterward. Cursing myself for being so abrupt and dismissive. Still, in the months since he had left, I had hardened toward Dan. Whereas in the initial weeks after his shocked departure I might have been open to negotiation, now a sense of anger, mixed with desperate dejection, had colored my view of him. Especially as he didn’t even pay me the simple courtesy of calling me after the revelations on The Jose Julia Show.

Not that there was a flash flood of calls in the immediate aftermath of the broadcast. But certain people did phone. Like my ex-boss Carl Andrews, who informed me that he was convening an immediate emergency meeting of the school board of governors and putting forward a motion that I be reinstated with back pay, and that I also be issued a formal apology on behalf of the school. “It’s an apology I plan to make public in a press release to all state and regional papers,” he said, then added, “I am not going to try to soft-pedal things and say I believed you all along, Hannah. Still, you know how uncomfortable I was about the prospect of losing you from the start—and, if you will come back, I will be hugely grateful. So too will your students . . . not that they’ll ever show it.”

The board resolution was passed nine–zero the next night. I received a nice check covering my back pay, was reinstated on full salary, and was sent a very eloquent letter of apology which, true to his word, Andrews got reprinted in The Portland Press Herald. The adjoining story—“School Reinstates Teacher Fired Over Book Allegations”—got play everywhere. So too did the news that, on the basis of the disclosures made on television, the U.S. Department of Justice had decided that I had no case to answer regarding the flight from justice by one Tobias Judson in 1973.

Mr. Judson, on the other hand, suddenly had many cases to answer everywhere. In the wake of the interview, he was attacked in many quarters for lying in print. Frank Carty—a columnist with The New York Times—used the case as an example of “a general Bush-era refusal to acknowledge that, in most human situations, there is no right or wrong person . . . there are just two competing versions of the truth. The fact, however, that so many conservative pundits and religious fellow travelers took Tobias Judson’s story as the gospel truth—when, as it turns out, he wasn’t simply embellishing the truth but also flat-out lying—shows a fundamental lack of critical discernment, and a belief that, so long as someone professes their Christian faith, they must be telling the truth. To all the Chuck Canns and Ross Wallaces of the world—who vilified a quiet, unassuming Maine schoolteacher, immediately presuming her guilt on the basis of the word of an ideological colleague—you owe Ms. Buchan, at the very least, an apology.”

No such apologies were forthcoming, though I did drop Frank Carty a thank-you card. The American Association of Handicapped Persons, on the other hand, demanded an apology from Tobias Judson for the comments he made on Billy’s disability during the interview. Judson issued one by press release around the same time as he returned to Chicago to discover that his show had been dropped from the local talk-radio station. “We may not approve of Mrs. Buchan’s moral choices during the 1970s,” the radio station said in their press release—which Rita scored for me—“but we also will not tolerate the maligning of an innocent party by one of our presenters, which is why Mr. Judson is no longer working for this station.” Judson ate humble pie—and even went on NPR’s Morning Edition to say that he got it all very wrong and was genuinely sorry for the pain he inflicted on me—and for his comments on “people with challenges,” which he “profoundly regretted.” But his publishers were still forced to withdraw his book from all shops after Greg Tolland threatened a $100 million defamation of character suit against them. I told Greg he was insane to be demanding such a sum. “Hey, let me scare those right-wing clowns,” he said. But I just wanted it over. So when the publishers offered a one-off $300,000 payment to cover all damages—on the legal understanding that I would not pursue them for additional restitution—I accepted their offer on the spot. Tolland could have insisted on fifty percent of this fee—as we had agreed to this sort of split in the event any damages came my way. Instead, he just took ten percent, leaving me $270,000. I used it to set up the Elizabeth Buchan Travel Bursary, to be administered by the University of Maine and to provide a sum of money every year to a worthy undergraduate who wanted to study abroad but didn’t have the financial wherewithal for the trip. Thanks to Rita, this gift to the state—and the fact that it was funded by the damages I received for being smeared—also received wide coverage, especially in New England, where The Boston Globe wrote an editorial praising me for my generosity and forgiveness, and saying that many people in Maine owed me an apology.

But I had received the apology I wanted from the school—and that was enough. Just as the retribution meted out to Judson seemed fair and reasonable. However, when asked by a journalist on the Press Herald whether I took pleasure in his downfall—and the fact that he was now considered unemployable as a broadcaster and a writer—I said that you’d have to be a deeply malicious person to enjoy the collapse of another person’s career, even though that person had done you grievous personal injury.

Was I feeling that saintly? Not really, just worn down by everything that had hit me in the last few months and also cognizant of the fact that—as Rita, my great public relations brain, so wisely noted—the best strategy right now was to be magnanimous, forgiving, and determined to vanish from the public eye. This is why I refused all other interviews—bar that with the Press Herald, as they were my local paper—and I also told assorted publishers and movie-of-the-week types that I had no interest in seeing my story between hard covers or on the small screen. I didn’t see what had happened to me as some great parable about sticking to your guns and telling the truth. Frankly, I saw it as a cataclysm that had ended my marriage, nearly terminated my career, and caused a disastrous ruction between myself and my son.

But around three weeks after all the fallout from The Jose Julia Show had ended, the phone rang one morning and Jeff said hello. He sounded cautious, a little circumspect, and formal. But still, he was on the other end of the line. And he had phoned me.

“I was just wondering how you were getting on,” he asked.

“It’s been a curious couple of weeks.”

“With a good outcome, though. I watched the show.”

I said nothing.

“I thought you did well, under the circumstances. And I was very touched when that Billy guy talked about how you only agreed to drive Judson to Canada out of fear of being turned in by him and being separated from me.”

I chose my words carefully.

“As a parent, you know how you will do just about anything for your children.”

A pause. Then Jeff said, “Yes, I do know that.”

Another pause. Then Jeff said, “Our minister cited you in a sermon a couple of Sundays ago—talking about the way you used that settlement money to set up the travel thing in Lizzie’s name, and how you also showed great courage in turning the other cheek. He glared at Shannon and me when he said that.”

“I see.”

“She’s still really mad at you for what you said in that interview.”

“That’s her privilege. Are you still angry with me?”

“I’m feeling . . . well . . . a bit guilty, I guess.”

“I see.”

“Is that all you can say, Mom?”

“What else am I supposed to say?”

“I’m sorry, okay? I should have believed you when you told me he’d blackmailed you. I didn’t. I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you for that.”

Another pause.

“I’ve got to go now,” he said. “I’m between meetings. I’ll call again soon.”

“That would be nice,” I said.

He did phone around three weeks later—another tentative “Hello, how are you?” call, in which he made small talk and tried to act as if we had a normal relationship. At this point, it was early summer, and he asked what I’d be doing, and when I said that I’d agreed to teach summer school at Nathaniel Hawthorne High, he expressed surprise.

“What else would I do?” I said. “I like teaching. I’m glad to have my job back. And, quite frankly, it fills the time productively.”

“But surely, after everything that happened, you need some time out, a summer off.”

