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Outstanding Praise for the Novels of T. Greenwood



Bodies of Water


“A complex and compelling portrait of the painful intricacies of love and loyalty. Book clubs will find much to discuss in T. Greenwood’s insightful story of two women caught between their hearts and their families.”


—Eleanor Brown, New York Times bestselling author of The Weird Sisters


“Bodies of Water is no ordinary love story, but a book of astonishing precision, lyrically told, raw in its honesty and gentle in its unfolding. What I find myself reveling in, pondering, savoring, really, is more than this book’s uncommon beauty, though there is much beauty to be found within these pages. The real magic of this book is not its lingering poetry or even the striking subject matter of two families trying to survive in an era in which many men and women found themselves bound by strict constructs of “husband” and “wife,” often resulting in them losing themselves and each other. The magic of this story is found in the depth and power of these relationships, as rich in texture as velvet, as fluid as water, as astonishing in their frailty as they are in their strength. Here is a complex tapestry of lives entwined, a testimony to the fact that a timeless sort of love does exist—one that sustains memory, derails oppression, and with its striking ferocity can cause human beings to relinquish love and yet also to recover it. T. Greenwood has rendered a compassionate story of people who are healed and destroyed by love, by alcoholism, by secrets and betrayal, and yet she offers us a certain shade of hope that while the barriers between people can make a narrow neighborhood street seem as wide as the ocean, soul mates can and do find each other—sometimes more than once in a lifetime. A luminous, fearless, heart-wrenching story about the power of true love.”


—Ilie Ruby, author of The Salt God’s Daughter


“T. Greenwood’s Bodies of Water is a lyrical novel about the inexplicable nature of love, and the power a forbidden affair has to transform one woman’s entire life. By turns beautiful and tragic, haunting and healing, I was captivated from the very first line. And Greenwood’s moving story of love and loss, hope and redemption has stayed with me, long after I turned the last page.”


—Jillian Cantor, author of Margot


Breathing Water


“A poignant, clear-eyed first novel . . . filled with careful poetic description . . . the story is woven skillfully.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“A poignant debut . . . Greenwood sensitively and painstakingly unravels her protagonist’s self-loathing and replaces it with a graceful dignity.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A vivid, somberly engaging first book.”


—Larry McMurtry


“With its strong characters, dramatic storytelling, and heartfelt narration, Breathing Water should establish T. Greenwood as an important young novelist who has the great gift of telling a serious and sometimes tragic story in an entertaining and pleasing way.”


—Howard Frank Mosher, author of Walking to Gatlinburg


“An impressive first novel.”


—Booklist


“Breathing Water is startling and fresh . . . Greenwood’s novel is ripe with originality.”


—The San Diego Union-Tribune


Grace


“Grace is a poetic, compelling story that glows in its subtle, yet searing examination of how we attempt to fill the potentially devastating fissures in our lives. Each character is masterfully drawn; each struggles in their own way to find peace amid tumultuous circumstance. With her always crisp imagery and fearless language, Greenwood doesn’t back down from the hard issues or the darker sides of human psyche, managing to create astounding empathy and a balanced view of each player along the way. The story expertly builds to a breathtaking climax, leaving the reader with a clear understanding of how sometimes, only a moment of grace can save us.”


—Amy Hatvany, author of Best Kept Secret


“Grace is at once heartbreaking, thrilling and painfully beautiful. From the opening page to the breathless conclusion, T. Greenwood again shows why she is one of our most gifted and lyrical storytellers.”


—Jim Kokoris, author of The Pursuit of Other Interests


“Greenwood has given us a family we are all fearful of becoming—creeping toward scandal, flirting with financial disaster, and hovering on the verge of dissolution. Grace is a masterpiece of small-town realism that is as harrowing as it is heartfelt.”


—Jim Ruland, author of Big Lonesome


“This novel will keep readers rapt until the very end . . . Shocking and honest, you’re likely to never forget this book.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Grace amazes. Harrowing, heartfelt, and ultimately so realistically human in its terror and beauty that it may haunt you for days after you finish it. T. Greenwood has another gem here. Greenwood’s mastery of character and her deep empathy for the human condition make you care what happens, especially in the book’s furious final 100 pages.”


—The San Diego Union-Tribune


“Exceptionally well-observed. Readers who enjoy insightful and sensitive family drama (Lionel Shriver’s We Need to Talk About Kevin; Rosellen Brown’s Before and After) will appreciate discovering Greenwood.”


—Library Journal


Nearer Than the Sky


“Greenwood is an assured guide through this strange territory; she has a lush, evocative style.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“T. Greenwood writes with grace and compassion about loyalty and betrayal, love and redemption in this totally absorbing novel about daughters and mothers.”


—Ursula Hegi, author of Stones from the River


“A lyrical investigation into the unreliability and elusiveness of memory centers Greenwood’s second novel . . . The kaleidoscopic heart of the story is rich with evocative details about its heroine’s inner life.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Compelling . . . Highly recommended.”


—Library Journal


“Doesn’t disappoint. A complicated story of love and abuse told with a directness and intensity that packs a lightning charge.”


—Booklist


“Nearer Than the Sky is a remarkable portrait of resilience. With clarity and painful precision, T. Greenwood probes the dark history of Indie’s family.”


—Rene Steinke, author of The Fires and Holy Skirts


“Greenwood’s writing is lyrical and original. There is warmth and even humor and love. Her representation of MSBP is meticulous.”


—San Diego Union-Tribune


“Deft handling of a difficult and painful subject . . . compelling.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Potent . . . Greenwood’s clear-eyed prose takes the stuff of tabloid television and lends it humanity.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“T. Greenwood brings stunning psychological richness and authenticity to Nearer Than the Sky. Hers is the very first work of fiction to accurately address factitious disorders and Munchausen by proxy—the curious, complex, and dramatic phenomena in which people falsify illness to meet their own deep emotional needs.”


