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			Praise for Lydia’s Party

			“Captivating . . . There is much to enjoy in Hawkins’s incisive observations. . . . You’ll like these women . . . [and] the story keeps you reading as it examines the gap between how we think we build our destinies . . . and how we actually build them.”

			—O, The Oprah Magazine

			“Lydia’s Party is a brilliant story, so perfectly told, the characters instantly recognizable and unforgettable, that they take up residence in one’s heart. It is destined to be a classic for this generation.”

			—Jo-Ann Mapson, author of Solomon’s Oak, Finding Casey, and Owen’s Daughter

			“With wit and insight Margaret Hawkins gives us a sharp, soulful look at love and regret, women’s friendship, art, aging, and ambition, and what it means to live a life. At once funny and moving, Lydia’s Party is a pure delight.”

			—Rilla Askew, author of Fire in Beulah

			“A tender and clear-eyed look at the tangles in women’s lives.”

			—Good Housekeeping (A New Book Pick)

			“Like Carol Shields’s Larry’s Party, a completely winning book about friendship, an elusive and almost never written about subject, which makes this a rare achievement.”

			—Diane Johnson, author of Le Divorce and Flyover Lives

			“This book feels like what lifelong friendships really are.”

			—Minneapolis Star Tribune (“A Fave of the Moment”)

			“Impossible to put down. The characters are quirky, endearing, and relatable. . . . Lydia’s unrelenting examination of her own life forces the readers to reflect on their own choices and passions—and that is what makes this book a must-read.”

			—DolceDolce.com

			“Hawkins’s smart, crackling novel is a snowy, Midwestern Mrs. Dalloway, with Elizabeth Berg-ish charm and Hawkins’s own edgy, artfully particularized humor. . . . As Lydia and her circle pull together in her time of need, Hawkins considers the profound gift of friendship and the ways art and life converge to forge meaning and preserve truth and memories.”

			—Booklist

			“Hawkins’s protagonists are well drawn and interesting.”

			—Library Journal

			“Plot is one of the great strengths of the book, beyond the expert characterization of these women. The story takes several entirely unpredictable and yet satisfying turns. . . . [A] lovely life-affirming tale, making this meditation on mortality and friendship a pure delight for readers.”

			—Bookreporter.com

			“With shades of Mrs. Dalloway, much of the novel takes place in a day, as Lydia prepares for her annual winter party. . . . Hawkins’s novel is beautiful . . . and the plot takes a number of unexpected, hugely enjoyable turns. It is this kind of book: the kind one buys extra copies of to pass out to friends.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“Sumptuous . . . a repast that’s alternately uncomfortable and soothing, weepy and jubilant, evocative and realistic. Party host and art teacher Lydia is having her annual dinner for her women friends . . . In a quirky, impossibly magical and sweetly charming twist, Lydia helps guide them all to forgiveness.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Lydia’s Party is a literary celebration of dark secrets, enduring friendship, and the slow crawl of regret. A luminous reflection that will linger long after the last page, Margaret Hawkins’s latest novel will make you examine what and whom you hold most dear while you savor each perfect sentence.”

			—Sally Koslow, author of The Widow Waltz
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			We cannot live the afternoon of life according to the program of life’s morning; for what was great in the morning will be little at evening and what in the morning was true will at evening have become a lie.

			CARL JUNG
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			Lydia: 9:00 A.M.

			Lydia needed to prepare. In ten hours the women would begin to arrive for what they’d come to call the Bleak Midwinter Bash. Lydia gave the party every year, and every year she dreaded it, not the event itself but the possibility of failure. It hadn’t happened yet but this might be the year.

			Lydia had named the party after her favorite Christmas carol, a hymn in a minor key. Mostly she liked the beginning: In the bleak midwinter frosty wind made moan / Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone / Snow had fallen snow on snow, snow on snow. 

