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Love is a shadow.


How you lie and cry after it.


Listen: these are its hooves: it has gone off, like a horse.


—“Elm,” Sylvia Plath
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THE OTHER WIDOW




















I


DORRIE





The Audi skids on a slick street. Black ice. Dorrie bends to sip hot chocolate from a Starbucks cup. Too hot, it burns her tongue, and she jerks the cup back, sloshing several drops across her coat. “Sorry!” She feels around his seat, wipes the spilled drink with her sleeve, glancing at Joe with his hands tight around the steering wheel. He looks angry, his jaw rigid in the disjointed, nearly absent light, the scraps from streetlights hazy and distorted as snow starts to fall sideways on the wind. She keeps her face a blank, determined not to break, no matter what he says. An actress since the age of five, she’s learned to handle almost everything that comes her way, or at least appear to. Even this.


She nearly hadn’t met him. She’d let his message go to voice mail—his un-Joe-like, desperate voice on the burner phone he’d bought her when he bought his own—insisting that she catch a train to Back Bay. Please, sweetheart. I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t an emergency.


And then his text, That Starbucks on Boylston.


Fine, she’d texted him. You’re the boss.


She’d grabbed an old coat from the back of the hall closet—a heavy, ugly, too-large coat, discovered at Goodwill some years before, picked up as an afterthought and tossed on the pile of things her daughter had stacked on the counter. She’d meant to buy it for the coat drive at the school. But somehow it got lost in the closet. An extra, Samuel said, but no one ever wore it. Until tonight. She’d stuck one black leather glove in the pocket and felt through all her other coats for its mate but hadn’t found it. She always seems to have only one of things—gloves, socks, earrings. She’d scribbled Gone to grab a bite with Jeananne—Emergency and taped the note to the front door for Samuel and Lily. It was a lie, but at least Jeananne worked at the office. My boss called me back in, Dorrie might have written, which would have been the truth. Emergency, he said, she could have added for the urgency, but she’d felt safer with a lie.


She pulls her knitted hat over her ears to ward off the cruel Boston cold that jabs its way inside the front seat through tiny lines around the windows, unnoticed gaps at the doors. The hat is silly, blue-and-white striped, her daughter’s hat, Lily’s, frivolous and whimsical, the opposite of this outrageous coat that makes her feel as if she’s in a bad play. Still, it serves its purpose—enormous, heavy; it blocks the cold. And it disguises her, cloaks her betrayal. She reaches in her pocket, touching the one glove with the tips of her cold fingers. She takes it out, sets it on the seat beside her and silence hugs the car, crouches in the cracked leather of the seat. She rolls up her too-long, bulky sleeves and three bright bangle bracelets slide up her thin arm.


Joe sighs. She gazes at the side of his face, watches as he squints through the windshield at a road vague and fading, like a dream. Even with the car lurching, sliding, even with the gray murk that envelopes them, he seems preoccupied. He has been for weeks. Dorrie raises the hot chocolate to her lips, the cup from Starbucks, where earlier they’d sat and sipped their drinks, like strangers, barely speaking. His gait had been rigid as he’d squeezed past the inviting velvet chairs to simple wooden tables in the back. He’d looked distracted, rumpled, in his work clothes, his starched white shirt untucked in places, his heavy wool coat slightly atilt.


What? she’d said, but he’d just shaken his head. Not here. And she’d babbled on about the weather, the coffee, drowning out the voice at the back of her head—her mother’s voice, cautionary, clear, even after all these years.


She turns to look out the car window, seeing only a great swirl of white with the night behind it. She flinches, shrinking back against the seat as the car pitches forward. Her mother died in snow like this, when her car collided with a hurtling van. Killed instantly, she’d taken part of Dorrie’s father with her, changed him in some basic and essential way, left him sobbing, lost at the kitchen table, a wall phone swinging by his knees, the policeman’s words shooting through the mouthpiece like bullets. It was then that Dorrie learned to be an actress, a happy child, a smiling face stuck to her father’s thick black wall of grief.


Later, starring in a handful of her high school plays and summer theater, a short run at the Charles Playhouse, she’d found that acting was as natural to her as breathing. She nearly always gets the parts at her auditions and turned down the one understudy role she was offered. Ironic, because with Joe she’s only ever been an understudy. Understudyfork, her screen name when she e-mails him. Understudy for Karen.


She sets her drink in a cup holder on the console, glances around for the dropped lid, and sticks her hand over the hot chocolate. The car lurches along, sliding, as the tires seek out tracks imprinted on the icy road. “So.” She puts her palm down on the seat to steady herself. Her bracelets jangle and clang. She wishes now she’d listened to her mother.


“There isn’t any easy way to do this, Dorrie.” Joe doesn’t look at her. He stares through the windshield at the stormy night. “We have to stop seeing each other, at least for now,” and even though she’d sensed this was coming, for a second Dorrie can’t speak. She wants to cry, to scream, to grab the wheel.


“Karen?”


“No,” he says. His voice is hoarse. “It isn’t safe. For us.” He turns toward her, and even in the darkened car she sees his fear. It’s in his eyes—in the lines across his forehead. “Not now. I’ve started digging around, but until I figure out exactly what’s going on—”


“With what? Going on with what?” She turns to face him. She doesn’t shout. She takes a breath and then another and she musters all her acting skills to make her face a blank. Curious, nothing more. “I don’t understand.”


