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It isn’t until several days after the accident that Lottie lets herself—makes herself—think about it. Think about how it was for all of them, for Cameron and Elizabeth, and for Jessica.

What she imagines is that Cameron must have been certain, right up until the moment he turned the car into the driveway, that he could get control again, that he could win Elizabeth back. She imagines him—her brother—shut up alone in the dark car, driving much too fast across the city, his whole intention bent toward Elizabeth, that terrible, lost, pumping sensation of pure will feeding on itself. Lottie has felt it too, she knows all those feelings: someone has told you it’s over, but you can’t begin to believe that, you simply want it too much. You’re like a child in this: what you believe in, all you can believe in, is what you want.

Probably Cameron has barely noticed anything on the way over. Probably he doesn’t even realize, really, that it’s raining. No, he’s living only in the moment he knows is coming, the moment when he’ll claim Elizabeth, the moment when she’ll turn to him and say yes. Because she has to say yes, he’s sure she will. He can see her face, lifting, her mouth making the word.

Now Lottie pictures Elizabeth, the woman he’s in love with. Lottie knows this about her: that she’s just called Cameron. She’s told him she’s not coming over this evening, as they have planned. That she’s not ever coming over again. Her husband has arrived from the Midwest, and he wants her back. She says something like she’ll “remember forever this wonderful summer” with Cameron—oh yes! Elizabeth is quite capable of this kind of melodrama too—but now it’s done. It has to be done.

They argue on the telephone. Cameron is unbelieving, unyielding, and this makes Elizabeth angry. Who does he think he is, after all? Her voice rises as she speaks, it’s suddenly sharp and has an ugly edge. But maybe she hears this herself, maybe she lowers it, makes it sympathetic again. She must have gone to the back hallway or to the room that had been her father’s study to make this call, and maybe now she’s worried that her mother or her husband might have heard her raise her voice, might come down the hall or up the stairs to see what’s wrong, why she sounds so angry. For just these few moments, then, maybe she’s not focusing on Cameron, she’s not being careful enough, not managing him well enough, not really listening to him; and so she’s surprised, surprised and appalled, when he finishes talking and then says, “I’m coming over there now, Elizabeth.” And hangs up.

She would have been frozen, Lottie thinks. For perhaps thirty seconds she might have stood there—Lottie sees her at her father’s neat desk—looking out at the rain. The humming phone is still in her hand. The window must be shut, and the wind-driven rain hits the glass in long, particulate slaps. What is she going to do?

She sets the telephone down in its cradle, and what Lottie imagines for her, knowing Elizabeth as she does, is that the thrill of panic she feels is mixed with a peculiar joy. After all, she is at the center of this drama. Her husband has arrived unexpectedly this afternoon to claim her, and now her lover is coming over to make his claim too. Lottie suspects she might allow herself to feel it too, for a few seconds anyway—why wouldn’t she?—the excitement of the most important role, the pleasure in being loved too much, by too many people.

Of course for Elizabeth there’s no doubt or hesitation about which claim to honor. With her husband she has three children, a big house that looks out over a wooded pond, a life of mundane and compelling complications. With Cameron she has had an affair, a reenactment of her youth. For half of this airless, hot Cambridge summer, a summer of record rainfalls on the East Coast, they’ve pretended to be seventeen or twenty-two again, while Lottie has looked on, has been their witness—sometimes their excuse. She knows many oj the details. Elizabeth has told her. They’ve sat in Cameron’s car with rain drumming on the metal roof, the windows fogged, and talked and touched each other yearningly. They’ve sneaked out of Elizabeth’s house at dawn after making love all night. They’ve taken long walks in the dark, stopping often on the brick-humped sidewalks to kiss. They’ve waked each other in the middle of the night with phone calls, with pebbles thrown against a screen just to tell each other again, I love you, I love you. They’re both middle-aged now, but they haven’t been able to invent other words, or more adult behavior.

And just as he did when he was younger, Cameron has believed in it, believed in it with the same conviction that’s driving him now, gray-haired, slender and intense and worried-looking in his beat-up car, past the littered empty sidewalks near his apartment in the South End, across the rain-scoured streets in the Back Bay, along the blackened river, through Harvard Square, and back to the street in Cambridge they all grew up on, Lottie and Cameron on one side, Elizabeth on the other: the street Elizabeth has returned to this summer in flight from what seemed, until that afternoon, a ruined marriage.

Now Elizabeth goes out of the study, flicking the light off behind her. Lottie imagines her standing for a moment in the carpeted part of the upstairs hall. Perhaps her children are playing below. Yes, Elizabeth can hear that her daughter, the youngest, is too wound up, excited by her father’s sudden appearance, confused and delighted that they seem to be a family again, that he’s going to take them all back to Minnesota. Elizabeth stands very still and listens to the girl’s shrill voice calling to her father to come see, come see. Elizabeth’s husband is talking, in the kitchen, it seems, with Elizabeth’s mother. He calls out to his daughter that he’ll come in a minute. Maybe he sounds a little irritated at being interrupted, and maybe in the slight constriction that this would give to his voice, Elizabeth hears the reality of her marriage announcing itself, she hears the possibility of dailiness, of a life with only smaller joys, smaller heartbreaks. The life we all want more, finally, Lottie thinks, than the life we dream of at seventeen, or twenty-two.

And here it is, this is the way Lottie imagines Elizabeth setting it in motion, the unwinding of the event that will change so many things. She turns right, away from the wide hallway among the family’s bedrooms, to the narrower back hall, where the floor is exposed, worn wood. She goes to the end of this hall, past the maid’s tiny bathroom and a utility room, and knocks on the door to the room where the baby-sitter lives. Jessica.

And Jessica, who has been writing a letter to a college friend and drinking vodka bought with a fake ID, quickly caps the bottle and shoves it under the bed, then gets up and comes to the door.

As soon as she opens it, Elizabeth steps in past her, already talking, fast. Lottie has often seen Elizabeth like this: nervous, charming, confidential. She knows how to make people feel good, feel eager to be included, to be part of whatever the plan is.

The plan is that Jessica will intercept Cameron. She will wait for him outside, under the porte cochere; she will convince him that Elizabeth is not home, that she has left the house with her husband in order to avoid him. And that he must not come in and disturb the children, who are already very confused and upset.

“Oh, anything like that, Jessica,” Elizabeth says. “I know you’ll handle it brilliantly.” Perhaps she’s sitting on Jessica’s bed now, and perhaps while she’s been speaking, telling her story, her fingers have been alternately pulling at the loose threads in the faded blue bedspread and tearing at each other. Lottie sees a tiny bright dot of blood blooming next to one of her polished nails.

“The important part is, don’t let him in. Take him out for coffee. Give him a shoulder to cry on. God, flirt with him if you want to. You have my permission. Whatever it takes.” Elizabeth leans forward and lowers her voice. She’s frowning now, and serious. “Cameron is a dear, dear person. You know that. But this is real life, and he must not be allowed to fuck. This. Up.” She sits back and smiles again, her quick, electrically warm smile.