			Beautiful, she thought, that ingenious repetition. Clearly written by someone who knew her snow, knew its hypnotic properties, its ability to bury and silence. The song sounded to Lydia like here and now, Chicago in January. Lydia remembered the year the temperature hit 27 below, when it hurt to breathe.

			The tradition, if you could call it that, had started nineteen years before, as the Christmas party Lydia didn’t get around to organizing until the last week of January. The date stuck, long enough after the holidays to offer fresh appeal. By then everyone was ready for something again, minus all that red and shininess and expectation, when the seasonal imperative to be cheerful had passed. Being warm and having enough to eat and, particularly, to drink, was party enough, in January.

			As often as not the night of the party turned out to be the coldest night of the year. Some years the thermometer read well below zero when guests arrived; those years she’d handed them blankets and shawls at the door in exchange for their coats. One year half the guests stayed overnight. Cars wouldn’t start. Just as well, they’d agreed the next day. None of them was fit to drive.

			When her friends asked, Lydia said she didn’t know how many times she’d given the party—didn’t want to appear compulsive—but she did know. She remembered every one and what she’d served and who was there. It was an unlucky thirteen, counting tonight.

			The first year had been spontaneous, a whim planned at the last minute for a few colleagues. She hadn’t expected most of them to show up but everyone did, and the next year someone said, Are you going to have that party again?, so she did and again everyone came, and after that it was expected. She’d missed a few years early on for various deaths and rough spots, though not lately. Not that there hadn’t been more of those, just that she’d come to realize she had to give it no matter what, that death and disappointment were no reason not to have a party, that in fact they were the best reason of all.

			They, the women, Lydia’s friends, would start to arrive around seven. Lydia checked the temperature—two below now, though it was supposed to go up to a high of twelve. She hoped their cars would start, but she no longer worried, as she had in the early years, that they wouldn’t show up. If someone were stranded—Celia, probably, in that old beater of theirs—someone else would collect her. It had gotten to be that important, a kind of summit meeting. Norris was the only one who was iffy but even she had said she’d come this year. Now Lydia just worried they’d show up early, before she was ready.

			She had much to prepare—the house, the food, herself. The letters. Maxine needed a walk. Somewhere Lydia would need to fit in a nap so she’d seem bright, unfazed by the effort this was going to take.

			•   •   •

			Now Lydia stood in front of her open closet, trying to decide what she’d wear. She’d narrowed it down to two possible outfits, both black, for two of her various selves. She didn’t know yet which one she’d be tonight, though the range of choices had narrowed considerably. Formerly it had included carefree, seductive, demure, bookish, sporty, sexily sporty, sexily bookish, sexily oblivious to how sexy she really looked, recently brokenhearted and sexier than ever. You get my drift, she imagined saying, to Celia, if she’d felt comfortable broaching this delicate subject with her, which, lately, she hadn’t. What she would have meant was it had mostly been about men.

			The theme around which she organized her closet these days was damage control. Should she be the woman who has embraced aging, a look that was sliding dangerously close to who cares, or the woman who seems ageless? For years she’d coasted on the woman who looks incredibly young for her age, but lately things had taken a turn. And it wasn’t just her wardrobe that had to be recalibrated. What about makeup—how to handle this strange color she’d turned? How much effort she put into that depended partly on whether she could risk wearing mascara, which mostly these days she could not, never knowing when she’d dribble sentimental tears.

			At least she didn’t have to worry about looking good for men tonight. Men weren’t invited to this party, though someone’s husband or ex or boyfriend or, in the old days, “secret” lover—Lydia’s, usually—posing as a helpful friend or delivery person or unknowing drop-in visitor always sneaked in, determined to defy the no-men ban, pretending to be there to pick up or drop off an invited guest but really wanting to linger and spy, to listen and graze, to suss out the thrilling essential femaleness of it all. Or at least that used to be the case. Not so much these days, Lydia thought.

			Spence didn’t count; he lived here.