Joe shakes his head. “I know,” he says, and he speeds up. Too fast, she thinks. He stares back at the blur of road as he turns onto Newbury Street, and Dorrie glances toward the white-capped outdoor seating she can barely see, the banisters collecting snow. “It’s dangerous. For both of us. Believe me, if there was any other—”


Before he finishes, a bright light catches in the air and spreads out like a blanket as a car crosses over into their lane, swerves back, and disappears. Joe clutches the wheel. He brakes. The old Audi slides sideways as he struggles for control. “Jesus! I can’t—”


Dorrie digs her nails into the seat and wills the car to stay on the road. She can’t breathe. The tires squeal, staining the air with an ugly shrieking sound that cuts the night in two. Before and after. Sliced clean like a melon. The car spins, pulling forward to the left, flying sideways. Dorrie grabs at air, grabs for Joe, her screams stopped in her throat as the car pitches finally off the road into a tree. Her airbag smacks her like a punch above the eye, the windshield crackles, her glove flies out through broken glass.


For a second there’s no sound. No place. No life. For a second the world stops on its axis and there is only snow and night stretched to its limit. A white hand reaches back inside the shattered window—a woman’s hand—her mother’s hand. A wisp of thick dark hair, a trick of light, a glittering shawl, her mother, who is always there when Dorrie needs her most. And then she knows. No, she whispers. No, Mama. Please, but her mother only nods and reaches for her daughter in the ruined car.


Blood lies splattered on the dashboard clock, three drops above the nine, four more across the twelve; hot chocolate stains the seats. Everything is strangely soft, the dark, falling fast and hard, a velvet curtain. Dorrie hears the sounds of her own breathing, quick, frantic, and then she hears thin sounds, strange hums and murmurs, real or not, inside her head or from rooms above the shops along the street, her mother’s voice whispering Leave! Leave, Dorrie! Sleet slams down sideways and a piece of newsprint  dances in the air before it falls in through the broken window. One black glove lies faceup in a bank of snow.


The world snaps back in focus. Dorrie grabs her burner phone and shouts their whereabouts to 911. “Hurry!” she screams. “Please!”


She slides across the seat to Joe and even in her foggy, panicked state, she notices his airbag hasn’t opened. She touches his face. Blood seeps from his ear and trickles down his cheek. “Joe.” She tugs at his arm. “Just breathe,” she whispers. “Just breathe,” and suddenly he does—a gasp, a gurgling, drowning sound—but only once.


Leave, her mother says again, and this time when she reaches in the car, her fingers grasp the heavy coat and tug at the thick sleeve. Go, she says. I’ll take care of Joe, and Dorrie bends to kiss him this last time. He’s so cold. Everything is so cold. The wind howls in through fractured glass, and Dorrie slips across the seat to the passenger side. Blood oozes down her forehead and she touches it, feels the gummy heat of her insides. She bangs her elbow hard against the jammed door and slides onto the frozen ground. “I love you, Joe,” she says aloud and her words blow back to her.


She hesitates. Torn, before she turns away. She has no choice. To be found like this—with her—is the last thing Joe would want. He’d told her as much—the scandal, the embarrassment for Karen, for their sons. Dorrie tugs her knitted hat down over her forehead to hide the cut, to cover the blood, and her feet slip slightly on the icy ground as she backs up the dark street.


People spill from buildings, from apartments, bars, and restaurants. They dribble down from rented rooms, shouting, struggling into coats and pulling hats from pockets. The empty street buzzes with movement. Lights go on in buildings, silhouettes pass in front of windows, a closed shop opens suddenly, lighting up a mannequin with naked legs, a thin summer dress, ghoulish in the cold and death and dark. Large brick buildings loom like spectators around a grisly stage; tall windows come alive with winter coats on eerie faceless forms.


Voices bark. Sirens blare. People reach the sidewalks and hesitate, but only for a second, before they push on toward the car. When they are almost alongside her, Dorrie slips inside the crowd and moves with them toward the Audi, abandoned there against the tree. Snow collects on its roof, gathers in the broken windshield. But there’s something odd. She takes a small step forward. A siren screams around the corner. She backs away, still staring at the car, at the driver’s side, barely scratched.


When the ambulance and cops arrive, when the EMTs are there with Joe, when she hears one of them call to the others that he can’t get a pulse, and then call out again that Joe is gone, Dorrie turns and staggers through the mounds of dirty slush, the ugly, wicked ice. She stumbles down a street cramped with people, with EMTs and cops, their cars pulled up against the wide, snow-covered sidewalks; others sprawl across the slick roadway. Headlights blast light in sharp, rude waves that bounce off bits of glass and stone and metal, corners of signs, the hem of a skirt against a boot.


Dorrie rounds the corner, watching until the ambulance is nothing but a blur, its shriek a thin sound on the night. She stops in front of a closed bakery—she can see its vibrant bright red awning even through the snow, in the faint scattered light of a streetlamp. Vague outlines of pies fill the window, and she squeezes close beneath the awning, blotting out the pastries with her reflection, pokes at the knit hat, at the blood painting dark red lines across the rows of cheery blue.