“No, after everything that happened, I need to be teaching. And you and the family? Where are you going this summer?”

“I’ve only got a week off—we’re probably going to spend it with Shannon’s family at Kennebunkport.”

“That’s nice,” I said, refusing to fish for an invitation, even though it was less than an hour from Portland.

“I’d ask you down, Mom,” he said, “but Shannon’s still pretty adamant—”

“Fine,” I said quietly.

“I’ve tried to talk her out of her position . . .”

“Fine.”

“I’m sure, in time, she’ll come around.”

“Fine.”

Another awkward pause.

“You ever get down to Hartford?” he asked.

“You know I don’t. But let me say this: if you’d like to get together with me, I’d be very pleased to see you.”

“That’s good to know,” he said. “Thanks.”

Since then, he’s been calling me once a week. Always from his office, always “between meetings,” but gradually the chill has started to lift. We’re not close, we don’t make each other laugh, we’re still terribly guarded, we’ve yet to sit down over a meal somewhere and talk. And though he keeps me up to date on the doings of my grandchildren, he still hasn’t broached the idea of me visiting them as yet, though he has dropped many hints that he’s still “in negotiation with Shannon” on this subject.

“Just give me a little more time, Mom.”

“Fine.”

“It’s not fine. I don’t like it. I want it to stop. The problem is . . .”

“I know what the problem is, Jeff.”

I had, on one occasion, offered to apologize to her for the comments made—and, at Jeff’s urging, wrote her a very short note, in which I said that what I’d said during that interview was taken out of context, but if I had hurt her feelings, I was genuinely sorry. A few days after she’d received the letter, Jeff called, sounding harassed, saying that Shannon felt “the apology hadn’t gone far enough.”

“What more could I have said?” I asked.

“She felt you should have been more, well, uh, humble.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I’m just reporting what she said . . .”

“The fact that I made the apology in the first place . . .”

“I know, I know. And you’re right. Still . . .”

The subsequent silence said it all. On the home front, my son was a weak, browbeaten man.

“I will get her to agree to a visit,” he said.

“I’m sure you will.”

“Dad was here last week.”

“I see.”

“He came alone.”

“I see.”

“Are you at all in touch?”

“Surely you know the answer to that question, Jeff.”

But now, contact had been made by Dan—and I had slammed the door on it, refusing his offer of a lift down to Boston. But why salve the man’s conscience? I wasn’t ready to be “just friends” with him.

Still, my residual anger toward Dan took second place to the realization that, at midday tomorrow, I finally might have to begin to accept that my daughter was truly dead.

I couldn’t sleep. I got up at one point and walked down the corridor and stood in her room. It had long been stripped of its juvenilia. But I still could picture the big poster of the Ramones that dominated one wall when she was thirteen, to be replaced by Springsteen and R.E.M. And there was the old 1980s boom box that she traded in for a nice stereo system she bought with babysitting money, and on which she first played me Nick Cave (“He’s my kind of depressive”). And then there were the stacks of books everywhere. She was always such a fanatical reader, with strong opinions about everything—and might have been the only person I ever met who actually finished Gravity’s Rainbow. She was always suggesting new writers to me. She talked about DeLillo long before Underworld came on the scene, and was reading tough-guy crime writers like Pelecanos when they were still obscure. I was always hopeful she might try her hand at fiction—she certainly talked about it enough. But the necessary discipline eluded her. Just like happiness eluded her.

Tears started cascading down my face.

My daughter is dead.

Four words I had refused to contemplate for all these long, terrible months.

I so wanted to speak to Margy now. But that was impossible. Margy had died seven weeks ago—and yet the idea that she too was no more was still hard to accept. Even though I’d been with her at the end. Another late-night call—from Rita, in this instance, around midnight in early September. She spoke in a near whisper, telling me that she was in a corridor at New York Hospital, where Margy had been rushed earlier that day.

“I’ve just spoken to her doctor. It’s just a matter of days now. The cancer is everywhere. They’re keeping her drugged up on morphine, because there’s nothing more they can do. If you want to see her, I’d come tomorrow. They really don’t know if she’ll last another night.”

I caught the first plane out the next morning and was at the hospital by nine. Margy was in a private room on the sixteenth floor. Her bed faced a window that was open to the midtown skyline. The back of the bed had been cranked up so she could look out. She was wizened, tiny, her skin the color of ash, her hair nothing but wisps. The cancer had triumphed—and had reduced her to this tiny denuded creature, dwarfed by the tubes and medical monitors that surrounded her. A plunger had been placed in her right hand. It was attached to a tube that fed her a self-administered dose of morphine whenever the pain became too unbearable. As I approached the bed, I expected her to be at least semi-comatose. But she was awake—and surprisingly lucid.

“Nice view, isn’t it?” she said as I pulled up a chair by the bed.

“Great view.”

“My town. But you know what the real irony of every New York life is? Everyone who’s ever done time in this city thinks they have made some sort of impression on it. The truth is: nobody ever makes a lasting impression here. It’s all . . . ephemeral.”

“Isn’t that the case with most lives everywhere?”

She shrugged. And said, “I’m not going to do a summing up—or any of that ‘final curtain’ shit. It’s too depressing to think how little I’ve accomplished.”

“Hey, that’s stupid talk—and you know it.”

“I do stupid talk well. Just as I’m now very aware of the fact that life always leaves you feeling gypped. And now . . .”

“I thought you were going to avoid a summing-up.”

“Allow me a little self-pity, please.”

“Don’t I always?”

She managed a small laugh, then suddenly clenched over in pain and pressed down the plunger. There were more spasms of pain. They racked her completely. I was about to run for the nurse, but the morphine kicked in, and she stopped convulsing, the drug deadening everything, including her ability to speak. She looked up at me, glassy-eyed, and said nothing.

I sat with her for the next half hour, her hand in mine, her eyes as frozen as a lake in winter, the bright morning light streaming through the window, bathing the room in a harsh, fluorescent glow. A nurse showed up. She checked the monitors, shone a little penlight in Margy’s eyes, checked the level of morphine, and depressed the plunger again.

“Would you mind waiting outside for a few minutes? I need to change her diaper.”

My friend is dying in a diaper. Life isn’t just randomly cruel. It is also absurd.

I went downstairs and stepped outside the hospital and lit up a cigarette, and thought about the inanity of smoking while, sixteen floors above me, Margy was dying of lung cancer. But the cigarette tasted wonderful, the nicotine had its balming effect, and I vowed I wouldn’t smoke another one until I got back to Maine late tonight. I walked across the road to a little coffee shop, sat down at the counter, ordered a mug of coffee, indulged in a Danish, read a copy of The New York Times that somebody had left on the stool next to mine, checked my watch, noticed that forty-five minutes had passed, and decided to go back upstairs to Margy’s room—and the continuing deathwatch.

But when I reached it, I found it empty—a cleaner mopping up the floor while, nearby, a technician began to dismantle all the machinery that had surrounded the now-vanished bed.

“Where’s my friend?” I asked.

The cleaner looked up from her mop.