			This aging thing had taken her by surprise. She’d heard tell, of course. She knew it would happen, just not yet, and not all at once. Of course she’d known in the abstract, she just didn’t know. She hadn’t understood how bad it would get, didn’t expect these ongoing losses, this sense of parts falling off the wagon as it rolled downhill. When she was younger she hadn’t fully comprehended that she was part of this cycle, too, that she too would grow older, then old, and only then if she was lucky.

			Somehow, all evidence to the contrary, it had seemed for a while, in her thirties, even her forties, that everything would stay the way it was forever or at least until some distant time in the future when she’d just cease to exist. She hadn’t expected this, this process of public dismantlement, this precipitous downward slide, or for it to begin so soon.

			Her parents had grown older, of course, but more slowly and gracefully than this, Lydia saw now. Besides, they seemed always to have been old, permanently paused in late middle age. Their white hair had seemed intentional somehow, a style choice, and when they fell off the cliff, from spry to frail, and could no longer climb the steps to her upstairs studio or squeeze happily into the passenger seat of her small sporty car, she’d felt sad, but still, it wasn’t her. And here was the ridiculous and shameful part she hated to admit: she’d thought they’d brought it on themselves. They hadn’t taken care of themselves is what she’d thought. Sometimes she even thought they were that way by choice.

			They liked those shoes is what she’d thought. They moved that way because they wanted to. She’d thought they’d done everything slowly on purpose, to annoy her, that they didn’t care about swiftness or grace. They chose not to square their shoulders when they walked, not to lead with their sternums or tuck their tailbones or hold their stomachs in.

			Lydia felt ashamed now, and wildly regretful, thinking of her cluelessness, callousness, even. But what had she known about collapsing spines, collapsing arches, surgical mistakes, insidious diseases that took possession of the body like uninvited guests and then ate it alive from within? Nothing. And her parents hadn’t complained, at least not to her. She saw now that they’d hidden these things from her, that they’d been as ashamed as she was now.

			•   •   •

			Lydia stood in front of the bathroom mirror, holding a toothbrush, wondering if she had enough white candles to last the night. Winter light raked unkindly through the slats of the miniblinds. She stepped out of its glare, recalling a time—not so long ago—when she’d enjoyed the sight of herself this way, without clothes or makeup. It wasn’t that long ago, she thought, when she’d looked better out of her clothes than in them.

			She heard Spence’s voice, drifting up from the kitchen. He was talking to Malcolm, the cat, in an intimate falsetto. “Who is the alchemist of Malcolmness?” he was saying. “Is it you, my cuddlesome one? Is it you, my darling? Yes, you is.”

			Maybe he would have liked having children after all, Lydia thought, filled with regret this winter morning. This delay in her awareness of passing time, Lydia knew, had everything to do with the fact that they hadn’t. Her friends who had—Cel, Betsy, her sister-in-law Liv, Jayne if being a stepmother counted, even Norris, unmotherly as she was—had acquired a sense of slippage sooner. They’d been forced to see a timeline. They recounted matter-of-factly how they compared their own declining energy with the increasing vigor of those smooth, plump, voracious, ever-expanding bodies at their kitchen tables. Lydia knew, even loved, those monstrously healthy, fresh-scented children—the ones who appeared to feed off their own mothers’ flesh—but she saw now that the rate of their alarming growth had been linked all along to her own diminishment.

			She’d had dogs, of course. Lydia knew well the doom that love always led to. She’d seen them go from the sweet energy of puppyhood to robust maturity to long naps and then cruel putrid decrepitude and finally bitter nothingness. But that was different. You expected it. Animals were a parallel universe of collapsed time, and when they went you were so blinded by grief you didn’t stop to think it would happen also to you.

			What to do? She knew what her brother would say. Pray. He’d tell her to go back to church, to the God they’d been raised to believe in. Sometimes she almost wanted to. Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil. What a comfort, to believe in that, eternal life.

			Lydia splashed cold water on her face.