She waits. And then she picks her way back along the slick sidewalk to Newbury. A car lurks on the other side of the street, its engine huffing in the snow. It has only one headlight. Bright, like a beacon. Blinding. She can hear the tow truck coming up from Berkeley, the straining, grinding gears, and then the large, rough shape of it bumbling up the street. She listens to the shouts, the “Over here!” and “Back in! Back in!” and “Hook it up!” The clanging, thudding sounds of Joe’s beloved Audi being chained. The one headlight from the lurking car winks as people cross in front of it, the make and model unclear in all the snow. She raises her hand to shade her eyes against the cloud of light as the car moves forward toward her and stops, catching her in its one blinding eye. Then, like a large and angry beast, it rolls out to the center of the street, turns, and grumbles off. A sedan, she thinks, dark—blue or black or gray. The taillights shed only a wobbly light. The tag is a blur.


She shivers. Joe is dead. She was there. She wants to lie across the stones of ice, to close her eyes and never open them again. But there is Lily. Her sweet Lily. She takes a deep breath, stares across the blinding snow. She’ll get through this; she hasn’t any choice. She didn’t die. She has to find a way to glue herself together somehow, soldier on. She has a daughter she adores, a husband, a job. She has a life. Flawed, to be sure. Huge, gaping shocking flaws, but she’ll do everything she can to hold on to it, even if that means walking away from a wrecked car, from this man she loved, even if it means putting on the most challenging performance of her life.


She glances at the lit shops, the slick street, and then she pulls her daughter’s ruined hat down tight over her hair and rushes toward the train. Frigid winds snap at her gashed forehead, so strong they nearly knock her down. She feels for her glove in her coat pocket, has a vague memory of it flying through the windshield.


She drops her burner phone in a trash can, but nearly right away she hears its ringtone echoing behind her. She turns around and takes a step back toward the bin.


At first the car is just a blob of light. And suddenly it’s coming toward her, swerving up from Arlington. The engine roars; the one bright headlight finds her in the haze, pins her in its sites as the car veers across three empty lanes, straight at her. The tires spin, whirring behind her as she runs across the street. Her feet in snow boots smash across crusts of snow. She slips and nearly falls, but she keeps running, moving—she keeps pushing forward, the knit cap plowing like a bullet through the night.

















II


KAREN





Karen Lindsay takes a quick look at the sky. She and Alice have just finished a late dinner at a restaurant near Alice’s small bookstore, Bound for Glory, where for years Karen has worked with her best friend. Originally a joint venture with her ex, the running of the shop fell to Alice several years before, when the husband moved to Vermont with his twenty-nine-year-old personal assistant. So unoriginal, Alice says, if she speaks of it at all. She prefers not to.


Karen, who started working at the bookstore to help out, had stayed on, and, although she loves Alice, loves books, it’s the sales she really loves. She misses working at her husband’s company—chatting up potential customers, popping in to see how jobs were going, all the things she gave up years ago to stay home and raise the boys—all the things Joe does now.


“I don’t know.” Karen squints out the window at the night sky. “Looks pretty ominous out there. We’d better wrap this up.”


“Probably so.” Alice takes a sip of tea, glances at the glass. “I’m close. Come stay at my place till the storm blows over.” She gestures in the general direction of Beacon Hill, toward the small brick building where she lives on Joy Street, with its cozy furniture, its grow-light plants, its two plump cats lolling on a futon in the bedroom.


“Antoine would have the house in shreds.”


Alice rolls her eyes. “You really should trade him in for a cat. They’re much less trouble.”


“Careful. Antoine just might sic the ASPCA on you for being such a speciesist.”


“Sic! I love it. So Joe isn’t back yet?”


Karen shakes her head.


“Rounding up clients?”


Karen folds her napkin, runs her palm along the crease. “He’s in Rhode Island. Some kind of conference. After what happened last month—or was it the month before? Anyway, lately, he’s a man possessed. I never see him. Even when I do, he’s got his nose stuck in something to do with the company.”


“Wait. After what happened?”


“That fire in Jamaica Plain. Remember? Home Runs did renovations on it? About a year ago?”


“Wait. I don’t—Oh! No. I do remember. That article you were reading at work. A couple died? The woman was pregnant? That horrible fire in the old two-story?”


Karen nods. “Joe was devastated. He knew them. At least he’d met them a few times. Our guys did the work on the house, so he was really—He is incredibly upset.”


“Was it arson?”


Karen takes a sip of decaf. “No. They investigated it pretty thoroughly, declared it a total accident, but you know Joe. He had to make sure it had nothing to do with Home Runs, the workmanship, supplies, any part of the renovation.”


“You can take the man out of the altar boy … No! Wait! God! What was that saying again?”


“It’s the church,” Karen says. “‘You can take the girl out of the church, but you can’t take’ … Speaking of Joe—” She stops.


“What?”


Karen stares at her friend across the littered table. Her hand grazes a dessert plate, bumps a coffee cup. She leans forward as, behind her, snow flies across the window. “This might be nothing, but I found some e-mails,” she says, “written to him weeks ago. Several weeks.”


“What kind of e-mails?”


“I was snooping,” she says. “Joe was out of town, and I was, well, snooping, like I said. I logged on to his laptop and read through his e-mails. I was just trying to see where he was, actually. I couldn’t remember if he said he was coming home that night or staying over. I kept calling him and he wasn’t picking up, so—”


“Wasn’t it locked?” Alice dabs her napkin against her lips and looks out the window at the storm, and, for a second, even she looks alarmed. “Password protected? Alan always—of course we’re divorced—but he had everything protected. He was always so damn secretive, which is why we’re divorced, probably, now that I think about it. So you found an e-mail …”


“Two. And it was password protected, but I figured it out. There were two e-mails.”