And pretty Jessica smiles back, the wide smile Lottie can remember only vaguely. “Got it,” she says. She’s been enunciating with a drunk person’s exaggerated precision throughout this conversation, but Elizabeth hasn’t noticed.

“Fantastic. Fantastic. But quickly now, dear heart, or I’m lost.” They rise almost simultaneously. Elizabeth opens the door, and Jessica goes out past her.

“I’ll stay up here a few minutes,” Elizabeth says. She steps out into the hallway after Jessica. “Just tell them you’re going to meet a friend, if they ask,” she calls softly to Jessica’s back from the doorway.

Jessica turns, her long dark hair swings, her smile at Elizabeth is conspiratorial and radiant, she’s so pleased to be included, to help. And then she disappears around the corner, Elizabeth hears her muffled, quick feet move down the carpeted stairs. She hears, after a minute, the dulled thump of the heavy door to the porte cochere closing softly. She stands in the back hallway for a moment listening to the life that she can’t, quite yet, relax into—the children, the alternating adult voices, the peaceful, ordinary clatter of dishes being rinsed down in the kitchen—and then she goes to her bedroom, at the front of the house.

Under the porte cochere, the light is off. Jessica has turned it off just before she stepped outside, wanting to take no chance that one of the family will look out and wonder what she’s doing, standing here in her slicker, huddled against the wall, her long tanned legs bare below the black vinyl. She stands for some minutes under the porte cochere, and what Lottie imagines for her is that she takes it all in, the lush racket of rain on the leaves, the benevolent thickness of the heavy wet air, the complicated, rich mixed odor of water and earth. Imagines she stands and breathes deeply, that she slides the hood to her parka back to feel the air on her face and neck. Imagines that these moments are full of sensation, of life, for Jessica—the consciousness of all there is to feel and smell and see.

But now it seems that Jessica starts to worry that if Cameron drives up as far as the porte cochere, someone inside will hear the car, or see it. Or maybe she doesn’t really know what she’s doing, or why; she’s drunk a lot of the vodka, after all. Or perhaps, filled with the very pleasure it seems she might be feeling, she wants to be out in the rain, to let it fall on her face. At any rate, she steps out now from under the sheltering roof and begins to walk down the long driveway toward the dark, deserted street.

But about a third of the way down, she stops. She stops, she takes her shoes off—they are little flats, almost ballet slippers, hardly shoes at all—and she steps up onto the wet lawn. And she’s there, Lottie pictures her twirling slowly around there, in her bare feet on the grass, when Cameron turns the car into the driveway.

What he sees—all he would have seen at first—are his headlights raking the hedge on the other side of the driveway, and then the glowing windows on the second floor in Elizabeth’s room, their light amplified and diffused in the rain. Lottie imagines him hunched forward over the steering wheel, keeping those windows in view, watching for the shadow he loves to move across them.

His own car windows are closed. There’s the noise of the engine and of the rain, and he doesn’t hear Jessica call him. He doesn’t see her either, until she steps in front of the car. Until he feels, and then hears—it seems a heartbeat later—the dull, heavy sound of her body hitting metal. How quickly then she’s in and out of his headlights! floating up somehow, up and back, with a startled, almost pleased expression on her face.

As he brakes, he’s honking the horn. And he sits there in the car after he’s come to a stop, honking the horn for perhaps thirty seconds, as though this could change something. He knew she was dead. It’s just that somehow he almost imagined he could go back to the moment before he knew that. If he’d seen her in time, this is what he would have done, honked. She would have stepped neatly back onto the wet grass. Everything would have been the way it was.

And then he opens the door and gets out to go and see what it is he has done for love.




Part One




Chapter 1



Down the street, at the unfashionable end of the block, where the houses are suddenly smaller and clustered close together on their narrow rectangular plots, Lottie hears the honking; but she pays no real attention to it. She has opened some of the windows earlier, when it started to rain again, in order to feed her mood on the steady disconsolate noise, and that’s what she’s busy listening to. That, and the radio. The jazz station is featuring Billie Holiday with one suicidally masochistic song after another, and Lottie is singing along. She’s had too much to drink too, as it happens, and she’s taken up with one of those mindless tasks that leave you feeling empty-headed while you are also utterly absorbed in a kind of pseudo thought: she’s hauled all the pieces of kitchen equipment out from her mother’s nicked and battered cabinets, all the old dented, unmatched pots and pans and cookie tins and dishes, and she’s sitting among them on the worn linoleum, trying to decide which is worth keeping—for herself or her brother, Cameron, or the Salvation Army—and which should be thrown away.

She’s an odd sight, though there’s no one there to look at her—a small, slender, middle-aged woman with a mass of curling dark hair just beginning to be peppered with white, sitting on the floor of the shabby kitchen in the cold fluorescent light of the circular overhead fixture. Her legs and bare feet are sticking straight out from under the very expensive gray satin nightgown her husband gave her as a wedding present. One by one she lifts the worn and obsolete utensils, gazes at each with frowning, drunken concern, and then places it carefully in what she has concluded is the appropriate pile.

This is part of her job for the summer, assigned to her by Cameron and willingly accepted. They’re getting their mother’s house ready to sell. Cameron had to put the old woman in a nursing home the winter before. She’d gotten more and more creepy and dotty as she moved into old age, and it was clear he had no choice when she was found for the second time meandering on Mass Ave wearing only a slip and her frayed pink mules.

At first he and Lottie had agreed to try to hold on to the house for a while; the mortgage had been paid off years earlier, and there were roomers living in it who provided a little income each month. But through the spring, Cameron—the one who lives in Boston, the one who has to do everything—has found it more trouble than it’s worth. Two of the roomers began to complain that the third had a woman living with him now but wasn’t paying any more rent. This wasn’t fair, and they wanted something done about it. Many urgent messages about this accumulated on Cameron’s amswering machine. Then the toilet in the second-floor bathroom sprang a leak. By the time anyone noticed or called Cameron, the ceiling below was stained and puckered and had to be fixed.

What’s more, the nursing home he’s found for their mother is expensive, too expensive, really. He called Lottie a few months earlier in Chicago and suggested maybe it was time to sell the house. Prices in Cambridge, even for houses in the kind of shape their mother’s is in, have skyrocketed over the past few years, and he told her he thought they might get enough for it so that the interest would pay the nursing home fees. By phone Lottie agreed. And she agreed to come and take charge of clearing their mother’s things out over the summer. He could have asked her to do almost anything and she would have agreed. Lottie hasn’t had much to do with her mother since she was in her mid-twenties, For Love and she’s guiltily aware that it’s Cameron’s inexplicable loyalty to the old woman that has made this possible.