			She felt alone, left without a strategy. In better days, she would have figured something out. She’d been working on it, even, weighing two possible approaches to what she’d expected to be the third third of her life. She’d figured it was a little like the two approaches to money—saving and spending. According to one way of thinking, the way she’d been raised, if you had something, looks or cash, say, you saved it. You put it away and pretended to yourself it wasn’t there while in some secret part of your mind you husbanded it, you stewarded it, you watched it like a hawk. Kept it fit and firm and fungible, slathered on cream and did sit-ups, bought treasury bills and blue chip stocks, and when you were old you pulled it out—ta da—and there it was when you needed it most.

			It was stingy though, Lydia saw now, and it didn’t even always work. It assumed health and longevity, of the market and the body both. It assumed the market wouldn’t be hijacked by some diabolical pied piper of a Ponzi schemer or that you wouldn’t be struck by a drunk driver on the way to the party or the way to the bank, that you in fact would not be the drunk driver, who plows into the lamppost or the oncoming van full of Sunday school teachers on your way home from a boozy dinner with your college roommate on the eve of your fifty-fifth birthday.

			It assumed you wouldn’t get cancer and die at fifty-four.

			Ah there’s the rub, as Lydia’s Shakespeare-loving father would have said, though it had been his idea to be so tight. Neither a borrower nor a lender be, she could hear him intone, refusing to give her a loan. The rub was, the body wouldn’t keep. Money sometimes either, but the body, never, no. Try your best to preserve it—go ahead, try—when you went to cash it in, you’d find it gone.

			All of which led her by logical necessity to the other approach. Use it up, spend it down. Carpe diem, as an old boyfriend of Lydia’s used to say, writing it in the steam on the bathroom mirror, in the dust on the trunk of her car. He’d meant that Lydia should hurry and take off her clothes, but she saw now the expression had other applications as well.

			Lydia’s thrifty father would have disapproved, of course. Even now, so many years after his death, she felt him sensing her thoughts, spitting out his own ashes to reclaim his voice, to disown her from his grave, for turning profligate in middle age. But, though she was raised to be a saver and meant no disrespect, she’d decided to switch camps.

			It was harder than she’d expected, making a change like that. She wasn’t in the habit of spending, didn’t know what to buy. She’d splurged on two dozen pink tulips for the party, but they hadn’t opened, and she could see it had probably been a mistake, in this cold. They were turning more wrinkled and gray by the hour, like a dead man’s testicles.

			She’d begun to shop online, trying to find the pleasure in it that other people seemed to. So far she’d bought two bathrobes she didn’t wear, an indigo lace bra that didn’t fit, curtains she hadn’t hung, books she’d never read, an upholstered chair she had no place to put, and a raincoat that cost more than she’d spent on her first car.

			Sometimes Lydia didn’t even open the packages. The pleasure—what little there was—was in the ordering, not the thing itself. At least she’d opened the fleece blankets she’d bought for tonight, in different colors, to give as warming gifts when each guest arrived, in exchange for her coat, the last to keep for herself. She’d bought them as much for the names of the colors as the warmth they were purported to give—Spruce, A-maize, Pumpkin Dream, Thrush, for herself, which the picture had made seem blue but was closer to olive drab.

			Two days before, Lydia had ordered the largest available version of a fancy French enameled iron casserole, for tonight’s chicken stew. She’d bought it for the color, an orangey flame red she’d never wear but thought she’d like to have around. She felt a little guilty. The cost, including overnight shipping, could have fed a family of four for a week. Every other year, Lydia had made the stew in her grandmother’s grease-stained cast-iron pot, the one she’d brought to Chicago from Massachusetts in 1908, and it had worked perfectly well. Lydia hadn’t needed a new pot. She’d just wanted one. Or not even. She just liked the color. But if this was what people did to enjoy their lives, Lydia thought, clanging the thing down on the stove when it arrived, then so be it.