“From a woman?”


Karen nods. “In the middle of the night. She sent them while her husband was sleeping.”


“She said that in her e-mail?”


Karen nods again. “She also said she missed Joe.”


“Oh.” Alice grabs her glasses and takes a minute putting them back in her purse. She closes her bag with a definitive click and leans across the small two-topper. “I’m so sorry, Karen,” she says, and the look of pity on her face makes Karen wish she’d never brought it up, this crap about Joe’s e-mails. “Is there anything I can do?”


“Don’t be silly.” Karen moves around, gathering her things before she slides into her coat. “I’m sure it’s nothing. I just thought I’d liven things up, toss a little intrigue into all this gloom.” She forces a laugh. “Really, Alice. It was probably some bored client. Joe isn’t the philandering type. He’s too disorganized. And he can’t keep a secret. I’ve always known when he was lying—his whole thought process is right there on his face. I mean, it took me five seconds to figure out his password!”


“Karen … They’re writing e-mails in the middle of the night!”


“No,” Karen says. “She is. Was. It was ages ago. I don’t even know if she’s still—”


“Don’t be naïve!”


“I’m not. I’m many things, but naïve isn’t one of them.” Karen stares at the frosty glass. She can barely see anything; snow is everywhere, blowing on the wind. The roads are empty, slick with ice. “You go,” she says. “I’ll get this. It’s my turn.”


“You sure you don’t want to come stay with me until the storm—?”


“No,” she says. “But thanks.”


“Call me, then.” Alice gives her a tiny hug and their bulky coats bounce off each other as they stand beside the table. “Call me as soon as you get home so I’ll know you made it back safe. Okay?”


Karen nods. “I will.” She sticks a wad of bills beside the tab, the scrawled total, trying to forget the night she’d found the e-mails, the night she’d tossed out so casually to Alice, as if it were a review of a dull movie. Really, she still sees the four typed lines every single time she closes her eyes, feels the glass of Pinot Noir in her hand, a chill in the air. That night is seared into her brain, the slight tear in the curtain behind the computer, Antoine thumping around downstairs, the smell of incense burning somewhere in the house, the e-mail. Hi! I can’t sleep. Lily’s down the hall, wrapped in her dreams, and I’m here, sitting at the dining room table, staring at Samuel’s empty cigarette pack and thinking of you.


She’d scrolled up, puzzled, to the address: understudyfork@gmail.com, and then she’d checked back through his messages, found another one from five days earlier.


Sometimes when Lily looks at me I think she knows. It’s in her eyes, the way everything always has been, like some small part of my DNA lets her see what’s in my head.


She’d read it again and again. She’d read it nine times, racking her brain. Who the hell was Samuel? Lily? Who were these people, shooting themselves into her life like a virus through a dirty needle? Clearly, Lily was the writer’s daughter. And Samuel must be the husband, tucked away somewhere in a back bedroom. No wonder the poor guy smokes.


Karen pushes through the door. The wind is so strong that for a second she can only stand on the sidewalk, trying to get her balance—awkward, swaying in her bulky coat. She takes a few steps, vaguely aware of some commotion up ahead. She reaches for her gloves and sticks them over hands already red and half numb from the frigid air.


The street is dark; she’s stayed much longer than she’d planned, and she wishes she’d taken Alice up on her offer. She still could. She could take the train to Beacon Hill. She ponders this as, somewhere several blocks away, a siren wails—a wisp on the strong wind. She heads for the station. The police are redirecting traffic, and Karen is grateful she took the train to work instead of driving in. She’d be tied up forever in this mess. An accident, she guesses, and, a minute later, she sees its silhouette ahead. She sees it only dimly through the snow—a dark sedan, a branch.


The car could be Joe’s. It looks, through all the white and haze, like his old Audi smashed into a tree. No. It can’t be Joe. He’s in Rhode Island. She starts to take a step or two up the street to get a better look, but then she stops. She huddles in her coat and turns away to trek through the snow, her lips cracking in the corners, her face numb in all the bare, uncovered spots. She hears shouting, the close shriek of the ambulance as it rounds the corner and turns down Newbury.


The siren stops. Karen pushes on, relieved to reach the station, happy to stumble into the first car. She slumps across the seat, turns off her phone, watching as the B train plows through the snow as deftly as a knife might pierce the delicate white frosting of a cake.


When she stands on her front porch, rifling through her bag—when at last she manages to fit her key in the lock with frozen fumbling fingers and fall through the heavy wooden door to her foyer, Karen’s house phone is already ringing.

















III


DORRIE





Dorrie prays the front door won’t squeak. The house is silent except for the white cat purring loudly on the sofa. Dorrie creeps into the downstairs bathroom to wash the cut on her forehead, sealing it together with a bandage she finds in the back of the cabinet. Butterfly. Such a happy name for what it is. She will probably regret not getting stitches when the cut begins to heal into a scar, but for tonight she’s happy to be home, far from Joe’s body lying still and gray in a hospital morgue. She takes off her bracelets, glittery, incongruous in the dim light oozing from the porch. She strips off her coat and jeans, buries Lily’s bloody ruined hat in the trash. She moves the white cat gently to the end of the couch and drops onto the sofa with a quilt pulled over her eyes. Her sweater still smells faintly of Joe, a hint of his cologne clings to the threads. She lies in the black room until somewhere near dawn, when she falls into a fitful, dreamless sleep, waking later to her husband tugging at the blanket. She opens one eye, surveys the room through the ribboned edges of the quilt. The sun tilts in at the window. In the kitchen, Purrl stares pointedly at her empty dish.