The fact is, though, that Lottie could do this particular chore anytime. Tomorrow, the next day; the rest of her life. “Love is just like a faucet,” she sings with the radio. “It turns off and on.” Oh, isn’t it true. The reason she’s doing it tonight, sorting through utensils and dishes—and drinking and singing—is in order to avoid thinking about just that, about the rest of her life. Her marriage, barely begun, is in trouble. Is over, is what she thinks. “It seems to me we have decided,” she says aloud now, and then she sets the rusted eggbeater in the pile of things to be thrown out. She sips from a little jelly jar filled with white wine. She sets it back down on the floor and then listens a moment as the driven rain splashes and drips outside the rusted screens—and in the distance, a car honks and honks. “It seems to me I have decided,” she corrects herself: her head nods in a schoolmarm’s exaggerated insistence on precision, her hand rises and rests on her bosom.



She hadn’t meant to get drunk. It was the chance result of her long, odd day. At a little after one o’clock, hours before Cameron made his drive across the city through the rainy dark, she was sitting with her son, Ryan, at the kitchen table, eating the pasta salad she’d fixed them for lunch, when she felt a portion of one of her back teeth—an artificial portion, it would turn out—gently slide away from the rest of it. This has happened to her sometimes in nightmares, this and hair loss by the handful, and she had an instant sense of mortal foreboding. “Damn it!” she said out loud. She began to shift the food around in her mouth with her tongue, selectively and carefully swallowing until she could extract the renegade piece. Little bits of it were crumbling off already; she could feel them between her other teeth.

“What? What’s wrong?” Ryan asked.

“My tooth,” she said, holding up a finger that told him to wait a minute, he’d see.

He started to eat again as he watched her, a steady in-shoveling that was the result of his morning’s work. He was just back from a junior year abroad in England, and he was helping on the house for the summer—mostly scraping and painting and minor repair. He was tall and blond, and he didn’t look anything like Lottie—except that right now they were both wearing paint-splotched work clothes and that the exposed flesh of their arms and faces was similarly freckled here and there with Benjamin Moore’s semi-gloss Birch White. They’d been painting the trim in the stairwell.

Lottie finally extracted a sizable silver nugget. She set it by her plate and stared at it gloomily. Her tongue swung over the rough socket left behind, and she felt a little jolt of pain shoot skullward. “God, I’m going to pay for this,” she said aloud. “I’m going to be so very sorry this happened.”

Ryan made a sympathetic noise but went on eating. Others can never understand our pain, particularly dental pain. Where had she read this? It didn’t matter. She knew it to be true.

Lottie cleared her place and went upstairs to the room that had been her mother’s, the room she had been sleeping in while she worked on the house this summer. She sat for a moment on the bed, looking at her feet, encased in the paint-flecked old running shoes she wore to work in. She felt almost teary. She would gladly have lain back and fallen into forgetful sleep.

There was no reason why this—the tooth—should be so upsetting to her, she told herself.

But it was. Of course it was. Lottie was someone who believed in health. She’d had cancer seven years before. Mostly a bad scare: the doctor was sure they’d gotten it all. But now she took good care of herself. She ate carefully, she ran daily.

She had bad teeth, though, terrible teeth, and from time to time they reminded her of all she could not now control, of all the things that had been out of control in her past—dental care among them. She animated her teeth in her imagination sometimes, she thought of them as acting willfully on her. A set of bogeymen, half of them man-made at this point.

What’s more, Lottie was upset anyway. She’d barely been holding herself together since her husband’s visit the weekend before. He’d flown out from Chicago and stayed for two days, and by the end of the time it was clear that nothing had changed. They’d fought just before he left, and neither had called the other since. Lottie assumed his reason was the same as her own—that there was nothing she could say that wouldn’t lead to another argument.

And now this. Then she laughed out loud at herself: yes, first my marriage goes, and now my tooth. She reached for the telephone. She called Elizabeth’s house—Elizabeth, whom Cameron was in love with—and got Elizabeth’s elderly mother, Emily, who fussed and clucked and gave her the name of the family dentist on Mass Ave. The receptionist there said to come over, they’d fit her in. Lottie changed her clothes and washed the paint off her skin. She brushed her teeth carefully, so the dentist would believe she had good hygiene, that this was something unfortunate that had happened to her, rather than something she was in any sense responsible for. She reapplied her makeup. On her way out, she stopped in the kitchen. Ryan was doing the dishes. He’d cleared his place.

“I’m headed for the dentist, honey,” she told him. “I’ll be back sometime later. They said they’d fit me in between his other patients, so I’m not sure how long it’ll take. I have a feeling I’m going to have read a lot of People magazines before you see me again.”

“I hope I’m able to recognize you,” he said.

It was raining out, a slow, soft rain at this point in the day, and when Lottie unfurled and opened the umbrella on the front porch, she saw that three of the spokes now stuck nakedly out from the fluttering fabric. Last time she’d used it, only one had. She sighed and stepped down the stairs into the gentle drizzle.

The dentist was a small, grave man with sparse hair combed carefully over the top of his shining head. He was appalled by Lottie’s mouth; they always were. Most of the early work had been done at a cut rate in her impoverished childhood by dental students learning the trade at Tufts University. Lottie didn’t bother to explain this; some part of her didn’t wish to give the dentist the satisfaction of knowing what this suggested about her life. Instead she told him that she’d heard this many times before, that she’d never encountered a more competitive profession than dentistry.

When the dentist poked in the base of the tooth that had lost the filling, Lottie gasped. He said this would be a little more complicated than he’d originally thought, and sent her back to the waiting room until he had a longer gap between patients.

Lottie sat watching the gray rain fall on the shining cars, on the people moving from shop to shop along Mass Ave. She listened to the soft rock flowing gently from a speaker in the ceiling and thought of the dental clinic. God, where had it been? She couldn’t even remember. Many subway stops, changing lines in the grimy, old-fashioned stations, the narrow escalators with slotted, sloping wooden steps. And then, once there, you waited and waited under the flickering lights with all the other mendicants, hoping you’d get someone who had some minimal competence, who didn’t actually seem to like to inflict pain.

Mendicants. Lottie had used the very word in telling the tale more than once, making an amusing, exaggerated story of her life. Today it seemed grimly pathetic. It seemed true. She felt sorry for that girl-Lottie, that Charlotte, who traveled across the city alone to have her terrible mouth fixed in a way that dentists for years to come would shake their heads over.

Late in the afternoon, she stepped out into the rain again and began a slow walk back to her mother’s house. Her mouth was benumbed and it tasted of peppermint, yet it still ached. Exactly the way she felt about Jack, she mused. Numbed, yet still in pain. She was glad for the numbness for the time being, though she wondered when it would hit her—the full sense that it was over, that there didn’t seem to be a way for them to stay together. And then she pushed that thought, all these thoughts, aside.

Lottie subscribed to denial, the best defense, she said. She often claimed it was how she’d survived her childhood. And there was a way in which she was proud of rolling so smoothly through the days since Jack had been here, proud of how little anyone might have guessed of the pain she was pushing under. But she had also pushed under, with far less consciousness of feeling it, the sense of having had a close call with this marriage, the tentative pulse of relief that it might now be over. She’d pushed under the odd excitement about the blank slate that waited once she’d taken the last, final steps of extricating herself. Now, too, she had a glimmer of this; but she quickly thought instead of Ryan, of how much he might or might not have understood of what was going on. Not a lot, she suspected. And she was determined to hold it all together until he went back to college, so that he wouldn’t have to witness the terrible details: the packing, the silence. Or, worse, the chilly politeness.