			Lydia was doing some of the cooking tonight. She always did, though officially the party was potluck. Lydia did like a nice potluck supper. People liked to bring things, and she liked surprises, to a point. Though this precipitous decline of hers was one surprise she could have done without.

			•   •   •

			Lydia had already begun shifting to the use-it-up approach to aging even before these other, darker developments got under way, about a year before, when it occurred to her that even if she started counting from age twenty and lived to the full extent of what actuaries predicted was her probable life span, she was already halfway through her productive life. She could see that things had tilted out of proportion. She’d saved. She’d waited. She’d been patient, and all of a sudden she felt overdue for something good to happen. She began to feel afraid she’d die—just a theoretical possibility at that point—with too much of everything left. She’d lived her life under the assumption that if she waited her turn, her turn would come, though for what, she no longer knew.

			She saw now, she’d been too patient. That too-expensive hiking trip to Nepal she’d wanted to take, that she’d let Barry, who was her boyfriend then, talk her out of—she should have done it, she thought. It was too late now. Even a year ago it would have been. Not absolutely, but enjoyably—something to do with her feet, a result of cramming her toes into those fuck-me pumps all those years ago, the red ones. She’d worn them to work, of all places. Maybe she had lived a little, she thought. But she could have lived more. She saw now that the impatient ones were the ones that did it right. Now, at this late date, she was trying to change her ways.

			•   •   •

			Ice cubes, she thought, noticing, out the bathroom window, icicles hanging from the gutter. That’s what she’d forgotten. She’d e-mail Jayne to pick up a bag on the way over. So many details. She remembered when the idea of giving a party was simply a terror, an impossibility, one of the things on her List of Fears.

			Don’t tell me you don’t have one, she imagined saying to someone, Celia probably. At least she supposed everyone had some version of one, a chute of impossibilities that bumpered their lives. How could you not? Fear ruled the world, didn’t it? It had ruled hers.

			Lydia had made her first list of fears when she was fifteen, in curly cursive handwriting, on lined notebook paper in romantic blue ink. The school psychologist she’d been sent to for turning in a particularly gruesome art project had told her to make a list of everything she was afraid of, and she’d taken to the task with alacrity, discovering she had a talent for fear. She’d lost track of the many-times-folded sheet of notebook paper, which she’d moved from hiding place to hiding place, but that hardly mattered now—she could recite the list from memory.

			Lydia’s List of Fears—her own private catechism. Her fears then had numbered twenty-nine, the same as the number of lines on the page. She’d wondered sometimes, over the years, if her life would have turned out differently if she’d had a smaller notebook that day. But too late now. The count came to twenty-nine. She’d liked, at least, that the number was prime.

			Lydia would have liked to be able to say she’d mastered all the fears on her list before she died, or at least that she planned to die trying, but it wouldn’t be true. The fact was she’d mastered a few, and some went away. As for the rest, she’d built her life around them.

			Not that she would admit it, or even what was on the list. Or not anymore. She had, once. She’d recited the entire list to an old boyfriend, not Barry, a different one, the carpe diem guy, on a road trip, for something to talk about in the forced intimacy of a car plummeting unobstructed through the Badlands and across the hot brown prairie on the way back from Rapid City, South Dakota. They’d gone so he could photograph the big carved faces in the mountain. It was supposed to be funny, an ironic adventure, though the land was unexpectedly beautiful and the people open and kind. He’d made her list into a song, sung to the tune of “My Favorite Things”—he’d called it “These Are a Few of My Terrible Things”—and sang it all the way back to Chicago.

			Even now she could hear it, in his voice:

			big black dogs

			singing in public

			going to parties

			giving parties

			driving

			diving (especially scuba)

			marriage

			dentists and doctors and

			Mean as it was, Lydia had to admit it was funny, how well he’d made it fit with that lovely old Rodgers and Hammerstein tune, with the addition of a few ands and a little bounce and by throwing in a line ending in Cuba, though that part was purely made up. Lydia couldn’t have cared less about Cuba as a girl.