—Marc D. Feldman, M.D., author of Patient or Pretender and Playing Sick?: Untangling the Web of Munchausen Syndrome, Munchausen by Proxy, Malingering, and Factitious Disorder, and co-author of Sickened: The Memoir of a Munchausen by Proxy Childhood


This Glittering World


“In This Glittering World, T. Greenwood demonstrates once again that she is a poet and storyteller of unique gifts, not the least of which is a wise and compassionate heart.”


—Drusilla Campbell, author of The Good Sister and Blood Orange


“T. Greenwood’s novel This Glittering World is swift, stark, calamitous. Her characters, their backs against the wall, confront those difficult moments that will define them and Greenwood paints these troubled lives with attention, compassion and hope. Through it all, we are caught on the dangerous fault lines of a culturally torn northern Arizona, where the small city of Flagstaff butts up against the expansive Navajo Reservation and the divide between the two becomes manifest. As this novel about family, friendship, and allegiance swirls toward its tumultuous climax, This Glittering World asks us how it is that people sometimes choose to turn toward redemption, and sometimes choose its opposite—how it is, finally, that we become the people we become.”


—Jerry Gabriel, author of Drowned Boy and winner of the Mary McCarthy Prize in Short Fiction


“Stark, taut, and superbly written, this dark tale brims with glimpses of the Southwest and scenes of violence, gruesome but not gratuitous. This haunting look at a fractured family is certain to please readers of literary suspense.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Greenwood’s prose is beautiful. Her writing voice is simple but emotional.”


—RT Book Reviews



Undressing the Moon



“This beautiful story, eloquently told, demands attention.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Greenwood has skillfully managed to create a novel with unforgettable characters, finely honed descriptions, and beautiful imagery.”


—Book Street USA


“A lyrical, delicately affecting tale.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Rarely has a writer rendered such highly charged topics . . . to so wrenching, yet so beautifully understated, an effect . . . T. Greenwood takes on risky subject matter, handling her volatile topics with admirable restraint . . . Ultimately more about life than death, Undressing the Moon beautifully elucidates the human capacity to maintain grace under unrelenting fire.”


—The Los Angeles Times


The Hungry Season


“This compelling study of a family in need of rescue is very effective, owing to Greenwood’s eloquent, exquisite word artistry and her knack for developing subtle, suspenseful scenes . . . Greenwood’s sensitive and gripping examination of a family in crisis is real, complex, and anything but formulaic.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“A deeply psychological read.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Can there be life after tragedy? How do you live with the loss of a child, let alone the separation emotionally from all your loved ones? T. Greenwood with beautiful prose poses this question while delving into the psyches of a successful man, his wife, and his son . . . This is a wonderful story, engaging from the beginning that gets better with every chapter.”


—The Washington Times


Two Rivers


“From the moment the train derails in the town of Two Rivers, I was hooked. Who is this mysterious young stranger named Maggie, and what is she running from? In Two Rivers, T. Greenwood weaves a haunting story in which the sins of the past threaten to destroy the fragile equilibrium of the present. Ripe with surprising twists and heartbreakingly real characters, Two Rivers is a remarkable and complex look at race and forgiveness in smalltown America.”


—Michelle Richmond, New York Times bestselling author of The Year of Fog and No One You Know


“Two Rivers is a convergence of tales, a reminder that the past never washes away, and yet, in T. Greenwood’s delicate handling of time gone and time to come, love and forgiveness wait on the other side of what life does to us and what we do to it. This novel is a sensitive and suspenseful portrayal of family and the ties that bind.”


—Lee Martin, author of The Bright Forever and River of Heaven


“The premise of Two Rivers is alluring: the very morning a deadly train derailment upsets the balance of a sleepy Vermont town, a mysterious girl shows up on Harper Montgomery’s doorstep, forcing him to dredge up a lifetime of memories—from his blissful, indelible childhood to his lonely, contemporary existence. Most of all, he must look long and hard at that terrible night twelve years ago, when everything he held dear was taken from him, and he, in turn, took back. T. Greenwood’s novel is full of love, betrayal, lost hopes, and a burning question: is it ever too late to find redemption?”


—Miranda Beverly-Whittemore, author of The Effects of Light and the Janet Heidinger Kafka Prize–winning Set Me Free


“Greenwood is a writer of subtle strength, evoking small-town life beautifully while spreading out the map of Harper’s life, finding light in the darkest of stories.”


—Publishers Weekly


“T. Greenwood’s writing shimmers and sings as she braids together past, present, and the events of one desperate day. I ached for Harper in all of his longing, guilt, grief, and vast, abiding love, and I rejoiced at his final, hardwon shot at redemption.”


—Marisa de los Santos, New York Times bestselling author of Belong to Me and Love Walked In


“Two Rivers is a stark, haunting story of redemption and salvation. T. Greenwood portrays a world of beauty and peace that, once disturbed, reverberates with searing pain and inescapable consequences; this is a story of a man who struggles with the deepest, darkest parts of his soul, and is able to fight his way to the surface to breathe again. But also—maybe more so—it is the story of a man who learns the true meaning of family: When I am with you, I am home. A memorable, powerful work.”


—Garth Stein, New York Times bestselling author of The Art of Racing in the Rain


“A complex tale of guilt, remorse, revenge, and forgiveness . . . Convincing . . . Interesting . . .”


—Library Journal


“In the tradition of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and To Kill a Mockingbird, T. Greenwood’s Two Rivers is a wonderfully distinctive American novel, abounding with memorable characters, unusual lore and history, dark family secrets, and love of life. Two Rivers is the story that people want to read: the one they have never read before.”


—Howard Frank Mosher, author of Walking to Gatlinburg


“Two Rivers is a dark and lovely elegy, filled with heartbreak that turns itself into hope and forgiveness. I felt so moved by this luminous novel.”


—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author


“Two Rivers is reminiscent of Thornton Wilder, with its quiet New England town shadowed by tragedy, and of Sherwood Anderson, with its sense of desperate loneliness and regret . . . It’s to Greenwood’s credit that she answers her novel’s mysteries in ways that are believable, that make you feel the sadness that informs her characters’ lives.”