“Where’s Lily?”


“Spent the night at Mia’s,” Samuel says, and Dorrie feels a small surge of relief that Lily’s at her best friend’s house. Samuel’s voice is gruff, impatient. His hair sticks up in tufts. “So where were you?” He plunges his hands in his jeans pockets and looks around until his eyes light on a pack of cigarettes on the dining room table.


He’s angry. She can see it in the way he walks across the room, his short sharp strides. She gets up, wraps the quilt around her in the cold house, and slides behind him in her stocking feet. “I guess it was a lot later than I thought.”


She reaches out to touch him, but he takes a step away, leaving her hand stuck in the air like a small chapped flag. She pumps up the thermostat and tucks her hands back inside the quilt. “It’s freezing in here,” she says, but Samuel doesn’t answer. He sits down at the dining room table with a coffee cup that used to say One Great Dad, but, after all these years of heavy coffee drinking, it says, O eat Dad. Smoke from his cigarette drifts out a window he’s cracked open to the bleakness of the yard, and Latin music from next door flies in on the wind. “I called you all night.”


“Oh,” Dorrie says. “I guess my phone was off. Sorry. Jeananne was upset,” she tells him, “so I took her out for a drink. I left you a note. Didn’t you see it? On the door?” She’s babbling, nervous. She wills herself to stop before she says too much. Dorrie’s often thought that restlessness and Catholicism are a dangerous mix, that she’s always been a little too forthcoming, a little too contrite for her own good.


In the glass on the cupboard door, she watches Samuel staring at her back. His lips are tight over his teeth. He still looks furious and she doesn’t really blame him. He shakes his head, glances away from her to the backyard. He’s actually something of a mystery to her lately, this man she’s been with over twenty years. She pries her thoughts away from the night before, from Joe, from the car driving straight at her. She tries to concentrate on this one minute of this one morning in her living room with an angry husband, a failing marriage she has no idea how to save.


As far as she knows, her husband’s never been truly unfaithful to her, at least not with another woman. She doesn’t count the bottle, but sometimes she thinks she should. Other times she looks at him and wonders why she couldn’t just be satisfied with what she had, even if Samuel is unquestionably an alcoholic like his father, dead at sixty three from cirrhosis, never mind the euphemistic “liver troubles.” You’re the love of my life, Dorrie, Samuel always says. Why couldn’t that just be enough?


Certainly her husband is no saint, with his riveting gray eyes, his tousled good looks. And there was all that flirting with a neighbor right around the time he and Dorrie had a row. He’d packed a bag and vanished for the next few days, insisting later that he’d moved himself into a cheap hotel, but Dorrie always wondered if that was true. She thought the flirtatious neighbor looked at Samuel differently after his three nights away, as if they shared a secret, and once she caught the woman smirking at her in the grocery store. “You have trust issues,” Samuel said when she mentioned the encounter at the market, and Dorrie couldn’t argue with him there.


Men are just really stupid, her best friend, Viv, said when Dorrie told her about Samuel disappearing at a dinner party given by friends—She wanted me to help her fix the toilet in the upstairs bathroom. What did you expect me to do? Or the time he spent on a backyard deck in semi-darkness with yet another attractive neighbor. Mapping out a summer garden, he told her on the way home, as she sat smoldering beside him. Maybe Samuel’s strayed and maybe his flirtations never went beyond a backyard garden or a running toilet. Maybe he’s an innocent or maybe he’s just really good at hiding what he does. In either case, she isn’t innocent at all. Dorrie is the one who’s strayed.


She sighs. She won’t tell him the truth about the accident. She can’t. Not even part of it. She’s on her own—to understand what really happened, to figure out if someone truly tried to run her down, and if so, why? And who? It’s up to her to save herself.


She takes a deep breath, puts on her best Mariska Hargitay on Law & Order face. Strong. Focused. Calm. She clears her throat. “I guess I had too much to drink,” she tells Samuel’s reflection in the cupboard door. “I tripped over a barstool and cut my head on the counter.” She turns around, shows him the butterfly bandage, looks him in the eye. “See?” She tells him how she went with Jeananne to a bar on Charles Street and about the man at the table next to theirs who ordered drinks for all of them. She tells her husband how Jeananne stopped sniffling over her ex to smile at this man with the blond hair and the dark eyes and the scar on his left cheek, elaborates on Jeananne dancing in the tiny aisle of the bar, going home, eventually, in a cab, and how Dorrie sat alone, sipping her drink and waiting for the snow to let up, not realizing how tipsy she was until she stood and lost her balance, hit her head.


When he’s had enough, Samuel puts on his coat and steps outside, closing the door behind him. Smoke flies up from his cigarette and blows off into the sky. He coughs a raspy cough into the cold morning, and Dorrie knows he hasn’t believed a single word she’s said; she just doesn’t know why.