“She passed,” she said.

“What?”

“Passed. Died.”

It didn’t register at first.

“And they took her away just like that?” I asked.

“How it’s done ’round here,” she said, turning away from me to continue mopping. Without thinking, I hurried into the hall, almost running right into the nurse who’d come into Margy’s room earlier.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Your friend . . .”

“So fast?”

“Cardiac arrest happens in a flash. Especially in terminal cancer cases. She felt nothing. It was very quick, very clean.”

No, it wasn’t clean, I felt like shouting. The cancer had pillaged and savaged her for months. There was nothing clean about it at all.

But I said nothing. Because I was suddenly crying. For the next fifteen minutes I could do nothing but cry. The nurse led me to a little room with an institutional-looking sofa and an armchair. She sat me down in the armchair and said she’d be back in a few minutes. This was obviously “the grief room,” as there was a box of tissues on the adjoining table and a pile of pamphlets with titles like “Letting Go” and “Coping with Loss.” I took in all these details as the sobs intensified. Just as another thought crossed my mind. Not a thought, actually, more of a remembrance. A visit to New York over a decade ago—and Margy bringing me to hear La Bohème at the Met. She was teary-eyed at the end. I found the production strangely cold. On the way out she said, “You seemed totally unmoved.”

“Oh, it was beautifully sung and all that. The problem for me is that I’ve never really bought into that high romantic idea of doomed love.”

“I wasn’t crying because of that,” Margy said. “I was crying because Rodolfo and all the others are in another part of the room when Mimi dies. I was crying because Mimi dies alone . . . which is probably how I’ll die.”

“Oh, come on . . .” I said.

“Allow me a little self-pity, please . . .”

Her exact words at the time. Her final words to me. And she did die alone—because I went out for a cigarette.

“Or because the nurse kicked you out,” Dad said when I called him later that morning and started weeping on the phone.

“If I had come back after five minutes . . .”

“She would still have been drugged up on morphine and oblivious to whether or not you were there. So please stop this now. You’ve been through enough recently.”

Dad was the first person to call me all those months ago after The Jose Julia Show to congratulate me for “sticking it to him” and to say, “Thanks to your friend Billy, that man is finished and you’re vindicated.”

When I sounded subdued, he said, “I know: Lizzie’s there in your head right now.”

“That she is.”

“And you have to accept that you’ll never be happy until Lizzie’s found. How could you be otherwise?”

How well he always read me. Every time we spoke now, I could always sense him gauging my mood, trying to figure out whether I was down or having a reasonable day, if I was feeling particularly vulnerable, if I needed advice or simply a sympathetic ear into which I could rant. He was the first person I called after Margy died. And tonight, once the news came from Boston about finding the body in the Charles, Dad was the first person I phoned as soon as the conversation with Dan ended.

“This is difficult news,” I said before giving him the rundown on Leary’s call to me. When I finished, he said, “I don’t want to sound absurdly optimistic, but a relatively common necklace isn’t prima facie evidence that—”

“Dad, what do you really think?”

Silence. Then, “It sounds bad.”

“Yeah, that’s what I think too.”

“Maybe it’s best if you go down there without much hope.”

“That’s what I’m planning to do.”

“I could join you, if you could use some support.”

“The detective also called Dan—and he’s coming. He even offered to drive me down. I said no.”

“That’s understandable.”

“But you don’t think it’s right?”

“Did I say that?” he asked mildly.

“No, I was just trying to read between the lines.”

“You are perfectly right to still be angry at him. Just as you are perfectly right to doubt your decision to be angry at him.”

“Now you are reading between the lines.”

“True. Why don’t you see how you feel when you see him tomorrow. If he offers lunch and you still feel angry, turn him down.”

“He might not even offer lunch.”

“That’s true. And changing the subject: how are plans progressing for Paris?”

“The flight’s booked for the night of the twenty-sixth—and I’ve arranged the little commuter flight from Burlington to Boston at four p.m. that day, so I’ll be able to stay with you until then.”

“Paris for six months. I am envious.”

“I’m terrified. Going to live in a big city for the first time is a huge step for a country girl like me.”

“Thank God that witch hunt against you is finally over. Because you’re about to commit the worst sin known to an American: moving to France.”

I laughed. And then we lapsed into silence again. Finally Dad said, “Hannah, I know this sounds grim, but you have to prepare for the worst tomorrow.”

“I am prepared.”

The truth was: I was hardly prepared, even though the thought of Lizzie’s death had haunted my every move for months. How can you prepare for the loss of your child?

When it was clear to me that I wasn’t going to sleep, I picked up the phone and called the Onyx Hotel in Boston. The desk clerk said that there was a room available and yes, he’d alert the night porter on duty to expect me sometime around two a.m. I threw a few overnight things in a bag and locked up the house. I backed the car out of the drive and headed south.

I played Maine Public Radio as I maneuvered the car toward I-295. A late-night news bulletin came on before the station switched over to all-night classical music. I couldn’t help but think of the time in late summer when I dodged all news, for fear that the next item would be about me. Just as I remember the dread I had of leaving the house, out of worry that it would be defaced again by the time I came back.

YOU WIN . . . I’M GONE.

The day after The Jose Julia Show was aired, I returned to Maine and found that the graffiti I had asked Brendan Foreman to daub across my front door had been whitewashed over. In fact, the entire front door had been repainted in a perfect high-gloss white. There was a Post-it left on the door:

Told you the next job would be on the house . . . Brendan.

That same afternoon there was a knock on the door. Outside stood Mr. Ames from the Falmouth General Store. He had a big basket with him, wrapped in colored cellophane paper. He smiled a sheepish smile.

“Mrs. Buchan, ma’am, this is a small way of saying sorry to you for my rudeness in the shop some time back. I hope you’ll accept this, just as I also want you to know that we’d greatly like you back as a very valued and honored customer.”

With that, he handed me the basket—filled with gourmet crackers, and a tin of oysters, and jars of exotic chutneys and marmalades. Then with a nervous nod, he headed back to his car.

It still took me three months to start shopping again at his store, but when I finally crossed his threshold, he greeted me as if I had been in yesterday . . . as if nothing had happened.

And that, in general, was how people decided to play my return to the community. Courteous nods in the street. The occasional smile in the supermarket. Little else. When I returned to work for summer school, my colleagues largely said nothing more than “Nice to have you back,” though two of them did pull me aside and tell me how shameful my treatment had been. And when the fall term began and I greeted my class, there was no great moment of Hollywood catharsis where my kids leapt to their feet and cheered as their vindicated teacher entered the room. On the contrary, they kept on talking among themselves as I opened the door. I walked to the desk, opened my briefcase, spread out my papers, and finally got their attention by saying—in a voice loud enough to transcend their ongoing din—“All right. Hope you had a good summer. Let’s start . . .”

Among my students, routine apathy still ruled. Business as usual . . . and there was something reassuringly prosaic about that.