—Bookpage
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For Carlene and Angela




This is what I know: memory is the same as water. It permeates and saturates. Quenches and satiates. It can hold you up or pull you under; render you weightless or drown you. It is tangible, but elusive. My memories of Eva are like this: the watery dreams of a past I can no more easily grasp than a fistful of the ocean. Some days, they buoy me. Other days, they threaten me with their dangerous draw. Memory. Water. Our bodies are made of it; it is what we are. I can no longer separate myself from my recollections. On the best days, on the worst days, I believe I have dissolved into them.


It was the ocean’s tidal pull that brought me here to this little beach town forty years ago, and later to this battered cottage perched at the edge of the cliffs, overlooking the sea. It is what keeps me here as well. And while I may not be able to escape my memories, I have escaped the seasons here; this is what I think as summer turns seamlessly into fall, the only sign of this shift being the disappearance of the tourists. During the summer, the other rental cottages are full of families and couples, the porches littered with surfboards and beach toys, the railings draped with wet swimsuits and brightly colored beach towels. Sometimes a child will line up shells along the balustrade, a parade of treasures. At summer’s end, the kindest mothers will pack these up as they pack up the rest of their things, slipping them into a little plastic bag to be stowed inside a suitcase. The other mothers toss them back toward the sand when the child is busy, hoping they will forget the care with which they were chosen. I understand both inclinations: to hold on and to let go.


But now, in September, the flip-flops and buckets and shells are gone and the children have returned home, the inevitability of fall, the certainty of autumn just another textbook fact as they sit wearily in their September classrooms. But I imagine they must keep this magical place somewhere in their memory, pulling out the recollections and examining them, marveling at them, like the shimmery inside of a shell: a place without seasons, as far away as the moon. Their mothers have returned to their kitchens or offices, their fathers to their lonely commutes. Only I remain, in my little cottage by the shore, as summer slips away soundlessly, and, without fanfare, autumn steps in.


At night, in the fall when the tourists are gone, there are no distractions. No blue glow of a television set in a window, no muffled sound of an argument or a child’s cry. There are no slamming doors or moody teenagers sneaking out to a bonfire on the sand below. There is no laughter, no scratchy radio music, no soft cadence of couples making love. There is only the sound of the lapping waves, the lullaby of water. It is quiet here without them.


I don’t have a landline. When someone wants to reach me, they call the manager’s office and I return the call on my cell phone, its number known only to my daughters and sister. My eldest, Francesca, calls once a week on Sundays, dutifully reporting on her life in Boston, detailing the comings and goings of my grandchildren. Mouse is less predictable, more like me, calling only when the spirit moves her. She sends beautiful letters and postcards and photographs, though, that offer me glimpses into her gypsy life. The wall behind my bed tracks her travels in a cluttered collage. Only my sister, Gussy, calls every day. She relies on me more than she used to. We are both widows now, and growing old is lonely. We need each other.


I expect her call each night like I expect the sunset. “Hi, Gus,” I say. “What’s the news?” Though there is never any news, not real news anyway: a broken pipe, a sale on prime rib, a silly conversation in line at the bank. More often than not she calls to read me one of the increasingly frequent obituaries of someone we used to know.


Tonight, I slip into bed for our conversation, watching the sun melt into the horizon from my window. When summer is over, I no longer bother to close the shades, modesty disappearing with the tourists.


“I got a letter today,” she says. “The strangest thing.”


“Who from?”


She is quiet on the other end of the line. I picture her, nestled in her husband Frank’s old recliner, cradling the phone between her chin and her shoulder as she knits something for Zu-Zu or Plum.


“Gus?”


“The letter was from John Wilson. Johnny Wilson.”


I feel a hollowing out in my chest, and worry for just a fraction of a second that this is it. I am waiting now, for that failure of my body that will, finally, remove me from this world. But then my heart, this old reliable heart, thumps again, a gong, and my whole body reverberates. “Why?” I ask.


“He’s looking for you.”


I take a deep breath and study the sky outside my window, looking for an answer in the confusion of colors, in the spill of orange and blue.


“He just got out of rehab or some such thing. Doesn’t surprise me at all, frankly. Probably part of his twelve steps, making amends and all that.”


It does not surprise me to hear that he’s had these sorts of problems, though why he would want to talk to me is a mystery. Johnny Wilson would have nothing to apologize to me for; if anything, it should be the other way around.


“He says he wants to talk to you about his mother. But he wants to see you in person. He wants to know if I can help him find you.”


My eyes sting. Suddenly the sunset is too bright. I stand and pull the curtains across the windows and sit down on the bed again. Breathless.


“Can I help him?” she asks. “Find you?”


“Where is he?”


“He’s still in Boston. But he said he could come up to Vermont if you might be up for a visit. He must not know you’re in California.”


Of course he wouldn’t know this. I haven’t spoken to Johnny Wilson in decades.


“You could come for a visit, you know,” she says. “Make a trip of it. Francesca could come up too, meet us at the lake?”


Lake Gormlaith. I haven’t been back to the lake since 1964. Johnny was still a little boy then. A child. My heart (that swollen, weakening thing in my chest) aches for him: both the little boy he was and whatever damaged man he has now become.


“I don’t know,” I say. “I haven’t flown in so long. Doesn’t security make you take your clothes off or some such nonsense now?”


“Shoes.” Gussy laughs. “You only have to take off your shoes. Come home, come see me. Let Johnny say what he needs to say. And you can see Effie and the girls.”


Effie, my grandniece, and her family live year round now in the cabin at the lake. I haven’t met the children, and the last time I saw Effie she was still a teenager. I haven’t even seen Gussy for nearly two years now, and she was the last one to visit. I know it’s my turn. Still, I am happy here at the edge of the world where none of the rules, even those regarding the changing of seasons, apply. Why would I leave?


“Please?” Gussy says.


“What did the letter say exactly?” I ask, wanting to hear her name, hoping she will say it.


“It just says he needs to talk to you about Eva.” And there they are, the two syllables as familiar, and faint, as my own heartbeat. “He says there are some things you should know.”