*





She looks behind him at the door popped back open by the wind. It stands ajar. She stops. Panic sends a chill along her spine beneath her heavy sweater, beneath the quilt that used to lie across the bed she shares with Samuel. She feels as if she’s sliding, plummeting, that there is no one anywhere to catch her. And then she remembers staring through the snow at Joe’s wrecked Audi, the clumps of people pointing, shouting, as she took small steps back toward the car. There was something different then from the way she’d left it only a moment or two before, but at the time she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. And now she can. Crossing the small foyer to the door that Samuel has neglected to close properly, she knows. The driver’s-side door—Joe’s door—the one that had been tightly shut right after the accident, was open when she came back with the crowd. And the car with only one headlight—it was there, she thinks, across the street. Lurking. So whoever was inside the waiting car had likely seen her slip away. She takes a breath, and Joe’s last words come back to her. It isn’t safe. For us.

















IV


DORRIE





They’ll bury Joe today. Dorrie touches the cut on her forehead, puckered and healing, an ugly train-track lie leading backward to the night he died. She tugs at her bangs, covering the naked scar, runs her hands down her straight black skirt, pencil thin, demure, adjusts her stockings. Her blouse is black brocade beneath a black silk sweater, a plaid wool scarf the only touch of color.


She stands at the kitchen window, staring at the small backyard, where an old elm shivers. Behind it remnants of the autumn garden rot into patchy ground and Dorrie lets her eyes go out of focus, hoping for some sign of Joe. Nothing comes. The sky that started out a pastel blue has grown much darker through the morning and the same clouds that were thin and white at breakfast have turned gray by early afternoon.


“So is it a wake or a funeral or what?” Samuel squats in front of the nearly empty fridge and grabs a carton of milk. She looks away.


“A funeral. It’s so … It’s so awful. I really don’t want to go.” If there were any way at all she could stay home, she would. But her absence would raise questions, the last thing Dorrie wants.


“For his wife especially,” Samuel says. He’s staring at her. Dorrie feels her cheeks burning underneath a heavy layer of foundation. “Are you okay? You look a little—pale or something. A little green around the gills. You should probably eat something before you go.”


Dorrie nods. “I will. You know how I hate funerals.”


“I know.” Samuel squints at the date on the milk carton. “This can’t be easy for his wife. Unless they weren’t really—”


“They were,” Dorrie says. She straightens her skirt, puts on a bland face, a bland concerned voice. Sedate. Calm. “Extremely close,” she says. “And I’m sure this must all be unbearable for Karen. I can’t even imagine.” She sticks her daughter’s cereal bowl in the sink and pictures Karen reaching for a plate in her own kitchen with a graceful, fragile arm, imagines her holding a cigarette, tilting her head back to blow out the smoke, can almost hear the echo of her footsteps on the stairs, her voice bouncing off the open empty spaces of the house she’d shared with Joe. A character in a Greek tragedy.


“What if it’d been me?” Samuel says.


“Oh! God, Samuel! I’d be devastated. Don’t even talk like—”


“Would you?”


“Yes,” she says, moving closer to her husband as, again, he takes a tiny step away. “Of course!” And she would be. Even with the lies between them, even with his nights at the corner bar, even though she yearns for Joe. Even if her husband lately takes a step away when she moves toward him. Even so, she’d be distraught if something happened to him. She loves Samuel. She knows he loves her, too; she’s never doubted that. She knows that if, at the end of his life, he’s standing in some mystical place between worlds and someone asks him to name his one great love, Samuel will breathe out her name without the slightest hesitation.


Dorrie might have a harder time with that question. She would have to weigh all the moments, hours, years, spent with Samuel—Lily’s birth, the times they cried together, all the meals and fights, the rants and silences, the blankness they share now. She’d have to weigh it all against the time she had with Joe, exciting, perfect moments that left her always wanting more.


They are two entirely different things. Husbands. Lovers. One is for the long haul, and the other—well, the other probably isn’t, although she’s only had this one experience, and she’d never really meant to sleep with Joe. But it was like a drug, their love. It forced her to wake up. It saved her.


“Dad?” Lily stands in the kitchen doorway, an overnight bag in her hand. She’s going on a ski trip with her best friend, Mia, and Mia’s thrill-seeking, fun, athletic parents. “Ready? You look pretty, Mom,” she says, crossing the new kitchen floor to give Dorrie a kiss. “See you in a couple days.”


“Thanks, honey. Do I look—Is my makeup okay?” Her voice is high-pitched, squeaky.


“Yes,” Lily says. “It’s fine.”


“Be careful.” Dorrie hugs her daughter and continues to hold on until Lily pulls away. “Stay on the beginner slopes. Okay?”


“Right.” Lily rolls her eyes. “I left my gloves on your dresser,” she says. “I need them back, though. You never did return my hat …” She’s already opening the door, already stepping out to the front porch, and Dorrie makes a mental note to replace Lily’s hat. Something artsy, she thinks, something festive.


“Nasty weather rolling in.” Samuel turns back to the kitchen. “Bet they’ll change their minds about going.” He looks at Dorrie. “You should be fine,” he says. “Just take your time.”


Dorrie listens to the slam of the kitchen door, the two sets of boot heels stomping down the steps. A moment later, Samuel’s old Toyota starts up in the garage, moving slowly through the stacks of junk. One of these days the whole shaky mess is going to fall in on him, she thinks. And there he’ll be, pinned into his own car by a bunch of silly random things like Lily’s broken ski from a ninth grade field trip or a cardboard box full of The Complete Works of Shakespeare or the cartons of clothes for St. Vincent de Paul they never got around to donating.