But whenever someone said a nervous hello to me in downtown Portland, or a woman at my gym came up and whispered, “I want you to know that many people thought you were so terribly wronged,” it only seemed to accentuate the hurt and anger I still felt toward Dan. Surely, after Judson’s revelations were exposed as lies, he could have called or sent a note, saying . . .

What? Sorry I left you . . . especially as I now know you were telling the truth . . . Or I know running off with one of your friends was tacky . . . ? What was there to say between us now?

I edged the car onto the interstate and tried to shove Dan out of my head by blasting the car radio. In the past year, I had driven the route from Portland to Boston so often that I seemed to know every minor turn, every small gradation of road surface, every damn billboard that decorated the way south. I was at the hotel by one-thirty a.m. The night guy checked me in, and relieved me of the car keys, and said he’d bring the car down to the adjoining garage. Once upstairs in the room, I tried to sleep. I failed. I channel-surfed, I read, I listened to the all-night jazz station, I attempted to keep my mind preoccupied with things other than Lizzie. I failed.

But around seven that morning, exhaustion finally overcame everything and I did drift off for a few hours. Then there was the jolting sound of the phone. “Good morning—this is your wake-up call . . .” It was ten-thirty a.m.—and after a few seconds of befuddlement, the realization hit me: this is the day when I find out that Lizzie is dead.

I was showered and dressed and in my car by eleven-fifteen. The traffic out to Brookline was diabolical—and I reached the precinct ten minutes late. Leary wasn’t perturbed, as I had called him while stuck in a jam on Commonwealth Avenue and warned him I would be late. When I got there, I found Dan in one of the chairs facing Leary’s desk. He stood up as I entered and extended his hand. I took it briefly, watching Leary watching us—wondering what he made of this stiff formal handshake, and how it spoke volumes about how everything in a thirty-year marriage can come so quickly asunder.

I took the other chair. Leary offered coffee. We both declined.

“All right, then,” he said. “The medical examiner is backed up on the autopsy front this week, on account of that terrible fire in Framingham you probably read about. But he did say that, owing to the body being in the water for over seven months, they would probably only be able to identify it through DNA samples, taken from bones . . .”

I glanced over at Dan. He was sitting there with his head bowed, staring at the floor.

“Under the circumstances,” Leary said, “I would strongly recommend that you do not see the body . . . even though it is your right to do so. I have seen what is left of it. If I was a family member—her parents—I’d find it far too traumatic. But again, I am legally bound to inform you that, should you insist on seeing the body, a viewing will be arranged.”

I glanced again over at Dan. This time he did meet my eyes and quickly shook his head before turning away again.

“We won’t be wanting a viewing,” I said to Leary.

“I think that’s wise,” he said. “Okay, then . . .”

He reached over to a large envelope on the desk and picked up two plastic Ziploc bags. He opened the larger of the two and pulled out a large, faded piece of denim.

“This is the only bit of clothing they found on the body. I know it’s probably ridiculous to be showing you a piece of old denim, but . . .”

“She did wear jeans,” Dan said.

“Everybody wears jeans,” I said.

“So there’s nothing in this item of clothing that absolutely jars the memory?” Leary asked. We both shook our heads. He now reached for the smaller envelope. Then, laying a piece of plain white paper on his desk, he opened the other Ziploc and tipped its contents out onto the paper.

“This is the cross they found on the body,” he said, holding up a small, elegant diamond cross attached to a silver chain. I felt a kick to the stomach. It was exactly the same cross that Lizzie had bought herself a year or so ago.

“The cross has a Tiffany hallmark,” Leary said. “We contacted the Tiffany shop here at Copley Plaza. They sell them there.”

“Lizzie bought hers there,” I said quietly.

“Are you sure?” Dan asked.

“She told me afterward that she’d gone over to Copley Plaza to buy it.”

What I didn’t mention was that Lizzie informed me that she’d bought the cross because she was feeling “a little down, a little blue—so hey, there’s nothing like treating yourself to a $2,600 piece of jewelry to chase away the Black Dog.”

“I’m sure it’s a beautiful cross,” I had said.

“Isn’t there something really sad about buying a piece of jewelry for yourself?”

“Hardly, Lizzie.”

“When have you ever done that, Mom?”

I didn’t know what to say—and she interpreted my silence as my answer.

“See, my point entirely,” Lizzie had said.

“Well,” Detective Leary said, “Tiffany’s checked their records for us, and they turned up Lizzie’s credit card payment for a necklace like this. Still, it could have been that she bought it as a gift for someone, which is why we didn’t want to immediately jump to the conclusion . . .”

“She wore the necklace all the time,” I said. “She loved the necklace.”

Long silence.

“Well, that’s very helpful,” Leary said. “As of now, there’s nothing more to say until the DNA tests come through. The trail has, otherwise, gone cold. I’m sorry to have dragged you both all the way down here for this, but we did need to know if the necklace was hers.”

He stood up, letting us know that the interview was over.

“We’ll be in touch as soon as we have conclusive data.”

Dan and I walked outside together. The day was cold, gray, cheerless.

We said nothing until we were clear of the precinct. I looked up at Dan and saw that his face was awash with tears.

“She’s dead, isn’t she?” he whispered.

“I think so, yes.”

His face tightened and I could see him doing everything possible to avoid breaking down. I took his hand and held it as he fought to regain his composure. When he felt he could talk again, he said, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For holding my hand.”

A beat. He looked up at the gray sky, then glanced at his watch.

“I’ve got to get back to Portland now,” he said.

“I see.”

“I had to reschedule a hip replacement for late this afternoon, so I could come down here.”

“It’s good that you came.”

Another beat.

“Hannah . . .”

He tried to look at me, but couldn’t.

“I miss you,” he said.

I said nothing.

“I miss you and . . .”

“Aren’t you happy in your new life?” I asked.

Another beat.

“No. Not at all.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Does that mean . . . ?”

“What?”

“I miss you.”

“So you said.”

“Could we maybe talk this over?” he asked.

“Talk what over?”

“The possibility that . . .”

“There is no possibility of . . .”

“I was wrong. So damn wrong.”

“I see.”

“And I now see that . . .”

He reached for my hand, but I put it out of his range.

“You terminated me, as if I was an employee,” I said, my voice calm. “You wouldn’t believe my side of the story, even though I begged you to. You left me for one of my friends. And after I was publicly vindicated, you didn’t once call to—”

“I meant to call . . .”

“Meant means nothing.”

“I was feeling shame and—”

“You still couldn’t bring yourself to call me.”

“I should have called you. I know that now.”

Another beat. He said, “Please . . . let’s try to meet up and just talk.”

“I don’t think so, Dan.”

“I’m not asking for anything . . .”

“You know, in the first couple of weeks after you left, if you had called me and said, ‘I’ve made a terrible mistake, I want to come home,’ I would have been stupid enough to have taken you back. Because you just don’t throw away thirty-four years like that. But you did throw them away—and you abandoned me when I needed you most. And now . . .”

I shrugged. And said, “Now I’m going to Paris.”

“You’re what?”

“Right after Christmas. I’ve negotiated a six-month sabbatical with the school. And I’m going to Paris.”