“What do you suppose that means?” I ask.


“I don’t know, Billie. Just come home and find out.”


I look around my tiny cottage, peer once again at that predictable sky. In Vermont, the leaves would be igniting in their autumnal fire, the whole landscape a pyre. There is no such thing as escaping the seasons in New England.


“Let me think about it,” I say. “I’m not too wild about getting naked for just anybody who flashes a badge.”


Gussy laughs again. “Think on it. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow,” I say, committing to nothing.


In the morning, I wake to the blinding reminder of daylight through the pale curtains in my bedroom. Outside, the waves quietly pat the shore as though they are only reassuring the sand. Each day begins like this; only the keening of the foghorn tells me that today it is autumn, that the sky is impenetrable.


My whole body aches, though it has for so long now that the pain no longer registers as unusual or worrisome. I rise anyway—what else can one do?—slip out of bed and into my bathing suit, which I keep hanging on a hook on the back of my door. I sleep in the nude, which makes this transition easier: no cumbersome nightgown to fuss with, no pajamas to unbutton or from which to undress. I realized long ago that I’d only ever worn nightclothes as a barrier anyway: a fortress of flannel or silk.


The bathing suit I wear these days is bright green. It complements my eyes, or it would if the cataracts hadn’t rendered them this icy blue. My hair isn’t the same color anymore either. Still, I wake up every single morning expecting to see the red-haired woman I used to be in the mirror, but instead I see an old lady with milky eyes and an untamed white mane. I have, on the darkest days, demanded to know who she is.


Sometimes I try to imagine what Eva would look like now, but she remains fixed in my memory the way she looked back in the summer of 1960 when I first met her. Only I have aged. Only I have watched my body slowly abandon me. I am alone in this slow decay. Nevertheless, I do imagine her here, though she appears as a ghost, and I wonder what her morning would be like. Would she also slip into her bathing suit at the break of dawn? Would she walk with me from the bungalow down the stone steps to the beach? Would she peer through the thick marine layer that hangs like a white stole on the sea’s shoulders and then wink at me before tossing her hair back and running headlong into the water, disappearing into the ocean leaving me to wonder if she would resurface again? Would she leave me at the edge, fearful—an old woman with cataracts and high blood pressure—looking for her through the gauzy morning? Would she emerge from the water, riding a wave in to shore, coming home again, or would she simply vanish?


I’m never truly alone on the beach, even in autumn, even this early in the morning. The surfers come in their wet suits, carrying their boards under their arms. They paddle out to wait for the waves, bobbing and dipping like shiny black seals. The bums who sleep under the pier emerge, scavenging for food, for half-smoked cigarette butts left in the sand. Middle-aged women rise early and walk up and down the beach, purposeful in their velour tracksuits, still believing that the inevitable might be delayed, if not halted entirely. They rarely acknowledge me; I am evidence of the one thing they cannot change, the reminder of a future they aren’t ready to imagine. But if they were to look, to really look, this is what they would see: an elderly woman in a green bathing suit walking slowly toward the water’s edge. She is old and she is thin, but there are shadows of an athlete in her strong shoulders and legs underneath that ancient skin. She is a swimmer, peering out at the water as though she might be looking for someone. But after only a moment, she disappears into the cold, her arms remembering. Her whole body remembering, her whole body memory, as she swims toward whatever it is, whomever it is she sees in the distance. If they were to listen, to really listen, they would hear the waves crashing on the shore behind her, beating like a pulse: Eva. Eva.




There were secrets before Eva. There were things I kept hidden, buried, long before Eva and Ted Wilson moved in across the street. There were a hundred things I didn’t say, and a thousand more I could barely even admit to myself. But the summer of 1960, when our neighbor, old Mrs. Macadam, died and the Wilsons moved in, marks for me the moment at which all of those secrets began to rise to the surface. I think of them now, shimmering like objects underwater, coming in and out of focus, obfuscated and then revealed. Exposed and then concealed.


“Somebody’s moving in!” Mouse squealed, throwing open the kitchen door.


“Don’t slam the door, Mouse!” Francesca said as she followed behind her little sister, shaking her head in the disapproving way that made her father call her Miss Ninny. At eight years old, Francesca was everything I was not as a child: tidy and polite, a good student, obedient and kind. Mouse, who was six, was my secret favorite, my kindred spirit. Unruly, untidy. Feral even.


It was the first week of July, and so hot. My hair frizzed and curled at my neck, my hairline beaded with sweat. I was in the kitchen struggling to unclog the drain with a plunger, the smell of potato peels (or whatever other sludge had clogged the delicate innards of our house) making me reel with nausea.


“Mama! Mama! There’s a family moving into Mrs. Macadam’s house. They’ve got a rocking horse and bunk beds, and a bright red car!” Mouse clung to me, tugging at my apron, stepping on my feet. “Do you think they have little girls?” she asked.


“Let’s go look,” I said, walking with her to the bay window in our living room, where I could see a moving truck parked in front of the Macadams’ house with a bright red Cadillac sedan parked behind it.


There was, indeed, a giant painted rocking horse, the kind on a metal frame with springs, as well as a crib, a set of bunk beds, and a whole stack of Hula-Hoops. “I think they might have some children,” I said, nodding.


And then, as if on cue, three children came bolting out of Mrs. Macadam’s house followed by a young woman, a very pregnant young woman, who stood on the front steps with both hands on her hips. Behind her loomed a tall man in a suit and a fedora.


I watched, riveted, as the smallest child, a boy of maybe four or five, wearing a cowboy hat and rubber chaps, chased down the two other children, both girls, shooting his cap gun dangerously close to their faces. I watched through the window as the mother silently voiced her objections, shaking her head but smiling. I also watched as the man circled the woman’s very large waist with his arms and nuzzled her neck. I felt myself blushing as she stretched her neck to the side, as if to expose more flesh for his hungry mouth. Then she collapsed into silent giggles, hitting him with the oven mitt in her hand and shooing him out the door. He obeyed, blowing kisses and tipping his hat as he made his way to the shiny red car, into which he disappeared and drove off down the road.