			She’d come a long way since then, she thought, glancing at dear Maxine, an aging Rottweiler shepherd mix of exceptional beauty who gazed knowingly at her from her shearling-lined bed. Maxine sighed, her orange eyebrow-like markings furrowing with concern.

			Lydia was moisturizing her face now with the antiaging upward strokes recommended by beauty experts and wondering who among her circle of friends had had plastic surgery. She regretted not getting that eye tuck she’d considered a few years before. She’d planned to pay for it with the unexpected tax refund she got that year but felt guilty and ended up donating the money to an animal shelter instead. Elaine had breast reconstruction after her mastectomy—she’d had both of them done so they’d match—but that didn’t count. Maybe Jayne? She had that perfect little nose, but some people just did. Lydia would never ask.
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			Lydia: The Guest List

			Lydia made a mental list of who was coming tonight: Elaine, Celia, Maura, Jayne, and Betsy. Them, plus her, made the usual six. Seven, if Norris showed up.

			Usually she didn’t. Though every year Lydia invited her, and suggested that Norris stay at the house, to make it clear it was a sincere invitation. Norris had never taken her up on it. Chicago bungalows were not her style, not anymore. Lydia knew for a fact that when Norris did come into town she stayed at a hotel.

			Lydia no longer expected Norris to come to the party. Lydia’s friends weren’t really Norris’s friends and Norris spent most of her time in Michigan now. The years she’d shown up, she’d only stayed for an hour or two, on her way to somewhere else. So Lydia was surprised this year when Norris e-mailed to say she had business in the city and planned to stop by.

			•   •   •

			They’d all met twenty years before, at the godforsaken suburban community college that still employed Lydia, an association that Lydia supposed Norris wanted to shed.

			The first year she’d given the party, Lydia had just been hired, adding the school to the roster of small colleges where she already taught part-time—a course here, a course there. They’d given her three classes the first semester and implied there might be a real job in the offing. The possibility had made her feel hopeful and expansive, more open to making friends than usual, in these often transient posts.

			She taught a little of everything in those days—drawing, painting, art appreciation. The art department had shared office space with English and Humanities then, and that’s how most of them met. They’d hung out together in the faculty lounge, a smelly, windowless room outfitted with a minifridge, a filthy microwave oven, and two leatherette sofas. They’d brought their lunches to save money and gathered there to gripe. They graded papers and shared food. Bonds were forged.

			•   •   •

			Elaine had been Lydia’s first friend there. Elaine was older than Lydia. She’d worn boxy suits in an era of blue jeans and had taught English composition; she was the only one of them with tenure. Lydia got it later, but back then the place was a boys’ club. Most of them weren’t even full-time. They were paid per course, a fraction of what the full-time faculty got, and worked multiple jobs, hoping something would happen to change their lives. They’d felt abused and scared, buried alive, commuting into the arid and airy suburbs from their dark city apartments in broken-down cars, their trunks crammed with books and papers. It had been an uneasy time, though looking back, Lydia could see that being an outsider had had its advantages. She’d had impetus to paint, then. Teaching was a sideline, she’d thought, a way to pay the bills.

			Of course, it hadn’t worked out that way. Teaching, not art, became her career. Eventually she found she was good at it, and when they offered her a real job she’d grabbed it, for dental insurance and a retirement package that now she might never use.

			Mental note, she thought—reread the packet on short-term disability insurance.

			Much later, Lydia found out they’d offered the job to Norris first, for better pay, and that Norris, two years out of grad school and twelve years younger, had turned it down. Norris had gotten a better offer, at a real college, the same week, from someone she’d met at the residency she’d gotten Lydia bumped from. Now Norris didn’t have to teach. She was that rarest of all creatures, an artist who lived—and well—off her art.

			More water under the bridge, Lydia told herself, counting out cloth napkins. Her policy was to have plenty of extras. After the first few bottles of wine they tended to slip off laps and onto the floor.