And what then? Whatever. Whatever came next.

Lottie started down the hilly street she’d grown up on, past the bigger, fancier houses where her childhood friends had lived. It was deserted today, in the steady rain. In the distance, though, she could hear children somewhere yelling—soaked, no doubt, and wilder and noisier on that account. Her eyes swept the houses. How many streets in Cambridge were like this, she thought. Streets where at one end lived the children of Harvard faculty, or lawyers or doctors; and at the other end—where the houses had peeling paint and wobbly wrought-iron railings on their porches, where ornamentation had fallen off, leaving black holes like so many missing teeth—you had the children of janitors, or state employees; or, like her father, criminals.

Abruptly Lottie remembered that counting game, “Rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief . . .” The way, when the kids chanted it in her presence, there’d be a peculiar pause before they got to “thief,” then a hard emphasis when they arrived; and she’d feel them watching her for a response. Early, she’d learned to keep her face perfectly blank; somehow the image in her own mind at the time was of Little Orphan Annie with her empty white saucer eyes.

My father, the thief. The criminal, she thought as she passed Elizabeth’s big Victorian house and looked over at it. She said the word aloud, and it came out “cwiminaw,” along with a little drool. She wiped her lip, swung her tongue over the smooth new filling. The dentist had said it was a tooth that would “bear watching.” Lottie had told him that she’d have her dentist at home check it when she saw him. Home, she thought. Wherever that was.

She heard the downstairs shower singing when she came inside. The shower singing and Ryan singing too, chanting some bit of rap in which “world control” rhymed with “soul.”

She flapped the umbrella and left it puddling in the front hall. She went upstairs to her bathroom, the bathroom she shared with the one remaining roomer in the house, Richard Lester. She shook her damp hair out and looked at her face. The skin at the corners of her mouth was red, raw, stretched-looking. What big hands you have, she’d wanted to say to the dentist. Her numbed lips drooped on one side.

More than once, Jack had said he loved her mouth. He’d told her he could sit across from her forever and watch her lips shape the words as she spoke. Forever. Fowevewr. She remembered how he’d looked when she’d driven away to come here to her mother’s house, standing in the dappled sun of the driveway with his old dog.

Ryan turned off the shower downstairs, and the pipes through the house thudded implosively. The dinner bell, Lottie thought. Make yourself useful. She put lipstick on her thickened and awkward mouth. She went downstairs, through the dining room, where her books and papers lay strewn across the table. Lottie was a writer. She had brought her work with her to her mother’s house; but she hadn’t gotten much done. The messy dining room nagged at her each time she passed through it.

In the kitchen, she pulled several different kinds of lettuce out of the refrigerator and began to fix a huge salad, using some cold leftover chicken, some pecans, some sliced pear. She was starving, she realized as she tore off pieces of the frilly green. She’d only managed a bite or two at lunch before her tooth crumbled apart.

Ryan came into the kitchen looking scrubbed and fresh, two bloody bits of toilet paper stuck on his face where he’d nicked himself shaving. He started to set the table while they talked together in the mild and aimless way they’d grown accustomed to this summer. Lottie put the salad on the table, and they sat down. But as soon as she started to chew, she bit her tongue and the inside of her cheek. Shocked tears rose in her eyes; abruptly she felt precariously near the real thing.

She got up, went to the refrigerator, and uncorked the wine. “Would you like some?” she asked Ryan, waving the bottle. “It appears I have to drink my dinner, since I can’t chew.”

“I don’t want wine, but I’ll take a beer, if you’ve got it,” he said.

She opened the refrigerator again and lifted out a brown bottle. She brought one of her mother’s larger glasses to the table for him, one that had a picture of Fred Flintstone on it. He carefully poured the beer out, explaining his technique for minimizing foam, learned in England. When he’d emptied the bottle, she held her glass up and they clinked their glasses together.

“To dental health,” he said.

“To fluowidation,” she answered, exaggerating the Elmer Fudd stuff.

She had two glasses of wine while he ate almost all of the salad she’d intended for both of them. Between bites he told her that he’d called his father that afternoon and put him and his wife on alert that he’d be coming for his summer visit within a couple of weeks.

“That sounds fine,” Lottie said. “Whatever you guys work out.”

Then, because it always made him a little uncomfortable to talk about his father with Lottie, he moved quickly on to a movie he’d seen the night before, and began to tell her the entire plot. At every pause, Lottie said pointedly, “I’d like to see it.”

“You should,” he’d say, and then, oblivious to nuance, he’d begin to describe the next episode. While this irritated her in one way, she also took such a simple, almost physical, pleasure in his enthusiasm, in his too loud voice, his laughter, that she didn’t want him to stop. She felt the wine hit her midway through the second glass, but finished it anyway. The hell with it.

After Ryan left, she poured herself the definitive third glass. She dumped out the remaining salad. She turned on the jazz program and started to sing while she washed the dishes. When she was done she sat down at the kitchen table. In spite of the rain, or perhaps because of it, she opened the window wider. A mist strained through the screen onto her face and bare arms. She looked around the room. It was small and old-fashioned, a dingy riot, if there could be such a thing, of fluorescence and plastic and linoleum. They weren’t going to do anything to it, as they hadn’t to the bathrooms: Cameron’s theory was that people always wanted to redo the kitchen and bathrooms anyway. With the painting of the stairwell done, she realized, they were finished inside. And when Ryan had finished the windows outside, it would be over—the job, the peculiar summer here. Nearly as soon as this thought crossed her mind, though, she began to think of the things—the odd, leftover chores—she still had to do. It was almost a kind of consolation, going over this list. Lottie sat at the table and reviewed it several times. A song ended; another one began. “Miss Brown to You”: the moment the clarinet started, she recognized it. She decided, abruptly, that she would begin tonight. Yes, she would clear out the kitchen cupboards.

She went upstairs to change back into work clothes. But once she was stripped down to underpants, standing in front of the tidy stacks of folded clothes along the freshly painted wall of her mother’s room—she’d sold the Depression-era bedroom set, the bed and bureau and night tables, the first week here—her eye fell on the gleaming strip of gray satin halfway down one pile, the nightgown Jack had given her those few months ago.

“Oh, wallow in it,” she said aloud. She bent over and slid the nightgown out. She pulled it on, let it shimmer down wetly over her breasts and hips. Then she went back to the bathroom to see what she could of how she looked in the mirror there. But Lottie was short, and the mirror was high on the wall; she saw her face, encircled by the wildly curling hair, her regular features, the large dark eyes. She saw her narrow shoulders, the sheen of fabric over her breasts, the glowing dot of each nipple. That was all.

She went downstairs, and while Billie sang, she pulled everything out of the lower cabinets onto the floor, settled herself amid the junk, and started.