When he was gone, the woman put her hand on her back in the way that enormously pregnant women do, as though she were trying to stretch a kink out. A worker emerged from the moving truck, carrying a large cardboard box. She smiled and spoke to him briefly, gesturing toward the house with her free hand.


“Whatcha looking at?” Frankie asked, coming from the bathroom smelling of Aqua Velva, still wearing his undershirt. Undressed, Frankie always looked like a boy rather than a man. At 140 pounds, he weighed just a little more than I did. His belts never fit; he used a leather hole punch to add extra holes. He was a small man with a big personality, he liked to say, though this was always accompanied by a slight grimace, the consequence of growing up small with a mean daddy, his bravado crafted in response to years of torment. It was one of many things that endeared me to Frankie early on. He was, in many ways, like a child himself; his joy was enormous, but so too were his disappointments and rage.


“There’s a family moving in across the street,” Francesca said. “And they’ve got a boy. He looks naughty.”


“Looks like we lost our chance at old lady Macadam’s house,” Frankie said, peering out the window as he wiped a bit of shaving cream from his cheek. “Though it seems they might need the space more than we do,” he said, as the brood of children emerged again, this time from the crawl space under the front porch. Each of them was grass stained and dirt smudged.


Mouse was elated. “Can I go play?” she asked, rushing toward the door. She was still wearing her pajamas.


“Go put some clothes on first,” I said. “And let their mama know I’ll bring over a coffee cake in an hour.”


The house that Frankie and I owned in 1960 was in Hollyville, Massachusetts, only a half-hour train ride from Boston, but, in those days, still quite rural. We lived on a dead end drive with only four other houses: the Bakers, the Bouchers, and the Castillos. And across the street was the house that Mrs. Macadam lived in for fifty years before she fell asleep and didn’t wake up.


Mrs. Macadam’s son and his wife discovered her body a whole week after she passed away when they came to take her to the hair salon, and it made Frankie and me feel like terrible neighbors. There’s a fine line though between being a good neighbor and being a busybody. I’ve always erred on the side of caution, keeping my nose out of other people’s business. Though we shared this dead end drive and a telephone party line, we left each other alone. There were no other children on our street, the other residents much older than we, and so we had nothing but proximity in common. Frankie made much more of an effort than I, waving a hearty hello to Mr. Boucher as he mowed his lawn or to Mrs. Castillo as she tended her terminally ill roses. Offering to help Mrs. Baker carry in her groceries. But Mrs. Macadam rarely left her house. Her porch light came on only some nights. And she didn’t subscribe to the Herald or the Globe, so there were no newspapers to pile up in her driveway after she died. Maybe if I’d been paying more attention, I would have noticed that by the end of that week the mailman was struggling to get her mail into the stuffed mailbox. (Though, if you ask me, perhaps he should have gone and knocked on Mrs. Macadam’s door himself.) Regardless, with or without our notice, Mrs. Macadam went to bed one night that spring and didn’t get out again until the coroner came a week later and carried her out. Her son and daughter-in-law spent a week emptying the house out, and then he planted a FOR SALE sign in the front yard next to the lilac bush, which was in full bloom by then.


Frankie had talked to Mrs. Macadam’s son every time he saw him that spring, inquiring if there had been any offers made. Any bites. They stood in the driveway, the way that men do (arms folded across their chests, shuffling their feet, gesturing and nodding). But the son just shook his head sadly, probably wishing his inheritance were more than this sad old house with its sloping front porch and tired roof.


“It’s got five bedrooms, Billie,” Frankie had said one morning.


I froze, shaking my head. We’d bought this three-bedroom house more than ten years before, when we were still newlyweds, Frankie optimistic that we would fill the two extras with children by the time we celebrated our third anniversary. But three years of trying brought nothing but blood and heartache and had made those two rooms (the rooms Frankie had painstakingly painted and furnished) feel like tombs for our lost children. Finally, in 1952 we adopted Francesca and then, two years later, Mary. Without any empty rooms left, Frankie had seemed sated. He appeared to resign himself to our small family. Having a baby, or adopting another baby, would have meant starting over again. And as much as Frankie had dreamed of having a large family (he had had five sisters), I knew he didn’t miss those sleepless nights, the vigilance of parenting toddlers. The constant fear.


But what he didn’t know that late May morning, as he peered through the kitchen window at the FOR SALE sign leaning a little to the right, was that I was pregnant again: probably just a few weeks along as far as I could tell, which didn’t mean anything except that I was just a few weeks closer to losing another child. But my plan this time had been to keep quiet about it. No need to get Frankie’s hopes up; he was the most optimistic man I’d ever met, a trait that I found to be somehow both endearing and pitiable. If I told him, he’d have been out in his shop by noon building a cradle that would only remain still and empty in the garage.


“With a little spit shine, it could be a real beauty,” he had said, nodding at the house across the street. That was one thing about Frankie. He was able to see the potential in things. I’m fairly certain that was the only reason why he’d wound up with me in the first place. When he’d first met me, ineptly typing a whopping forty words per minute at Simon & Monk, a large insurance firm in Cambridge, a pencil stuck in my frizzy red hair and refusing to wear a girdle, it wasn’t my great beauty he’d been riveted by but rather what he might be able to turn me into. I was a fixer-upper in his eyes. A girl with some real potential.


Growing up on my parents’ farm in Vermont, I’d wanted nothing but to get away as soon as I graduated from high school. I’d been accepted into Wellesley College, but my parents insisted that I turn down my spot and go to secretarial school in Boston so that I might make something useful of myself. What they really meant was that I should find a husband, start a family. If I’d gone to Wellesley, I’d have been surrounded by girls, with no marriage prospects in sight. My mother’s dreams were not of a girl on the college swim team, an academic, a librarian (which is what I’d hoped to be). They were, instead, of grandchildren and holidays spent around an upright piano no one but my mother knew how to play, singing Christmas carols. I’d have gone to Wellesley anyway, but I had no way to pay the tuition. It didn’t help that Gussy had just gotten married to her own Frank (Frank McInnes, her high school sweetheart); my mother wouldn’t rest until both of her girls were safe from spinsterhood.