			Still, it had stung, she thought, Norris getting that good job so easily and so young, all those years ago. It had hurt to be surpassed that way, by a friend. Briefly, they’d been colleagues, fellow artists. Lydia had wanted to mentor Norris, show her the ropes, bring her along. But Norris had flashed past while Lydia stood still. Lydia had kept in touch, to prove there were no hard feelings, but of course there were. Norris reminded Lydia of what she’d had and lost. Promise.

			Though Lydia had to admit that Norris had something else, too. Not more talent exactly, but more certainty. More belief, less doubt. She’d expected to succeed. Now it was hard to believe she was ever one of them. Lydia had looked up her website. She didn’t even put their little school on her CV. 

			Lydia banged the iron down hard on the linen napkin she was ironing. Steam sizzled. She tried to let all that go. That’s what they’d said to do in the one session of disease management counseling she’d attended, free of charge. They’d been given bumper stickers that said Holding on to hurts, hurts! Letting things go was good for your health, they said. And she had tried. But the things she let go of came back, and she’d have to let them go again. It got tiring, Lydia thought.

			She hadn’t known the whole story until much later, years later, recently in fact, when she’d found out at some faculty party. Someone brought it up as if it were old news, a joke by now since Lydia appeared to be way past it, and she’d pretended not to be surprised.

			Cruelty is as common as the common cold, Lydia remembered her tough old grandma saying, brushing off her apron with excessive force. Get a hankie and get used to it, she’d say. She didn’t put up with crying over playground slights.

			Lucky she hadn’t found out sooner, Lydia thought. Too late now to take up a grudge. She’d have to let go not only of Norris but also of this idea, that they’d been friends all these years. It was too much to give up. She’d have to stop inviting Norris to the party, and at this late date, she’d be embarrassed to explain why. Everyone thought she’d already forgiven her.

			•   •   •

			Lydia went back to her mental guest list: Elaine, Celia, Maura, Jayne, and Betsy. Maybe Norris. Lydia was the only one of them still teaching. Or she had been, until this happened. Now she was on medical leave and probably wouldn’t go back, if her doctor was to be believed. Elaine, that cagey devil, had gotten out fifteen years earlier, saved up to pay off her mortgage and gave notice the day she wrote the last check. She said she couldn’t stand teaching anymore, couldn’t stand the tedium of hearing her own voice repeating itself semester after semester, telling the same jokes and the same stories, acting out the same rehearsed epiphanies, year after year, and Lydia knew what she meant, felt the same way about her own tired performances. Though Lydia thought that in Elaine’s case it was grading papers that finally did her in. Four sections of English composition every semester—she’d felt she had to correct every superfluous comma.

			Elaine had invited a few of them over on a Saturday morning, after her last exam, for what she called an office cleaning brunch. She’d set out a box of doughnuts and a carton of orange juice and someone had dug out a bottle of single malt Scotch and they’d spent the morning dragging bins mounded with old blue books into the parking lot, heaving armloads of term papers into a Dumpster. As the day, and the effects of spiked orange juice, wore on, their aim worsened and by mid-afternoon student papers, blurred by May drizzle, littered the pavement. Two months later, Elaine took a part-time job as a fact checker at an in-flight magazine and quit the day she qualified for social security.

			Lydia had wondered at the time if Elaine had been hasty. What about her career? Now Lydia understood and wished she’d done the same. Elaine had been the bellwether, the one who went first through this difficult terrain—the shucking off of (what little remained of) status, the scaling back of expenses, the sexless clothes, the lopping off of body parts, the living will, the going gray. She had a snow-white buzz cut now, cute and efficient. 