And so it’s a little before ten when she hears the siren, its frantic cry choked off abruptly. Much too close, she thinks. She gets up and pads barefoot through the dining room, the hall, into the dark, almost bare living room. The furniture they’ve saved for the Salvation Army—so little of what was jammed into the house—is shoved against the windowless side wall of the room. She stands in the emptied bay of front windows and sees that the ambulance is stopped in the long driveway to Elizabeth’s house. Her hand rises to her mouth. There are people milling in and out of its headlights, there are sharp voices. Lottie’s quick thought is of Elizabeth’s mother, Emily, in her early seventies and overweight. Through the sound of the rain, she can hear a child crying hysterically. She hunches against the sticky, cold glass. She sees that Cameron’s car is hulked in the driveway, ahead of the ambulance.

For a moment Lottie considers getting her clothes on, going over. But while she is standing there, drunkenly weighing it, a police car drives up and squeals to a stop by the curb at the foot of Elizabeth’s driveway. The men get out and move quickly up the lawn. The blue light slices rhythmically through the driving rain. Somehow this gives everything a dimension that frightens Lottie, excludes her. She looks up and down the street. She can see a few neighbors at their windows, like her, and one little cluster of three or four people on a porch halfway up the block. All keeping their distance. Then she hears the sudden explosive whumps! of the ambulance’s doors slamming. She looks back quickly and sees it coming down the driveway and then turning sharply, driving away up the hill. Its wail starts again as it rounds the corner, and fades almost immediately behind the noise of the rain.

There’s still a knot of people standing under the porte cochere, but now they begin to move slowly into Elizabeth’s house. One of the men looks like Cameron, but Lottie isn’t sure of that. She feels a sense of her own helplessness, her uselessness. She thinks of Emily again, and shivers.

She goes upstairs to get a sweater. When she looks out the bedroom windows through the quivering black leaves, it seems that everyone is gone. She comes down again, crosses the hall, and steps out onto the wet front porch in her bare feet and nightgown. Someone has turned off the swirling light on top of the police car. Cameron’s car still sits two thirds of the way up the drive. It looks abandoned; the door on the driver’s side hangs open, and the interior light is on. Lottie feels peculiar, knowing that disaster has struck so close by but not having any sense of what form it has taken or of how her brother may be involved.

And then suddenly she feels called back again, as she has on and off the whole time she’s been in Cambridge, to herself as a girl. Herself—she feels almost dizzy with the sense of recollection—standing here in her nightgown, looking across the wide empty street at another mysterious drama unfolding at Elizabeth’s house. There comes the image of all the surfaces plumped and whitened under a sheen of snow, the memory of the way her feet felt then, bare and burning on the icy porch as she uselessly whispered to Cameron to come home—Cameron, who stood calling outside Elizabeth’s front door. He had sat down, finally, and huddled on Elizabeth’s stoop, an almost invisible dark lump, and Lottie went back inside her house and stood, frantically watching him with numbed fingers and feet, from the dark of the living room windows. He stayed there for so long that in the end Elizabeth’s father came outside with a topcoat on over his pajamas, and unfastened, jingling galoshes on his feet, and gently escorted him back down the street to Lottie.

She remembers another time, when Cam fell and broke his ankle climbing out Elizabeth’s window at night. In that case, too, it was Lottie who had to take charge, who had to comfort him and arrange for help, even though she couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen at the time. Their mother was home, of course, but she was up in bed, blanketed under a thick fog of booze.

Now a damp wind kisses Lottie’s face, flaps her nightgown around her legs. It seems to her that she’s had this same sense of watching for the entire summer. A sense of her own life stalled, halted, while everyone else’s—Elizabeth’s and Cameron’s, even Ryan’s—rushes forward with a violence and energy she can’t help being frightened of. Over and over she’s had the impulse to say to someone, “Maybe you shouldn’t . . .” “Do you think you ought to . . . ?” It’s made her feel elderly, elderly and pinched.

Standing on the porch now, she’s vaguely aware of a vindictive pleasure rising in her at the idea of tragedy striking so close to Elizabeth and her brother: That’s what you get. The thought is gone almost before she lets herself feel it, dismissed by a startled pulse of shame that makes her suck her breath in, that widens her eyes in the dark. She shudders and pulls the sweater tighter around her. With her heart racing, she goes back inside. “To work, to work,” she says out loud. In the kitchen, she lowers herself to the floor again and looks absently at the ordered piles of junk. She picks up a rolling pin with a long swollen crack in it and sits motionless for some minutes, holding it, before she’s able to make a decision about it.

At around eleven, she hears the front door opening. She looks up in time to see fat Richard Lester, the one remaining roomer, pass by the open doorway of the dining room. He sees Lottie in the kitchen, too, but instantly averts his eyes, moving nearly sideways in a crablike haste not to have to take notice of her. Sometimes she calls out to him when he does this, cruelly trying to force him to acknowledge that they have seen each other, that they do live in the same house; tonight she lets him go. She hears his muffled, modest noises in the bathroom upstairs and then the silence that means he’s working at his desk or reading in bed. The bright line under his door often glows all night. He’s a graduate student in linguistics. He’s lived in Lottie’s mother’s house for eight years. In September he’ll move to some other rented room. In Somerville, he’s told Lottie sorrowfully one of the few times they’ve spoken, as though she were somehow to blame for this fall from grace.

Lottie works for about another hour. There’s some crazy, drunken equation governing her behavior: since she can’t help over there, she can at least be useful here. Every now and then, though, she’s stopped completely by the image of Cam’s car in the driveway with its door hung open; or of the cold blue lights whirling and whirling in the rain.

At around midnight she closes the windows and goes upstairs to bed. She falls almost instantly into a heavy, boozy sleep, cradled by the sound of the rain. It’s close to two when she hears Ryan come in and go into the little bedroom on the first floor where she slept as a girl. The pipes hum and bang in the downstairs bathroom as the water goes on and off.

For a while Lottie lies in the musty dark listening to the silence on the street outside. Suddenly she realizes: the rain has stopped. She gets out of bed and raises the shade. Through the heavy cover of the leaves, she can see that the lights are all off at Elizabeth’s house now, and the door to Cameron’s car has been closed. Everything looks normal, except for the odd placement of the car—almost all the way up the drive, but not quite. This seems somehow more ominous to her than the ambulance earlier, or the blue lights.

She braces her feet and pulls slowly at the window; Ryan painted these windows only a few weeks ago, and they’re still a bit sticky when it’s damp outside. As it jerks open, she feels the cool rush of air moving her nightgown against her body, and she thinks of Jack, his touch. She lowers the shade partway and goes back to bed.

She lies awake for a long time. And then she sleeps, or thinks she sleeps. Very late, she hears Richard Lester get up and use the bathroom again, then his door shutting, the sharp click of his latch. She dreams Jack is there, moving with her through the bare, unencumbered rooms of her mother’s house. She can hear children somewhere crying, but they have nothing to do with her and Jack. Several times the breeze shakes the trees outside and leftover rain splatters against the house. The shade lifts and lightly whacks the window frame, the air moves across the room, and Lottie wakes partially at least once at its touch with a sense of deep pleasure in just being alive to feel it. And then she seems to remember that there’s trouble, that something has happened, something is wrong; but each time, this throught is folded into her pleasure—thickens and weights it—and she falls back heavily into animal sleep.