When my Frank came into the office where I was pounding at the behemoth electric typewriter with two fingers, he saw me as a project, and I saw him as a way to appease my mother. Unfortunately, he was no Frank McInnes. For one thing, he was Italian. And even worse, he was Catholic. My Frank couldn’t be further from Gussy’s Frank with his quiet intelligence, his good looks, and manners, and my mother would never let me forget that. But Frankie was vibrant and loud and funny, and I liked him. And better yet, he liked me.


That’s what my thinking had been when Frankie Valentine, all five feet six of him, walked into the office where I worked pushing his mail cart and whistling “O Sole Mio.” When he leaned against the desk where I was miserably typing up underwriting forms and said in his slow, sly way, “Well, if it isn’t the new girl. And even prettier than they say.” (I’d never once in my life been referred to as pretty.)


That was my thinking when Frankie took me out dancing and managed to make me feel graceful for the first time in my whole life, when he crooned like Vic Damone in my ear, his breath hot, both his feet and hands quick. When he walked me back to my apartment and kissed me on my doorstep. (A man had never put his hands—or lips, for that matter—on me before, and certainly never sang love songs in my ear.)


And that was my thinking when I told Frankie I’d marry him: that he was the first and only man who had loved me (who might ever love me enough to marry me), and as a plus, I’d be getting my mother off my back while still getting in one last jab. That had been my modus operandi for most of my life at that point. I truly didn’t think beyond that moment when I walked down the aisle of St. Paul’s Church, and saw her in her mother-of-the-bride dress crying tears of both relief and sorrow. It wasn’t fair to Frankie of course, and it only took the first miscarriage to realize that.


We’d only been married a couple of months when I got pregnant the first time. But just a week or so after Dr. O’Malley confirmed the pregnancy, I woke up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night, bleeding so heavily I thought I might be dying. Frankie had held me and whispered, feverish in his reassurances, “We’ll try again. It’s okay. We’ll keep trying.”


And we did. Three more pregnancies, each one lasting just a few weeks longer than the first, making the agony of each loss successively more painful. Frankie mourned those lost babies intensely, insisting on giving them each a name: Rosa, Maria, Antonia, convinced they were all girls, though it had been too early to tell. At Sunday mass, he lit a candle for each one, whispered prayers with his eyes shut tightly, hands clenched together. And though he never said so, and would never have placed blame on me, I blamed myself. Blamed my body for failing him, for failing those little girls.


Not long afterward, Frankie arranged for the adoption of Francesca, and he offered her to me like a gift. He was what I imagined the perfect father to be, coddling and cuddling and spoiling her with his affections. My own father had been a shadow in my childhood: up before dawn, working until dusk, arriving at the dinner table exhausted and starving. His interest in us was no different than his interest in his cattle, except that unlike his prized heifer, we could offer nothing useful in return. Frankie, on the other hand, loved being a father. He lived to make Chessy happy, singing her songs and tickling her belly, proudly showing pictures of her to anyone willing to peer into the depths of his cracked leather wallet. And when Francesca was two, I could see that hungry look in his eye, that now-familiar desperation. “She needs a sister,” he’d said. “Every girl does.” And so we adopted Mary, our little Mouse, and we were finally a family. Frankie was content with his girls, his ladies as he called them. And I was careful, making sure there would be no more pregnancies, and no more miscarriages.


But then that June of 1960, the June when Mrs. Macadam died in her sleep, I knew (from the tender swell of my breasts, from the familiar twinge—that death knell I knew so well) that I was pregnant yet again and that this baby, like all the others, would soon be nothing but a whispered prayed, a lit candle, a name without a face.


However, outside Mrs. Macadam’s house, the lilacs bloomed and then fell to the ground, collecting in wilting violet heaps. Spring departed and summer came and, still, the baby held on. One month passed and then two, and I knew that soon it would be hard to keep the pregnancy a secret from Frank. I’d become an expert at turning him away in the bedroom, at feigning sleep. Headaches. My monthly visitor. But soon I’d have no choice but to capitulate, and he would notice the changes in my body. His fingers would remember; his hands would know.


It was terrible, but I wished that it would just happen already, knowing that after two months, while a pregnancy might be hidden, a miscarriage would not be so easy to conceal. The pain would be too much. I wouldn’t be able to manage this on my own. The last one I’d had was at almost three months, and I had never felt anything so horrific in my life. I’d felt possessed by the pain, as if it were something alive, something living inside of me. I couldn’t just pretend it wasn’t happening.


Mornings were the hardest. From the stringent smells of aftershave and sweet bacon to the cloying scent of Frankie’s Chesterfield cigarettes and the pungent Maxwell House coffee he drank, my poor stomach could barely take the assault. The very thought of baking a coffee cake for the new neighbors, of the brown sugar and cinnamon, made my stomach roil, but I knew it was what was expected, and it would also give me an excuse to go introduce myself. Like Mouse, I was wildly curious.


An hour later, after I finally managed to get the sink to drain, I pulled the hot coffee cake from the oven, burning my finger on the electric filament. I stuck my finger in my mouth and tried to suck the sting out. I seemed to burn myself every time I used the oven, and I often felt as though I were at war with the appliances in our kitchen, like they had some personal vendetta against me.


Frankie had gone into the city to work. Francesca was pouting in her room. (Francesca, who did not like change of any kind, was skeptical of this new family that had moved in across the street, and she had refused to go over and play with Mouse.) I imagined her sitting on her bed, chin resting on her bent knees, a dog-eared copy of The Secret River or A Tree Grows in Brooklyn in her hands. This might have been the only similarity we shared; when the going got tough, we both retreated into our books.


“Chessy!” I hollered from the foot of the stairs. “We’re going over to meet the new neighbors.” I had learned early on that the way to get what I wanted from Francesca was to simply demand it. There were no negotiations between us, only declaratives. And her adherence, while reluctant, almost always followed.