“To do what?”

“To be in Paris.”

Another beat. I could see he was trying to take this all in.

“And what made you decide to . . . ?”

I could have given him a detailed answer to that question—how, one morning, around five weeks ago, I walked into my classroom, looked out at that sea of bored faces, and thought: I want out for a while. Two hours later, I was in Carl Andrews’s office, telling him, without embellishment, that I needed a break from teaching and wanted the forthcoming winter and spring terms off. A year earlier, Andrews would have told me this request was completely out of the question. But his residual guilt, coupled with the fact that, as he intimated to me on one occasion, the school board was very relieved when I didn’t sue them for damages due to wrongful dismissal, garnered a different response.

“Given what you’ve been through recently, I think it’s a very sensible idea. When the school board meets next week, I’ll raise it with them. I can assure you they’ll not only approve it, but insist that it is a sabbatical on full pay.”

The following week, Andrews made good on that promise. And I started working the Internet, finding a short-term sublet in a central Parisian arrondissement. Eventually, the good old New York Review of Books came through for me—and after several phone calls and looking at some photographs of the place that the owner (a professor of French at Columbia) emailed to me, I agreed to a six-month lease on a small but well-furnished studio right near the Sorbonne. I would take possession of it on December 27.

“What made me decide to go to Paris?” I said, filling in the rest of Dan’s question. “It’s simple, really. I’ve always wanted to live there. Now I will for a while.”

“There are a few weeks before Christmas,” he said. “We could meet for a meal . . .”

“Dan . . . no.”

He bowed his head and said nothing. Then, “I have to get going,” he said.

“Okay.”

“As soon as Leary has the DNA report . . .”

“We’ll deal with that when it happens.”

A small nod from Dan. Then he squeezed my hand briefly and said two words, “Good luck,” before walking off toward his car.

Leary called me four days later with some news. Strange news. He said, “I’ve just learned that the DNA sample taken from the body’s bones does not match the DNA taken from the hairs found on Lizzie’s brush in her apartment. Which means the case is still open.”

“So she’s still alive?”

“Theoretically, yes. The medical examiner did point out that months in salt water can break down much of the DNA in the body—so it’s difficult to conclusively say that the body we found wasn’t Lizzie’s. And, face facts, over two hundred thousand people go missing in this country every year. And though none of the local women missing were the types who had the wherewithal to buy a Tiffany diamond cross, who’s to say that it couldn’t be someone from out of state who came to the Boston area without anyone’s knowledge and threw herself in the river? When it comes to working out human motivation, I’ve come to learn one thing: anything is possible. Just as I also know that you can never really put yourself into the mind of another person. It’s always too damn murky.”

“So she’s alive and dead at the same time?”

“As I said: everything is possible; everything is murky.”

I expected to hear from Dan after this, especially as Leary told me he was going to call him after me and tell him the news. But no call came from my ex-husband. Nor did he make any attempts at contacting me before the holidays, except by way of his official Christmas card—Dr. Daniel Buchan wishes you and your family a peaceful Christmas and a wondrous New Year—below which was scribbled, “I hope you have a great sabbatical in Paris . . . Best . . .”

Just before I closed up the house and packed my one suitcase and left for Burlington and then Paris, I did receive one more communiqué from Dan: As of January 1, 2004, Dr. Daniel Buchan will be living at . . .

It gave the address of a condominium apartment on the waterfront in Portland. Jeff called on the twenty-third to say that his father would be spending the Christmas holidays with them.

“And I guess you know that he’s broken up with Alice?”

“I hadn’t heard the news, but his change-of-address card did seem to imply that.”

“I’ve kept trying to get him to call you, but he says that he knows what your response will be. So . . .”

“If he wants to call me, he can call me,” I said.

“Really?” Jeff said, suddenly interested.

“I’m just saying he can call. Nothing more.”

“And if he wants to call you in Paris?”

“I will take his call.”

“That’s great, Mom. When you’re back in the States, we will have you over. I promise . . .”

I said nothing.

“And I really would keep telling yourself that Lizzie is alive. Because where there’s hope . . .”

“There’s always ambiguity,” I said. “Everything is possible, everything is murky.”

And ambiguity does rule most things, doesn’t it? Dan tells Jeff he wants to speak with me. I offer to take his call, and in the days that follow, there is silence. An opportunity opens, an opportunity closes. I wonder what the hell is going on in Dan’s mind. Does he want me back? Is he too scared to call? Does he fear rejection? Is he still feeling so damn guilty that he can’t bring himself to face me? Has he decided he wants to try living on his own for a while? Or maybe he wonders what I’m thinking.

And the truth is: I can’t figure out what my actual viewpoint is here, because it’s such a jumble. Love, hate, anguish, betrayal, despair, fury, self-righteousness, self-doubt, self-loathing, self-appeasement, ego, arrogance, optimism, gloom, doubt, doubt, doubt . . . and then, more doubt.

But what’s wrong with doubt? How can anyone hold a black-and-white view of things when, in the end, most human interaction is so profoundly gray? Those closest to us do things that are baffling. We, in turn, do things we don’t totally comprehend. Because we never really understand others, let alone ourselves.

“My strength is made perfect in weakness.”

Dad repeated the quote and simultaneously refilled my glass. It was Christmas night, the remnants of the lavish meal that Edith had made were still on the table. Earlier that day, Dad and I had spent a half hour with Mom. I held her hand in mine and told her I was going to Paris tomorrow, and surely she had great memories of Paris from when she was an art student there after the war, and I promised her I’d find that little café she always talked about on the Rue Monge, and . . .

She kept on staring blankly at me. I stopped my inane monologue. I stood up and kissed her gently on the head, then turned to Dad and said, “She’ll die while I’m away.”

“And would that be a bad thing?”

I knew the answer to that question, and didn’t want to articulate it.

We went back to the house. We opened our presents. We drank champagne, then claret as we ate Edith’s wonderful food. After that, we moved our chairs by the fireplace and drank brandy while indulging in a game that Dad always won—a game called Quotations, in which each player tried to stump the other by, well, you don’t need to hear the arcane and complex rules that my arcane and complex father had dreamed up for this arcane and complex game.

My strength is made perfect in weakness.

“Come on,” Dad said, “give it a shot.”

“It sounds Shakespearean,” I said.

“No, it’s biblical,” Edith said.

“Ten points,” Dad said. “And another ten if you can name the book from which it came.”

“Corinthians,” she said.

“Correct,” he said.

“You’re frightening,” I said to Edith.

“I will take that as a compliment.”

“Your turn, Edith.”

She smiled a small tipsy smile and started reciting:

“Oft fühl ich jetzt . . . und je tiefer ich einsehe, dass Schicksal und Gemüt Namen eines Begriffes sind.”

I laughed loudly and said, “Isn’t there a rule against quotes in the original German?”

“I was naturally going to provide a translation,” she said, her voice martini-dry. “And here it is: I often feel, and ever more deeply realize, that fate and character are the same conception.”