Chapter 2



It’s early the next morning when the telephone on the floor starts to ring, loudly. Lottie dangles one arm over the edge of the bed and pulls the receiver up. Elizabeth’s voice is tight, low, and almost whispering.

“Char,” she says. “It’s Elizabeth. Listen, you’ve got to move Cameron’s car.”

“I don’t have the keys.” Lottie licks her lips and leans up on one elbow. “Isn’t Cameron with you? Elizabeth, what happened? What’s wrong?”

“No, no he’s not here. Never mind. Can’t you get Ryan to help you push it? You’ve got to get it out of here.”

“Ryan’s asleep. But what’s wrong? Is it—”

“Can’t you get him up, for God’s sake? This is important.”
 
“Elizabeth—”

“Oh, Christ. I’ve got to get off. Do what you can. I’m begging, Char.” The phone goes dead.

For a few moments, Lottie stupidly continues to hold the receiver against her ear. Then she hangs it up and looks at the clock. Six-thirty. Her head is throbbing lightly. She remembers the ambulance last night, the strange scene in its headlights. What could it be, she wonders, for Elizabeth to be up so early? To be sounding so urgent.

She has swung her legs down now, and her feet rest on the bare, nicked floor; she threw away the worn carpet weeks ago. In the open rectangle under the window shade she can see sun on the leaves across the street. Her mother’s room is greenish and underwatery in the reflected light. They repainted the walls white when they redid the bedroom—as they did every other room in the house—and the only furniture they put back after the paint was dry was the box spring and mattress that Lottie is sitting on. There’s something beautiful in the bareness of the room, Lottie thinks now, in the play of shifting light over the blank surfaces. She remembers her dream suddenly: moving with Jack through the open, empty spaces. It was happy, she realizes. Odd, when the waking thought of him is so hurtful. She stands up. And now this thing with Elizabeth, whatever it is. “The old vale of tears,” she says out loud. That sounds to her like something W. C. Fields could have said, and she repeats it as she crosses the room, with his snide intonation.

She pulls on some jeans and finds a T-shirt in one of the piles against the wall, an old T-shirt of Ryan’s with the name of what she thinks must be a rock group on it, Worms in the Earth. She slides her feet into her flip-flops. In the bathroom she uses the toilet and brushes her teeth. Her jaw is tender under the temporary filling, and she thinks again of the dentist, of the long crazy day yesterday. She runs a hairbrush through her hair, then her fingers, fluffing it up. Down the creaking stairs with the intense smell of fresh paint, and across the empty front hall. She’s conscious of trying to move quietly. Richard Lester and Ryan, night owls both, routinely sleep late.

Outside, the air still carries the scent of last night’s rain. The light lies slantwise in a buttery yellow against the houses opposite, and on the huge, old trees. Lottie crosses the street, out of the shadows and into the sun’s warmth, and walks up the sloping, deserted sidewalk toward Elizabeth’s house. Then up the driveway. There’s no sign of life, no indication of whatever it was that might have happened the night before. Probably it was an ordinary accident, she thinks. Just a little pain. One of the children needed stitches, swallowed the wrong way, broke his arm. Not anything serious, surely, or Elizabeth would have said so. Not Elizabeth’s mother, not Emily.

She opens the door to Cameron’s car and lowers herself into it. The car smells of Cam—a bookish, leathery smell—and of its own old age. It’s a ’71 Volvo. The upholstery is worn to a kind of fleshy gray colorlessness on the driver’s seat, though the passenger side is still a faded pinkish red. She releases the emergency brake. Nothing happens, in spite of the long slope the car is sitting on. She opens the door and pushes her foot against the driveway’s rounded concrete edging. The car moves, slightly. She pushes again, then once more as it begins to roll very gradually backward down the drive. She shuts the door and turns quickly to steer. The car slows when it gets to the street, but Lottie cuts it sharply toward the gutter so that it’s heading downhill again. After a few long seconds when it seems it will come to a stop, the car’s momentum picks up ever so slightly.

Everyone on Elizabeth’s side of the street has the same kind of long driveway to pull into, so the curb is free and Lottie can roll the car backward down the street’s slight incline, choosing where she wants to park. She swings in nearly opposite her mother’s house and brakes sharply. The grayish scaling trunk of one of the huge sycamores that overarch the street rises outside the window on the passenger side. She imagines that its bulk will partially block the car from sight at Elizabeth’s house, if that’s the point. Is it the point?

For a moment she sits, looking over at her mother’s house. Ryan had pulled off the old fake-brick asphalt siding from the front of the house in his first week here. Then he sanded and patched the clapboards that had slowly weathered and darkened under it. They chose a light-beige paint, and as soon as he finished the front, the house looked more like the others on the street than it had in years.

In scale, it—like the two houses next to it in a tight row—is still completely different. Small, only two stories, without much ornamentation, all three seem like miniatures of the huge Victorians that dominate the rest of the block on both sides of the street. But Lottie remembers that when she was a child the house didn’t seem so out of place as it had more recently. Tackiness was rampant then; no one yet knew about good taste. In those years even some of the largest houses had been covered in the same asphalt siding hers and Cameron’s had, and perhaps a third were divided up into rooming houses or apartments for graduate students and young faculty. One of the stateliest houses on the street was then a nursing home, wrapped in coiling fire escapes, which the children dared each other to climb. And all the kids of the block, no matter which house they came from, played wildly together, up to a certain age unconscious of the differences between them, unknowing about how much it would matter that one’s father was imprisoned for fraud and embezzlement, and another’s was a distinguished professor of anthropology—like Elizabeth’s.

It occurs to Lottie now that maybe some of her failure to understand the differences among the families then was because when she first began to notice them, they seemed to work so strongly in her family’s favor. There was a kind of Brahmin, academic parsimony that dominated Elizabeth’s house, for instance—the Harbours. They used margarine instead of butter—disgusting, Lottie thought. Cheap, her mother had said. They never had food like hot dogs or packaged cakes and cookies. Their bread seemed dry and grainy, and sometimes something in it crunched in your teeth. Nothing that was supposed to be sweet—cookies or cocoa—was anywhere near sweet enough. And Elizabeth had to have piano and dance lessons, while Cameron and Lottie were left on their own to play, to do what they liked. The Harbour kids had chores they had to do, too, and a chart on the kitchen wall on which to check them off each day. At the time, this seemed a kind of lunatic slavery to Lottie; she couldn’t understand how they could have consented to it.

They didn’t have a television either, none of the academic families did, whereas Lottie and Cameron had one of the earliest ones, a fuzzy, small, glowing rectangle in a huge wood-veneer cabinet. One of Lottie’s few memories of her father—who was sent to prison when she was five—is of his hauling that TV in. Cameron had helped him, and they carefully uncrated it and arranged it directly in front of the fireplace. It was with a sense of great ceremony and pride that her father made them all sit down in front of it before he turned it on. And it seems to Lottie that after that moment, it was always on, always part of what was happening. Part, even, of the way she thought, of her dream life.