She scrambles two eggs, dropping one of the yolks into Purrl’s dish, where it stares up at her like a large eyeball. Dorrie thinks her husband would have made a great mechanic; he’s good with cars—brake jobs, sparkplugs, tires. His current car is one he cobbled together, an old Corolla he picked up for a song. Most weekends, now, he goes to his friend’s garage to work on a Volvo he’ll give Lily when she turns sixteen. It looks like a little tank. White, and Lily will hate it, of course. She’ll want a sexy sleek car like Mia’s.


Samuel could have even been a carpenter, considering the great job he did last summer on the kitchen, but he’s actually a computer programmer, a very good one. He’s brilliantly creative, gifted with his hands. Samuel could make anything beautiful if he tried. He just doesn’t usually try.


Sometimes, Dorrie regrets confronting him about his drinking. Maybe he needs to drink. Maybe it keeps his demons at bay or maybe it creates more—demons that block Dorrie out and build a wall between them


“Look,” she’d said one night, as Samuel rolled over to his side of the bed, his breath sour with cigarettes and beer. “I can’t go on like this.” And then, in a sudden and ill-timed attempt to lighten things, she’d pulled the top of her nightgown low and said in a husky, Scarlett Johansson voice, “What’ve you done with the sweet guy I married?”


“Funny,” he’d said. “That’s really funny, coming from you. Where were you, sweet gal? Where were you three nights ago? You really think I don’t notice when you’re not home, Dorrie? Really?” He’d gotten out of bed, stepped into his jeans, and pulled a T-shirt over his head. A second later, she’d heard him in the living room, the jingle jangle of his keys in the front lock, and then the angry rumbling of his car peeling out of the driveway.


When he came back he didn’t mention their conversation. All he said was, “I don’t know, Dorrie.” He stood across the bedroom, glaring at her as she sat on the window ledge in her white summer nightgown, the hum of the AC throbbing underneath his words. “I’m not sure we’ll make it,” he said. “And you know what? I don’t even think I care anymore.”


Their sex life all but disappeared after that, the rare attempts at lovemaking awkward and strained, with Samuel disappearing afterward to smoke a cigarette on the back porch. Their approaching anniversary has become a deadline of sorts. “Let’s see where we are then,” he’s said from time to time over the past months. “We’ll take stock and decide where to go from there.” They still sleep together every night, still share a bed, but they are separated now by heaps of blankets and hurt feelings.




*





She runs a comb through her hair, unknots a snarl with her fingers, swipes a makeup brush across a square of brown eye shadow and runs it over the few gray hairs near her part line. Samuel, Lily—they’re her life. The humdrum moments, the husband in a ripped T-shirt, the daughter laughing on a phone, the messy bedrooms and flat tires, the ordinary, everyday events that singly are forgettable but strung together constitute a life—these things she’s gambled she will fight to keep with everything she’s got.


By the time she starts her car, the day has grown still darker and more ominous. Dorrie turns off the expressway and glances at the GPS. The clouds dip suddenly, closer to the ground, like cheesy props in a play. Beside the highway, pale buildings hunch together in the cold, the faded brick, the mix of old and new. Naked trees lean forward toward her car, and she speeds up. Their branches look like bones. Dorrie almost never goes to funerals. They bring back her mother’s death, her wrecked and ruined car on the six o’clock news, a can of peas rolling down the street, and a size-six shoe at the side of a snowy road. Her mother’s funeral, too, was on a freezing winter day. Standing at the cemetery, Dorrie held her father’s hand and watched her mother’s ghost perched on the hood of the Kellys’ old Pontiac in a sleeveless summer dress that billowed out around her in the February cold. Mom! Dorrie started to say. You came back, but her mother only touched her finger to her lips and smiled before she floated off and disappeared into the sky.




*





The church is crowded, stuffy with bodies and heat. Dorrie stands in the doorway for a minute, lost in the ambience of incense, flowers, and ancient stained glass, dull and unbright in the sunless day, the muffled, shuffling sounds of heavy coats and boots.


She slides in beside Jeananne and the others from work who sit in a rigid little clump in a back pew. Joe’s longtime partner, Edward, stands in front beside Karen, the two sons, the daughter-in-law, his family Dorrie doesn’t want to see, the one that contradicts everything Joe was to her. The priest drones on, the service hums and buzzes in the air, the day grows darker through the colored glass, and Dorrie closes her eyes, hears herself in some amorphous hotel room. I feel so free when I’m with you.


The procession wends its way to the Mount Feake Cemetery, passes between two stone walls that edge the entrance. The wind blows hard off the river, scrapes across the naked trees, the crusty snow. Dorrie parks at the outer fringe of cars and stares through the windshield as tiny shards of ice begin to fall.


Her phone beeps. A new message. She reaches over to play it back, noticing the caller comes up as unknown. She panics, pushes at the button, hoping nothing has gone wrong on Lily’s ski trip—impassable roads, difficult, dangerous slopes.