			Then there was Celia. Celia had started teaching at the community college one year after Lydia and they’d instantly become friends, but she’d quit as soon as she married Peter. Her plan—Peter agreed to it, Celia claimed—was to become a full-time, subsidized artist. Later, quietly, she’d gone back to school and started taking courses toward a degree in library science. A few years after that, Griffin was born. He was a somber, wrinkled infant who seemed to know he was Plan B. Lydia thought he resembled a baked apple.

			For a while after Griffin was born, Celia worked part-time at a suburban weekly, as its arts critic. They have an art critic? Lydia had said, meaning to be supportive. Arts, Celia had corrected her. She covered community theater, craft shows. It’s fun! Celia had said. After a year they cut her hours and six months after that they let her go, then gave her what they called a column. For a few years after that she wrote a bullet-point list—“Shows to See”—every other week and was paid slightly less than it would have cost them to reimburse her for gas. Celia claimed not to mind—it gave her more time for her business, she said, building birdhouses in their spare bedroom. Lydia couldn’t remember what she was doing now.

			Maura had been Lydia’s student, though they were around the same age. She worked near the college in an industrial park, as an administrative assistant at an insurance company, and had turned up in Lydia’s evening art appreciation class. She was by far Lydia’s brightest student that semester and Lydia had encouraged her to take more classes. Go on to a four-year college, she’d told her, part-time, if you need to, but finish your degree. Though Lydia came to know, because Maura eventually told her, that school had been a way to distract herself, occupy her evenings when Roy wasn’t free. Roy in fact wasn’t free most evenings, occupied as he was with dinner, with his wife and children.

			Roy was Maura’s boss.

			The first year Maura came to the party, everyone acted strange around her, in her shiny hose and big hair and nervous eagerness to not seem different that made her seem so different. But the next year she’d toned down her look and eventually Lydia’s friends got used to her. When Maura and Elaine got close, Lydia was surprised but mostly just relieved. Let Elaine take on the problem of Roy, Lydia thought, and Elaine had, with a vengeance that continued even after he died.

			Jayne had taught art history, until she finished law school and got a better job. They all said go, girl to that.

			And Betsy—they’d met her through Ted. He’d been thin then, cute, really, with that big head of wavy orange hair. Ted had taught music theory in those days and hung out with them in the lounge, one of the girls, almost. He’d begged an invitation to the party the second year and brought along Betsy—this was before they were married—and they’d all become friends. Later, he’d sulked when Lydia told him she’d decided the party should just be for women. Now Betsy was Lydia’s friend. It was good to have someone in the group who was so different from the rest of them, a former social worker with a successful private psychotherapy practice. When they got down to gossip, Betsy took a harder line than anyone.

			•   •   •

			There’d been others Lydia had invited the first few years. June, an oboist, came once but she moved to Maine and later they heard she died in a car wreck. And there was Marcie, the performance artist who’d been hired to teach one section of art appreciation, who got fired when she used her guest speaker stipend to bring in a friend to talk about body art and he’d taken the opportunity to show the class his tattooed penis. Lydia had always liked her. She was fearless. She’d brought her partner Kate to the party one year and they showed up in tuxedos and top hats and did magic tricks. But they broke up, and Marcie’s new girlfriend didn’t like her friends and that was the last Lydia saw of either of them.

			In the beginning Lydia had invited everyone—husbands, partners, dates, visiting houseguests, even children, but that didn’t last. The women hadn’t felt free to talk.

			Now it was just the six of them, and Norris if she showed. A slightly unstable group, Lydia thought, more volatile than couples. She’d been part of a group like that, back when she and Spence were still married. Four couples had met four times a year for dinner, like clockwork. They’d each taken a season—theirs had been fall. One October, Lydia had made lamb stew she served from a hollowed-out, roasted pumpkin, before Spence went vegan. Instead of a tablecloth that year, Lydia had covered the table with rubbery yellow leaves from their oak tree. For dessert she’d served pumpkin pie with marshmallows they’d roasted on sticks over a fire pit in the backyard.

			It had gone on like that for three or four years, every dinner party more imaginative and ambitious than the last.
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