Later, before she began to take on boarders, Lottie’s mother sold off many things around the house. Her washing machine went, her mangier, the radio, the record player. She even gathered up all the books in the house—their fathers lawbooks too—loaded them into her wire shopping cart, and lugged them down in repeated trips to the Harvard Coop to see what she could get for them.

But there was never a question about the TV. It was as permanent a part of the living room as the fireplace itself. When the afternoon shows were on, sometimes nine or ten kids from up and down the street would crowd into the darkened room to watch Howdy Doody, or Hopalong Cassidy, or Tom Corbett—or, later, the Mickey Mouse Club. Lottie’s mother was always there too, smoking, drinking: beer usually; she didn’t start on the hard stuff until after dinner. And she seemed fully as absorbed in what was passing on the screen as the children did. Sometimes she’d get up during a commercial to do some more ironing or fiddle in the kitchen, but she always came back in and sat once more in the sagging armchair that faced the television. No one else ever sat in that chair.

Often she would wordlessly place a bowl of small candies—Mary Janes, still in their yellow wrappers, or malted milk balls—on the coffee table. She never cared about the number of kids in her house, as long as they were quiet; she never said they ought to be outside on a beautiful day like this, as Elizabeth’s mother did. Absentmindedly, she called everyone “dear.” “You’re so lucky,” the other kids would say. Lottie felt, then, only that she was. “Your mother’s so nice,” they said. And she was, nearly all the time.

Her anger, when it came, was quick and violent, and almost always directed at Cameron, so Lottie felt free to ignore it, to pretend it wasn’t part of her life or who her mother was. It wasn’t until much later, after she’d escaped, that she could afford to think about it; and then the shameful memories came flooding back: The time when her mother locked Cameron in his room overnight and she and Lottie had supper downstairs and talked about the kind of hairstyle that might work best on Lottie, just as if he weren’t upstairs hungry and scared, as if he were out at a friend’s house. The time when her mother was slapping Cameron, banging his head against the wall in the dining room and shouting, “What’s wrong with you! What’s wrong! with! you!”; while Lottie and Elizabeth sat in front of the television in the shadowy living room and watched those cute boys, Spin and Marty. When their eyes occasionally slid toward each other, Lottie smiled at Elizabeth, a smile meant to say: It’s nothing; it’ll be over soon. You don’t need to pay any attention to it.

Years later, Lottie wrote a story about her mother. She was taking a creative writing course, trying to accumulate credits for a college degree at night school while she worked in the day. She and her first husband had recently bought a television set because it seemed so important to follow the news of the Vietnam War; and somehow its steady drone in the daytime, the way they existed in front of it, not speaking to each other, brought her childhood memories intensely back to her. Late one night, in a concentrated burst of energy, she wrote the entire story out. It was very minimal, very depressing, and the point of it was, as Lottie remembers it now, that after she’s gone up to bed, the mother in the story can’t recall whether her children are still awake watching television or whether they, too, have gone to bed at some point—she confuses them with the characters in a program she’s been watching. But somehow she finally decides it doesn’t really matter; and then she sleeps.

Lottie showed it to her husband. He was impressed and pleased with her. Their marriage had been a rocky one from the start, and the story offered them a way to feel a momentary affection for each other. Lottie understood as they discussed it that he was excited also by this evidence that she had finally realized the inadequacy of her upbringing: when she’d met him, she still couldn’t see it clearly, she thought of it only as odd, a funny tale she could tell.

Of course, it seemed to Lottie that at first Derek liked the tale too. The crook, the drunk—it had all been exotic and therefore a little exciting to him. He’d grown up safe and solidly middle class in White Plains. But now it seemed the tale’s charms had faded. It seemed that what he wanted from her was credit for rescuing her from her life, and the story she wrote seemed the perfect expression of all this—both the content and the fact of her writing it. Her husband taught comparative literature, and most of what Lottie knew about fiction she’d learned from him.

He sent the story to a friend who edited a literary magazine, and they were both tremendously excited when it was taken. The story didn’t appear in print for almost a year after that, but when Lottie got her copies, she immediately sent one of them to her mother. Later she thought of this act as having been committed in a state of nearly willed unconsciousness of the pain it would cause her mother. All she allowed herself to feel at the time, though, was the sense of conviction that her mother would be proud of her accomplishment.

Her mother didn’t respond one way or another. The next time Lottie saw her, months later, on a trip east, she asked her what she’d thought of it.

She didn’t look at Lottie when she said, “Well, if anyone had accused you of being capable of writing such a thing, I’d have defended you to the death. ‘It couldn’t have been Charlotte,’ I’d have said. ‘This story’s too full of hate.’”

Lottie had tried to talk to her then about its being fiction, invented. She said she had thought her mother might be pleased. They were working side by side in the kitchen, doing dishes. Lottie had set the towel down, she’d turned to face her mother.

But her mother kept at her task, scrubbing, rinsing. “Pleased!” she cried. Harsh lines pulled in her neck. “How could you imagine such an idiotic thing! A girl of your intelligence! That I’d read an article that shows me up to be a careless drunk? And want to say it was well written? What can you be dreaming of?” When Lottie persisted, unwilling to acknowledge the point, her mother simply turned away and left the room, her wet hands leaving a trail of drops behind her.

Lottie and her mother were angry at each other for a long time after that, but they never spoke of it again. And even after Lottie understood what a mean story it was—understood that she had in fact intended it to be mean, intended the pain her mother had felt—she couldn’t find a way to talk about this to her mother. And she wasn’t sure it would make any difference anyway.

How strange it has been this summer, then, to step so directly back into this old universe, to poke slowly through her mother’s stuff, to put a value on the junk that cluttered her house, her life. Cam had wanted Lottie to sell everything at a yard sale, but she refused. She told him it was simply too much work and that they’d probably get as much benefit from donating anything of value to the Salvation Army. But the truth was she didn’t want the pathetic leavings of her mother’s life, the icons of her own early life, set out for strangers to paw through and comment on. And she’s been astonished and pained by the cheapness of everything, by its hopeless trashiness. The imitation Hummel figurines, smirking and badly painted. The grimed plastic fruit. The ancient, splitting squirrel coat. Every pair of shoes her mother had ever owned, it seems, some cracked, some dotted with blue mold. Graying underpants with sprung waists, bras with shot elastic. Stockings with mended runs. Drawers full of caked and dried-out ends of makeup. Little packets of carefully clipped, long-outdated coupons. Aspirin so ancient it crumbles to powder when Lottie shakes it out. Stacks of magazines: Ladies’ Home Journal, Family Circle, Woman’s Day. And empty bottles hidden everywhere, of course, like some bad joke about a drunk.

This was what it was, her childhood on this block. With the other, very different childhoods going on just steps away. She gets out of Cameron’s car and crosses the street slowly back to her house. Inside, after the freshness of the early morning air, she’s aware of the smell of the chemicals they’ve been using all summer—paint, polyurethane, turpentine. As she passes through the dining room to the kitchen, she stops to open each of the windows, shut yesterday against the rain.