“Novalis,” I said. “Also known as the German poet Friedrich von Hardenberg.”

“Bravo,” Edith said.

“Twenty points for you,” Dad said, “and an additional ten points if you can give us the shortened, Americanized version of the quote.”

“That’s easy,” I said. “Character is destiny.”

The phone rang. As I was closest to it, I reached for it.

“Hello and Merry Christmas,” I said.

“Can I speak with Professor Latham, please?”

My pulse jumped. The receiver shook in my hand.

“Lizzie?” I whispered.

Silence. My father stood up, looking stunned.

“Lizzie?” I repeated.

Silence again. Then, “Mom?”

“Oh my God, Lizzie. It’s you.”

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Where . . . where . . . ?”

The words weren’t forming properly.

“Mom . . . ?”

“Where are you, Lizzie?”

“Up in Canada.”

“Where in Canada?”

“Out west. Vancouver. Been here for, well, months, I guess.”

“And you’re okay?”

“Yeah, kind of okay. Got a job here. A waitressing job, nothing much, but it pays the rent. Got a little place. Got a friend or two now. It’s . . . really okay, I guess.”

She didn’t sound really okay, but she also didn’t sound really terrible either. And as much as I wanted to burst into tears now—and scream, “Do you know how often I thought you were dead?”—some small voice within me counseled prudence, and weighing each sentence with care before uttering it.

“So you went to Canada after leaving Boston?” I asked.

“Not exactly. Drifted around out West for a bit, then came up here. ’Course, I shouldn’t be working here—I’m totally illegal—but I managed to land myself some false Canadian ID. And I’m using the name on the ID, so everyone here knows me as Candace Bennett. Been using that name so much now that I even think of myself now as Candace Bennett.”

“It’s a nice name.”

“It’s all right. But hey, the reason I called Granddad’s is because I did phone home and got the message that you were now going to be in Paris . . .”

“That’s right. I’m leaving tomorrow. For around six months.”

“That’s cool. Dad going too?”

“No, your father’s staying behind.”

“Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

“It’s all a little complicated to explain. But . . . I don’t suppose you were aware of the fact that a lot of people have been trying to find you over the last couple of months?”

“You mean like you and Dad and . . .”

“The police. When you went missing, everybody thought . . . some harm might have come to you. It was in all the papers.”

“I don’t read the papers. Don’t own a TV. Or a computer. Don’t even turn on the radio much. But I’ve got a little stereo in my room now, and I’ve found this place near me where you can buy old CDs for a couple of bucks, so I listen to a lot of music . . . and read. Great used-book shops in Vancouver. Lots of them.”

“It’s so wonderful to hear your voice, Lizzie. It’s so . . .”

I started to sob.

“Hey, no need for the tears, Mom . . .”

“It’s just . . . I am so happy to hear you, Lizzie. And if you like, I could come out to Vancouver tomorrow and . . .”

“No, I don’t want that,” she said, the tone now sharp. “I’m not ready for . . . I don’t—”

She broke off, sounding distressed.

“Lizzie, that’s all right. Really all right. I just thought . . .”

“You thought wrong. I’m still . . . ashamed. And if you tell me there’s no need to be ashamed, I’m going to put down the phone . . .”

“I’m not going to say anything.”

“Good, that’s good,” she said, still sounding agitated. “But when you get back from Paris, well, it all kind of depends on how I am then. My doctor here . . . When they found me sleeping on the streets a few months ago in East Vancouver—that’s where I bought the fake ID, you can get anything in East Vancouver—anyway, when they got me to this halfway house for the homeless, one of the social workers convinced me to see this psychiatrist, who kind of diagnosed me as having this bipolar thing. And he’s got me on these meds. And as long as I take the meds, I get through the day. And since I have been pretty good about keeping the pills popped, things are a lot more stable now. Like I can do the waitressing job, and I’m no longer thinking about throwing myself under the next subway train . . . even though Vancouver doesn’t have a subway. But I am getting through the day.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said, terrified of saying something that might make her end the call.

“It’s not wonderful, Mom. It’s shit. I hate being this way. I hate that I disappeared like that. I hate . . . myself. But . . . I do keep getting through the day. So . . .”

“Is there a phone number I might be able to call you on in the future?”

“I don’t want you to have my number, understand?”

“Whatever you say, Lizzie.”

Her tone downshifted a bit.

“But give me your number in Paris, if you’ve got one. I don’t promise anything, but . . .”

“If you ever feel like calling, anytime, I’ll ring you right back.”

“But that would mean giving you my number. No one gets this number. No one. Not even my friends. They’ve got my cell phone number, but not this number. That’s ’cause my number is my number. Got that? Got—”

She suddenly broke off. And said, “Oh shit, will you listen to me? I’m so fucked up, I’m so . . .”

“You are not fucked up, Lizzie. And you have a lot of people who still love you.”

“Yeah, well, look, I’ve got to go now. Say hi to everyone, okay?”

“Will you take my Paris number?”

“Guess so.”

I gave it to her. Then asked, “What are you going to do now?”

“Going to work.”

“On Christmas Day?”

“We’re open. And I’ve got to split. So . . . Merry Christmas, Mom. And try not to worry too much.”

Click. The line went dead. I stood motionless for a few minutes, then put down the phone, then looked up at my father. We said nothing for a few moments, the shock setting in. Edith stood up and relieved me of the phone. Then, picking up the receiver, she dialed three numbers, grabbed a pencil and a pad off the side table, and then started taking down a number.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Via the wonders of digital technology,” Edith said, “I have just dialed star-six-nine, which plays back the number of the last person who called here. So here is your daughter’s number.”

She held up the pad.

“It’s a six-oh-four area code, which is definitely Vancouver. And if you’d like me to verify that it is her place . . .”

“She might freak if we ring her right back,” I said.

“If I dial star-six-seven before the number,” Edith said, “it hides the number of the person calling her. And if she answers, she won’t recognize me, because I will put on a very German accent. So . . .”

She dialed the number. I could hear it ringing. And ringing. And . . .

“It’s her voice mail,” Edith said, thrusting the phone in my hand. I listened: “Hi there, you’ve reached Candace Bennett. Leave your name and number, and I’ll get back to you.”

I hung up before the telltale beep. I looked at my dad. I nodded affirmation that it was Lizzie’s voice. My father put his face in his hands and started to cry.

We drank most of the bottle of brandy that evening. Before I was too intoxicated to talk, I called Dan and told him the news.

“You are absolutely certain?” he asked.

“Absolutely.”

No response as Dan choked back a sob.

“Thank you,” he finally said. “Thank you so much.”

“‘Everything is possible, everything is murky.’”

“What’s that?”

“Just a quote I’ve gotten fond of.”

“I’ll call you in Paris, okay?”

“All right,” I said.

Late that night, after Dad and Edith had gone to bed, I stood on the front porch, watching the snow fall, oblivious to the cold. I was drunk, elated, wrung out, trying not to imagine Lizzie’s months of sleeping in the streets, and full of serious maternal dread about her current state of mind.