“Coming,” she grumbled, and came to the top of the stairs, making clear in her heavy steps and slumped shoulders that this was one change she would resist. She had loved Mrs. Macadam, who gave her dusty mints and stale, store-bought cookies and let her pick flowers from her flowerbeds. Francesca had taken her death the hardest, asking too many questions about heaven and God. Questions Frankie took in stride but ones I avoided answering. God and I had a difficult relationship, to put things kindly.


We walked across the street together, the coffee cake so hot it burned my already-wounded hand even through the dishrag I’d used to protect it. The smell that rose up to my nostrils made my stomach quiver and my neck break out in a cold sweat, despite the summer heat.


Mouse and the youngest daughter of the new family, a little girl with black hair and pale, pale skin who looked to be roughly Mouse’s age, were playing in the driveway. “Hi, Mama,” Mouse said, while jumping rope, her face scrunched tightly in concentration. Her hair was curly and red like mine, as though she were really my own. I could almost imagine sometimes that she was one of those lost babies, as though she had resided inside of me instead of some other woman’s womb. The other little girl looked bored, scraping at the cracked pavement with a stick, and didn’t acknowledge me or Francesca as we made our way up the rickety steps of the front porch, which was covered in unopened packing boxes.


I reached for the knocker and rapped it gently against the wooden door. Francesca instinctively straightened her skirt, one of the same plaid skirts she wore to school every day during the school year: her unsanctioned uniform, regardless of the season.


“Coming!” A woman’s voice came from inside. When she opened the door, she was breathless.


What I remember now was how striking her face was. I hadn’t noticed as I peered across the street from inside my house; I’d been too busy taking in the entire family to dwell on anyone in particular. But hers was the kind of face that grew more startling and remarkable the closer you got to it, as though her features sharpened in direct relation to your distance from them: like an impressionist painting in reverse.


“Can I help you?” she asked. And her face came into sharp and exquisite focus. Framed by smooth, dark hair, a widow’s peak at the top of her high forehead, her face was small, childlike. Dark brows, like wide brushstrokes, sat above her large, brown eyes, which were heavy lidded and long-lashed, like Mouse’s baby doll’s eyes: the ones that really opened and closed. Flawless skin; small, heart-shaped mouth with plump lips; and a jaw that was somehow both square and soft at the same time. Even swollen with child, she was stunning: the kind of woman Frankie might call a “knockout.”


“Hi,” I said, feeling suddenly even more coarse and unrefined than I usually felt. The humidity brought out the worst in my already-frizzy hair. If my hands had been free, I would have patted at it self-consciously. “I’m Billie. Billie Valentine. From across the street.” I smiled as she came out onto the porch and noticed, possibly for the first time, that there was a child not her own in her yard.


“Oh!” she said, her big, dark eyes opening, her whole face opening.


“We brought a coffee cake,” I said. “My mother’s recipe.” I still had difficulty taking credit for my own cooking. When things actually turned out well in the kitchen, I knew there were larger forces than my own skill at work: mainly my mother’s carefully handwritten recipe cards she’d made for me as part of my unofficial trousseau.


“How thoughtful!” she said, clapping her hands together. “I’m Eva. Eva Wilson. Come in, come in.” She took the coffee cake from me and gestured for Chessy and me to enter the house.


Inside, it was dark and cool. There were boxes everywhere and a half-dozen fans humming and stirring the still air. The furniture was pushed together in the center of the room. I’d never actually been inside this house before, or any of the houses on our street; I’d only stood in the doorways with the girls as they sold Girl Scout cookies or solicited donations for their school.


“So sorry, we haven’t put a thing away yet,” Eva said.


“Oh, please, don’t apologize. We probably should have waited to come over. Given you some time to settle in.”


“It may take forever if this heat keeps up. I move one box and I’m drenched in sweat. Is it always this hot here in the summertime?” she asked, fanning herself futilely with her hand. Her neck glistened with sweat. “I feel like I might combust.”


“Not always,” I said. “July and August can be hot though. It’s the humidity that makes it so miserable. Just wait until January; you’ll be missing summer.”


Winter here was a beast. I’d noticed California plates on the Cadillac. Clearly, they had a big surprise coming for them.


The other girl I’d seen earlier, the tall one with dirty-blond hair and a long, horselike face, came down the stairs. Eva smiled and motioned for her to join us. “Donna, this is Mrs. Valentine from across the street and her daughter . . . ?”


“Francesca,” I offered when Chessy only stared at the floor.


Donna looked Francesca up and down appraisingly and said, “Let’s go to my room. I have a Barbie doll.”


Francesca looked at me as if waiting for my permission, and I nodded. “Go!” I said. “Have fun.”


They disappeared upstairs and I followed the nauseating scent of my mother’s coffee cake into Mrs. Macadam’s kitchen. The little boy was nowhere in sight.


The kitchen was bright: yellow walls, clean white floors and cabinets. There were boxes everywhere, including on the surface of the Formica table where another portable fan made its best attempt at fighting this ruthless heat.


“Please sit down,” she said, motioning to a free chair at the table. “Would you like some coffee?”


I shook my head.


“I probably couldn’t find the percolator anyway,” she said, sighing, and sat across from me at the table.


“So you’re from California?” I asked.


“San Francisco,” she said. “But then Teddy got the job offer at John Hancock. Ted, that’s my husband, he’s from here, grew up in Boston.”


“And you drove all the way from San Francisco?” I asked. “With three kids?”


Frankie and I hadn’t ever taken the kids farther than Vermont to Gussy and her Frank’s camp at Lake Gormlaith, where the girls and I spent the whole month of August every summer, and those four hours in the car were almost more than either Frankie or I could take. We gave up on driving after one trip when we had to pull over three times for Mouse to throw up. Most summers, the girls and I took the train and Frankie drove up every other weekend to visit.