In order to make coffee, she has to push aside some of the stuff she left out on the kitchen counter last night. While she waits for the water to boil, she tries to call Cameron. Maybe he can tell her what’s going on, what happened at Elizabeth’s. His answering machine cuts in after the fourth ring, and his voice says simply, “It’s Cameron Reed. I’m not home. Wait for the beep.”

Lottie leaves a short message, asking him to call her back. Then she goes into the kitchen and clears a corner of the table for Ryan, so there will be a place for him to have breakfast when he gets up. When the coffee is done, she takes a cup upstairs and sets it on the rim of the sink while she showers.

At home, Lottie always takes baths, long baths. She likes to read in the tub. But the tub here is a claw-foot model with the drain hole installed too low to allow it to fill deeply enough for comfort. And it is stained brown with mineral deposits, in themselves harmless enough but somehow, in light of all the roomers who have shared the tub over the years, who’ve cleaned or haven’t cleaned it after they used it, unwelcoming to Lottie. This is unreasonable, she knows. She’s had roomers in her apartment in her poverty-stricken years and never felt such suspicions about them. In her youth, she was a roomer herself, in a boardinghouse in Cambridge. She’s always been a good citizen, a scrupulous and lavish user of Comet or Ajax or whatever was provided. No doubt her mother’s roomers have been too. Richard Lester, for instance, with all the prescription bottles lining the medicine chest: would he have so many pills if he weren’t careful about his health? Doesn’t it argue that the tub is antiseptic?

It does, but that doesn’t matter. Here, Lottie showers, touching the embrowned porcelain with only the soles of her feet. This morning she soaps herself vigorously. Her elbows whack the circle of cracking plastic shower curtain suspended from the chrome ring above her. As she’s rinsing off, she remembers again the ambulance, the little helpless crowd of people left behind.

The betrayal in our bodies, she thinks, and her fingers rest for a moment on the white scar on her breast.

She imagines Elizabeth’s mother, her frightened, plump face. Touching her own body, she imagines for a moment—she can’t help it—Emily’s naked, fat body. She has seen women’s bodies in all shapes, all sizes, in the locker room at her health club. Almost all of them are pretty to Lottie. But Emily is too fat; something bad could have happened.

Surely not. Surely not, or Elizabeth would have said so on the telephone.

She steps out of the tub, she wipes the steamy mirror off and applies her makeup, sipping at the cooled coffee between foundation and eye shadow, mascara and lipstick. Then she pulls her clothes back on and takes the empty cup downstairs to the kitchen for a refill. It’s almost seven-thirty by the clock on the stovetop, the time by which the newspaper delivery is guaranteed. She goes outside to sit on the front porch steps and wait for it.

At the top of the sloping street, one of the neighbors is out bending and moving in her garden. Lottie can hear music somewhere, what she hopes is a child practicing the piano, the same uninflected phrases over and over. And here he comes, the paperboy, cresting the hill on his bike, then drifting down toward her. At each house where he has a delivery, he makes a slow elegant loop, standing on his pedal, and tosses the folded paper vaguely toward the intended porch. When he gets to Lottie’s house, he calls out, “Hey!” and rides up the walk to hand the paper to her. He’s perhaps thirteen. His face is puffy and sullen with sleep. His head has been shaved at some point recently, and his hair has just begun to grow in. It makes a nearly invisible sheen on his skull, like a thin layer of something metallic poured on.

“You must be glad the rain stopped in the night,” Lottie says, smiling at him.

“Yeah,” he answers soberly, lifting his bike between his legs and turning it and himself awkwardly in the walk. “Rain sucks.”
 
Lottie watches him wobble back down the walk and across the curb, then pick up speed again. When he finally turns the corner at the bottom of the block, she spreads the paper out on the porch next to her. Sipping her coffee, she scans the headlines and flips through the front section. Politics, mostly. Then she turns to sports to see how the Red Sox have done. She reads a long article about Wade Boggs. As she’s closing the section, her glance falls to the page often reserved for deaths, and she sees it: a photograph of Elizabeth’s au pair girl, Jessica—she recognizes her instantly—and the headline, STUDENT KILLED IN ACCIDENT.

The morning stops. She sets her coffee down. She reads it through.



Jessica Laver, a nineteen-year-old college student, was struck and killed last night in what police describe as a freak accident. Miss Laver, a student at Wellesley College, was in the driveway of the Cambridge home where she was working as a baby-sitter, when she was hit by a car driven by a friend of the family. “The car didn’t even hit her that hard,” said Sgt. Robert Benson of the Cambridge Police Department. “But there was a raised concrete edging to the driveway, and she was thrown back against that.” The driver of the car, Cameron Reed, 49, was taken in for questioning and released. Police said they did not think alcohol was a factor in the accident.

Miss Laver was a freshman at Wellesley College, her family said. She lived in Lexington and attended Lexington High School. Funeral arrangements are incomplete at this time.



Lottie sits for a moment and feels the gentle stir of the morning air.

This is it, then. Jessica.

Lottie had met her several times this summer, had sat through a cookout in Elizabeth’s backyard with her. And of course, Ryan had at one point slept with her, though Lottie understood nothing about how to think of that. She’d surprised them in her bed one night, and it is that image of Jessica that rose in her mind as she was reading through the article, that lingers with her now: the girl’s face, turning toward Lottie in the sudden light from the hall, frowning and confused, her long hair covering one shoulder. For a moment Lottie had seen her legs, elegant and tanned against the sheets, and her startlingly white buttocks; and then Ryan, in a show of what Lottie assumes was chivalry, threw the top sheet over her, and Lottie shut the door and stumbled back downstairs, out of the house. She was supposed to be visiting a friend on Cape Cod, but she had started out too late on a Friday afternoon; the traffic was already bumper to bumper. Then, when she heard on the radio that there was an accident on the Bourne Bridge, she decided to turn back, to wait until morning and start all over. She stopped in the square to eat and browse in a bookstore. She’d called her friend from the restaurant, but it hadn’t occurred to her to call Ryan.

So far as Lottie knows, Ryan didn’t take Jessica out again after that night, though Jessica telephoned him off and on for a few weeks. Lottie took the messages. “Could you have him call me?” “Did he get my other message? Could you tell him I’d like to talk to him?” Ryan’s face never changed when Lottie repeated her words to him.

And now she’s dead. Jessica. Not Ryan, Lottie thinks irrelevantly, and somehow feels a prideful comfort in the thought of him inside, asleep—as though she’s kept him safe. As though it is through some virtue of hers, or his, that he wasn’t the one in Elizabeth’s driveway. Lottie looks over again at Elizabeth’s house. She thinks of how it looked, the nightmare spotlights of the ambulance, the whirl of the blue police light, the child’s wail, the siren. Cam’s empty car in the driveway. The car, which had to be moved. Before the children woke up? Before Jessica’s parents came to get her things? The house looks serene, immaculate, like those you see in advertisements for life insurance, or cigarettes.

And Cam! Poor Cam, who was driving.
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