I can’t leave, I told myself.

But what good will you accomplish by staying?

That’s not the issue. I just can’t leave.

Leave.

But it’s selfish.

Leave.

I tried to toss up multiple arguments; tried to rationalize myself into staying. But that voice in my head was obstinate, defiant, and unwilling to let me talk myself out of this again.

Leave.

The next morning, I called Detective Leary. He reacted calmly to the news, saying, “It’s nice to have a case that ends well, because they so rarely do.”

He said that he’d have to involve the Vancouver police to get an actual “make” on Lizzie’s identity. But as he was now aware of her fragile mental state, he would make certain they didn’t come near her, that it was all done surreptitiously.

“You know,” he said, “once word leaks out that she’s been found safely, Lizzie could find journalists on her doorstep . . .”

“Is there any way around that?”

“Let me talk to my boss. The fact that she might disappear again if subjected to media intrusion might make him sympathetic to doing something diversionary about informing the press where she’s living right now.”

“Has it been done before?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be done now.”

On the drive over to the airport, I told Dad about my conversation with Leary and how I feared that Lizzie might fall into another vortex if she woke up one morning to find television cameras outside her place.

“The detective told you he’d handle it,” Dad said. “He’ll handle it.”

“But . . .”

“No buts. I know what you’re trying to do—and you won’t be allowed to do it. Not this time.”

“But—”

“Lizzie is alive. End of sentence. End of story. The narrative has been out of your control from the start . . . and it will continue to be. You can’t fix other people, Hannah. You can only be there when they need you. And if she needs you, she will find you—as she did last night. So you are going to Paris.”

When we reached the airport, my bags were checked straight through to Charles de Gaulle Airport. The clerk handed me two boarding passes and told me that, once at Logan Airport, the Air France flight would be leaving from . . .

The gate number didn’t register. Nothing did right now.

Dad walked me over to the security barrier. I suddenly felt like I was thirteen years old, about to be sent off somewhere new.

“I’m scared,” I said.

He hugged me. And said, “My strength is made perfect in weakness. Now go get on that damn plane. And call me tomorrow when you’re there.”

Twenty minutes later, I was airborne over Vermont. A quick change in Boston, and I was up in the clouds again.

The flight was empty. I had a row of seats to myself. I stretched out and slept all the way across the Atlantic.

And then, suddenly, it was morning. And the plane was banking steeply. And the hostess shook me gently and asked me to sit up. We were about to land.

I shut my eyes as we touched down. I opened them when the aircraft came to a complete halt. I stood up, removed my carry-on bag and coat from the overhead compartment, and followed the stream of passengers leaving the aircraft.

The customs officer was around my age, and didn’t exactly seem pleased to be sitting in a booth at seven-thirty on a late-December morning.

“Passport,” he said, holding out his hand. I pushed it through to him. “You will stay how long?” he asked in heavily accented English. I spoke without thinking, using the French I had been brushing up on for the past few months.

“Je ne sais pas,” I said. I don’t know.

He stared at me, surprised at the reply in French. He continued in French.

“Quoi, vous n’avez aucune idée de combien de temps vous allez rester en France?” You have no idea how long you’ll be staying in France?

“On verra,” I said. We’ll see.

I could see him looking me over, wondering if it was worth demanding my return ticket home, or to see my traveler’s checks or credit cards or other proof of liquidity. Or maybe he thought I was playing a stupid game with him. Or perhaps he saw me as I saw myself—a middle-aged woman who, at this hour of the morning, was looking groggy and just a little lost. Had he asked, “Why are you really here?” I would have truthfully replied, “You know, that question has been plaguing me for the past fifty-three years. Do you have any answers?”

But he didn’t pose that question. He just said, “Généralement, nous préférons les réponses précises.” Generally, we prefer definitive answers.

I replied, “N’est-ce pas notre cas à tous?” Doesn’t everyone?

He flashed me the smallest of smiles, then reached for his stamp and brought it down on my passport.

“D’accord,” he said, handing it back to me. Agreed.

And picking up my passport, I turned and walked into France.
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INTRODUCTION

While many American college students in the 1960s are marching in protests, using hallucinogenic drugs, and practicing free love, Hannah Latham, the daughter of a famous radical father and a painter mother, wants nothing more than to marry her doctor boyfriend and raise a family in a small town. Hannah gets her wish and settles in rural Maine with her husband, Dan, and their baby son, but she soon finds herself bored and isolated. One night an old acquaintance shows up at Hannah’s door . . . and she makes a decision that will force her into breaking the law and will change her life forever.

Over the next three decades, Hannah’s transgression remains a deeply buried secret, until a frightening incident involving her daughter, Lizzie, suddenly brings the past to light. As Hannah’s life spins out of control, she is faced with the possibility of losing everything—and everyone—she has ever loved.


QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. How does Kennedy build suspense during the first part of the novel? Were you drawn into the story quickly?

    2. How did Hannah’s forced apology to her mother after their argument at Thanksgiving foreshadow future events in the novel?

    3. When Hannah is campaigning for McGovern, she runs into a postman who tells her that “everyone’s a crook.” When she shares the story with Margy, Hannah says, “What else do we have except our integrity?”. Discuss the theme of integrity in the novel. Is Hannah right? What is the relationship between integrity and truth?

    4. When Hannah and Dan fight shortly before they conceive Jeff, Hannah tells Dan to give himself “an A-plus for having the most monumental ego”. Years later, Hannah tells Margy, “[Dan’s] a surgeon—of course he has an ego. The thing is, he always kept it under wraps. Until now—when I finally gave him the excuse to use it against me”. Did Hannah’s perception of Dan change, or did she just not allow herself to see him as he was? Do you think she was ever truly happy with Dan or did she make herself believe that she was?

    5. When Hannah is with Toby, she has a fleeting thought: “Why isn’t this man my husband? With that thought came a split-second reverie of a life with Toby . . . the fantastic conversations, the fantastic sex, the mutual respect, the sense of shared destiny . . . ”. Do you think Toby was completely tricking Hannah from the beginning or was he at all sincere? Why do you think she falls for him so easily?

    6. When Toby’s book is published, why do people seem to be more accepting of his crime than they are of Hannah’s alleged crime? What does this say about the way men and women are perceived by society?

    7. Discuss the relationship between Hannah and her father. While he is the catalyst for the event that nearly ruins Hannah’s life, he is also her biggest supporter and loves her unconditionally. Did you agree with her decision to mend her relationship with him? What did you think about him as a character?

    8. Throughout the novel, people remind Hannah to stop beating herself up so much. Why is she so hard on herself? Why are people often harder on themselves than they are on others?

    9. What does Hannah’s experience after her secret is revealed to the public say about group-think mentality? Is it a comment on small-town life? What does the incident say about the nature of the media?

    10. After Toby’s appearance on The Jose Julia Show, a New York Times columnist writes: “The fact . . . that so many conservative pundits and religious fellow travelers took Tobias Judson’s story as the gospel truth . . . shows a fundamental lack of critical discernment, and a belief that, so long as someone professes their Christian faith, they must be telling the truth”. What do you think about this passage? Does it relate to any particular current events in the news?