But it isn’t Lily. “Luck,” she hears, and, “yours.” The voice is shrill, tinny, neither male nor female. Not human. Goose bumps stand out on Dorrie’s arms. The two words hang in the front seat. She plays it again, and in the silence of the car, the voice is harsh and personal, as if the speaker is right there beside her; the eerie voice scratches at her brain. “Everybody’s luck runs out,” it says. “Next time it might be yours.” She plays it one last time, listens as it rips through her and steals her breath, a cold, cruel hand around her throat. It could be anyone. It could be someone at the grave or sitting in a parked car only feet away, or standing in a clump of mourners, watching her. Observing her. She looks around through windows fogged with cold. She stares at a plot of trees behind her car and a shiver runs along her spine.


Was this about the other night—that she was lucky, then, to get away, but next time she might not be? Was this a threat? Her hands shake. Her teeth chatter. She blasts the heater, but she can’t get warm. She opens the car door and steps out into the heaviness of looming clouds to make her way across the slippery ground. Her breath is raspy as she hurries past parked cars and huddled trees to stand beside Jeananne, where gravestones are lined up like short, grim soldiers keeping guard, where granite angels wait. She stands at the fringes of Joe’s relatives and friends, huddled resolutely in the cold, their heels sinking in bitter ground. The wind howls over the Charles, through the barren trees, crackles through the twiggy bits of branches. Sleet comes down and sticks like needles to their clothes, making an odd sound, like seeds falling through a chute.


Beside the casket, a young priest leans forward to say something to Joe’s family and Karen nods. A few blond strands of hair peep out from under her large scarf, and then she turns around, quickly, unexpectedly, before Dorrie has a chance to look away, to run her hand along her coat, or fix her hat, or clear the look of naked anguish from her face. For a second, Karen seems to stare straight at her. She looks lovely and fragile. Lost. She doesn’t smile. She lifts her gaze and focuses on something behind Dorrie, her eyes intense and frightened. Blue, like Joe’s, and Dorrie can’t quite get her breath because the terror that she feels is mirrored there in Karen’s eyes. Then, just as suddenly, Karen turns back to the priest and lowers her head. Dorrie turns around, too. She squints to see what Karen saw. There is a shift, a movement in the trees and again a chill slices up her spine because there’s something there at the edge of her eye. A figure or maybe just the raw and blustery wind. The service ends. People stand in line to say their last good-byes; people walk among the headstones to their cars.


“Dorreen?”


“Yes.” She jumps. “Edward. Sorry. Didn’t see you there.”


His face is bright pink in the cold. “We’ll really have to pull together now.” His eyes skate sideways off her face. “Without Joe, it’ll be rough. No way around it.”


Dorrie’s heart gives a little lurch, but she stares at Edward, and it occurs to her that she is not the only actor here. The solemn gaze, the hearty hugs and glad-handing, the support. Edward is a virtual fortress. But maybe not. She nods.


“I need you and Jeananne on board. Both of you.” His eyes dart here and there and come up empty, since Jeananne and the others from the office have already gone.


“Right,” she says. Her voice is light. Airy. Bright. “I’ll tell Jeananne.” Dorrie leans in to give Edward an awkward little hug, which he does not return, and then she pulls her hat down nearly to her nose and walks away, trails her gloved hand out behind her in a small, desultory wave.


When she reaches her car, Dorrie turns to take one last look at the disbanding group of family and friends, at the gaping hole that will soon hold the man she once held in her arms, the man who didn’t care if she was a little odd, or if she didn’t always think before she spoke. For a moment she can almost see him walking toward her, smiling. She can almost feel his warmth again, can almost hear his breathing, almost catch the moments whistling by, quick, shimmering, like skirts on a dance floor, or wind blowing through a jacket in a field. Joe, with his voice like music. Kiss me, like the words to an old song or a curtain flapping in a breeze or sun on a tiled floor. Like a memory just out of reach.


People are beginning to move toward her, talking among themselves, shaking drops out of their hair, brushing tiny bits of ice from their coats with the tips of their fingers, and Dorrie fumbles with her keys. I love you, Joe, she says to the sky outside the window, and then she sticks on her dark glasses and sets her GPS for home.


She starts the car and picks up her phone from where she’d left it on the front seat. Missed calls. She looks again. She tosses her sunglasses on the dash and stares hard at the last number as she sits, trembling, inside the freezing front seat of her car. There’s no mistake. The number from Joe’s burner phone stares up at her from the Night Sky background of her cell.

















V


MAGGIE





Maggie Brennan opens her eyes. She glances up at a small skylight, like the one in the book about Heidi and the grandfather on the mountain. The illustrations in the book intrigued her as a child, especially the picture of a makeshift bed where Heidi slept beneath a window in the roof. It’s what sold Maggie on this place. The skylight. “Yes,” the landlord said when she’d remarked on it. “A renovation. Costly, but it adds so much light to what could otherwise be a little dreary.”


It’s still a little dreary.


But Maggie likes it. She likes to monitor the light herself—how much comes in, how much doesn’t. She yawns, switches on a small flat-screen TV across the room. A home remodel burbles in the silence of early morning as Maggie lies buried under multicolored quilts, coveting the claw-foot tub, the large black and white square tiles of a bathroom renovation on HGTV.


The skylight turns a lighter gray. A cough slides through the wall. Maggie rolls out of bed and heads for the shower as, on TV, a couple walks across newly installed laminate.


She’d left her car at work the night before and taken the train home. The main roads are clear, the small ones soon will be. Still, she was nervous about driving in the storm, made a snap decision she regrets now. She’ll have to take the train in.
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