    11  What is ironic about the progression of Hannah’s mother’s health?

    12. Did you sympathize at all with Dan? Could you see where he was coming from at all, even if you didn’t sympathize with him?

    13. Were you surprised by the outcome of Lizzie’s disappearance? If the necklace found by the police was hers, how might it have ended up where it did?

    14. What did you think about Hannah’s decision at the end of the book? How do you think she evolved over the course of the novel? Did you like her as a narrator? Was there more that you wanted to learn about her?

    15. If you’ve read other books by Douglas Kennedy, how did you think this one compared to his others? Are there other writers he is similar to? What do you think about his writing style?

    16. Discuss any interesting quotes or passages you highlighted while reading the novel. What are some of the themes that resonated most strongly with you?


ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB

1. In honor of Hannah and her father’s reverence for Paris, host a potluck supper with French dishes. Take a look at http://allrecipes.com/Recipes/World-Cuisine/Europe/France/Main.aspx or www.ffcook.com, or browse your local bookstore for French cookbooks.

    2. Listen to some classic sixties protest music by artists such as Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, Pete Seeger, Woody Guthrie, and John Lennon. Make a mix CD of your favorites to listen to during your book club meeting.

    3. Read a 2007 interview with Douglas Kennedy in which he discusses his background and his close ties with France: www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/interview-american-writer-douglas-kennedy-on-the-kennedy-theory-of-human-behaviour-454073.html. Or learn more about the author at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_Kennedy_(writer).


A CONVERSATION WITH DOUGLAS KENNEDY

What are some of the most important elements you hope that people take away from State of the Union? How has its relevance increased over the years since it was first published?

This might be the most American of my novels, as the subject is the United States during the radical ferment of the 1960s and the same country in the post-9/11 world. It’s about left-wing extremism back then and the evangelical conservatism of the past decade and how the entire political debate has shifted in our country. But it is also a novel that examines the life of a woman who marries the wrong man as an act of rebellion against her parents—and finds herself trapped in a life she never wanted. The fact that this act of rebellion is an act of conservatism is one of the novel’s many ironies. But then, frustrated by her marriage, she makes an error of judgment that comes back to haunt her decades later. In many ways this is a novel that looks at the frontier between the private and the public in life, the huge gulf that can exist between parents and children (even if the parent has tried to do everything right), and the way you can never really shake yourself free of the past. But it is also a morality tale for our times, and one that looks at the way, in the relentless world of the twenty-four-hour news cycle, political dialogue in this country has become so shrill, so Manichean, and so vindictive.

What did you most enjoy about writing this novel? Which parts were the most difficult?

It was fascinating for me to revisit the 1960s and to remember (I was thirteen in 1968) the immense, edgy complexity of that time and the way it was both a period of personal liberation and communal upheaval, in which all societal strictures and values were challenged. And I was able to examine the way that conservative thought in the postsixties world has largely been a profound backlash against that period of radical turmoil. At heart, it’s also a novel about family and postulates a difficult idea: You can do everything right for your children, and they can still end up being strangers to you.

State of the Union was originally published in the UK and France in 2005. Along with several of your other novels it is now being published in the United States. You make your home in all three of these countries. Why do you think your work resonates so strongly in these different cultures?

The French, bless them, seem to adore the fact that I write big novels that have a nineteenth-century sweep to them but also aren’t afraid to grapple with large, existential concerns. The British appear to like the fact that I am one of those novelists who is both literary and popular—and, as such, writes the sort of novels that keep you reading well into the night but also talk up to the reader. I hope my emerging American readership will also see that I am a most serious writer who happens to like making you turn the page and whose novels all engage with the question: What does it mean to be an American?

You’re particularly popular in France and have been called “the most French and the most popular of American authors.” What do you think makes you the “most French”? What do you love about France?

Well, I do speak French fluently! I think the French adopted me because my novels are so rooted in day-to-day life and ask all the big questions about how we entrap ourselves in lives we so often don’t want. The modern French novel has always been a theater of ideas—short on plot, big on philosophic musings, and always screaming to the world, “This is art!” My view of the novel goes back to Balzac and the Flaubert of Madame Bovary—the social novel that speaks volumes about the way we live now and isn’t afraid to engage with that huge concern: Why is happiness such a great, difficult pursuit?

What are you currently writing? Do you know what your next book will be about before you’ve finished the one you’re working on?

I’ve just finished my new novel, The Moment, which is a love story set in Berlin during the mid-1980s, when the city was a divided one. The first draft was a two-year venture, and I must say I am very pleased with it. And, yes, I always begin to think about the next novel as I finish work on the previous one. How—and why—ideas arrive at this juncture of the creative process baffles me. But it’s how it happens, and after ten novels I’m not going to question it.

Your books seem to cross many genres. How do you describe your work? Is it impossible to categorize?

I’ve never written the same novel. I’ve never tried to replicate any success from the past. I’ve always set a new challenge for me with every book. If there is a unifying idea behind all ten of my novels, it’s the belief in the primacy of narrative and creating stories that are a reflection of the modern anxieties with which we all grapple.

Who are some of your all-time favorite writers? Do you admire the work of any of your contemporaries?

Besides Balzac and Flaubert, I bend the knee in the direction of Dickens, Trollope, Graham Greene, Richard Yates—writers who were so engaged with their moments in time. As for my contemporaries, I greatly admire Ian McEwan and Richard Russo and Richard Ford and Lorrie Moore and Colum McCann—writers who also engage so brilliantly with the way we live now.

What are you currently reading?

Intriguingly—given the subject of this novel—I’m reading Nixonland, by Rick Perlstein, which is a brilliant analysis of the creation of the culture wars that so dominate our national life now. It is the best sort of historical text—brilliantly written, brilliantly argued, and so eye-opening.

How do you enjoy spending your time when you’re not working?

I live between London, Paris, Berlin, and Maine, so I travel a great deal. I am also a culture vulture and am constantly at the theater, the concert hall, the cinema. Curiosity is an underrated virtue—and an essential component of an interesting life.

Your novels The Big Picture and The Woman in the Fifth have recently been made into films. How involved were you with these projects?

I wrote the screenplay for The Woman in the Fifth—and then stayed out of the entire filmmaking process. I read the screenplay to the French film version of The Big Picture—and then stayed out of the entire filmmaking process. I have yet to see the film of The Woman in the Fifth, but the film version of The Big Picture is just superb. The cinema is like the casino—the house odds are against you, but occasionally you get lucky and a talented director does something wonderful with one of your novels. But if the film is a dog, there are two compensations: (1) you cashed the check; and (2) you will always have your novel.

Do you have a favorite of your own novels? Do you ever go back and reread your own work?

I don’t have a favorite child, so I also don’t have a favorite novel. And the only time I reread my books is if I am adapting one of them for the cinema. Otherwise I am always preoccupied with the next novel—which is the only way to live as a writer.
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