“It was terrible,” she said, nodding. “And it took about twice as long as it should have because I had to stop every half hour to use the restroom. I’ve seen pretty much every gas station from San Francisco to Somerville.”


“When are you due?” I asked.


“The doctor says late August, but I’m hoping for tomorrow. Day after at the latest.” She laughed. “How about you? When are you due?”


Stunned, I caught my breath and found myself shaking my head in denial.


She looked at me, confused, and said, “You are pregnant, right?”


I wasn’t really pregnant. A real pregnancy meant a real baby. And there never would be a real baby. And I wasn’t even showing yet, never mind that the only two people in the entire world who knew about my condition were me and my doctor.


“How on earth did you know that?” I asked, feeling my throat grow thick. “I haven’t told anyone. Not even my husband.”


“I’ve got almost four of my own. I know what pregnant looks like,” she said.


My eyes must have widened like a crazy person’s.


“And you looked like you might vomit when you handed me that coffee cake,” she said, laughing. “I’d offer you a slice, but I have a feeling you’d say no. Am I right?”


I nodded. I felt panicky. I had just come over to deliver a coffee cake, but suddenly I felt exposed. Vulnerable. Frankie could not find out about the baby. It would kill him. And here I’d told a perfect stranger. Why hadn’t I just denied it? This was none of her business. Suddenly, I just wanted to go home, to be back inside my own house where my private life was private. This was exactly why I usually kept my distance from my neighbors.


“I’m just a couple of months along.” I looked toward the kitchen doorway, mapping my escape. “I’ve had some . . . um . . . bad luck, I guess you’d say. I’m waiting before I get everyone’s hopes up.”


“Of course,” she said. “And I bet it’s a boy. That’s why you’re so sick. I threw up every single day until Johnny was born. Boys are like poison.”


I forced a smile and tried not to think about the poison inside of me. And then, upon hearing his name, Johnny materialized in the doorway, drawing his pistol from his holster and holding his mother at gunpoint. “Bam!” he screamed.


I felt like I might jump out of my skin; my heart pounded hard in my chest.


Eva’s face flushed. “Johnny Wilson, you’ve got five seconds to hand over that cap gun. One . . .” And with that, cowboy Johnny ran off, out the door to the backyard, where I could see him mount that massive rocking horse, yelling “Yee-haw!”


“I’m sorry, I really should go. I’ve got a load of laundry in,” I said.


“I’m glad you came over,” she said, the color still in her otherwise pale face. “I don’t know a single grown-up person in this town besides Teddy. I really could use a friend.”


I grimaced.


“And don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t tell anybody. Your secret’s safe with me.”


* * *


When I told Frankie about the visit with Eva Wilson, I carefully omitted our discussion about due dates and morning sickness and babies. “They have a little boy,” I said. “He’s a holy goddamned terror. And her husband works for John Hancock. Some sort of salesman, she says.”


Frankie snickered. “That must be why he’s got that showy car. Sales. Humph.”


He and Ted Wilson had pulled into our respective driveways at the same time that night. I’d watched Frankie looking at that car, which made our Studebaker look like a shabby brown shoe.


Frankie smacked the table. “We should invite them over for drinks. A barbeque. He drinks, doesn’t he?”


“I would imagine,” I said. (It turned out that drinking was one of two things Frankie and Ted had in common. The other was the Red Sox: both of them afflicted by that crazy, futile love for a team that would always, always let them down.)


But despite Frankie’s interest in the Wilsons, I was not so keen on the idea of a barbeque. After that first visit with Eva, I had no desire to go back to their house. I’d left that first morning feeling like a dissected frog: splayed open, prodded, and studied. And the idea of having them over seemed downright dangerous. What if Eva slipped up? Frankie would be furious I’d kept the pregnancy from him, and even angrier that I had shared it with a total stranger. And so I made excuses and studied the Wilsons from the safety of our kitchen window. I still hadn’t even met Ted Wilson yet, though I had watched as he disappeared out the front door every morning, straightening his hat and tie and getting into his car. I also heard him when he pulled in each night; he always honked three times and the children would come running from their respective perches: in bedroom windows, on the porch swing, and, for little Johnny, up in the enormous dying elm tree in their front yard. When Ted Wilson pulled up, Johnny would shimmy down from whatever branch he was clinging to and then swing, like some sort of wild monkey, to the lowest branch from which he could drop almost directly into his father’s open arms. Ted was, like Eva, stunning to look at, with dark hair, a wide square face, and broad shoulders. Eva always greeted him, throwing her arms around his beefy neck, kissing him, right there on the front porch for the entire world to see. Something about this made me uncomfortable, but I still couldn’t seem to turn away.


I had also watched as the boxes slowly disappeared from the porch, and curtains went up in the bare windows, as the loose boards were repaired. A young man showed up with a ladder and buckets and brushes to put a fresh coat of paint on the house. There were plumbers and repairmen of every sort in and out of the house those first couple of weeks. And, thrilled by a change of scenery, I watched them come and go from the window in the kitchen where I spent most of my day.


Despite my reluctance to start a friendship with her mother, Donna Wilson and Francesca became fast friends, disappearing together into the Wilsons’ house or up into Chessy’s own bedroom each day, whispering and giggling, lugging around an old red train case of mine filled with their collective doll collection. Mouse and the little dark-haired Wilson girl, Sally, also paired up. They did cartwheels in the yard and tossed their baby dolls onto the Wilsons’ roof, watching them roll down again, which seemed to provide endless hours of entertainment, each plunge from the shingles causing them to erupt into explosive fits of little girl giggles. Johnny, however, was a lone wolf. With not another single little boy on our street, he was left to his own devices. You never knew where he would turn up, though he spent most of his time pretending he was some sort of sniper, shooting off his rifle from the safe camouflage of the elm tree foliage at his moving targets below.


I started to think maybe I was overreacting, that I was just being paranoid. Eva had promised to keep my secret, hadn’t she? She’d given me no reason whatsoever to distrust her. And admittedly, I longed for a friend. It would also be great if Ted and Frankie hit it off, if our families could be friendly with each other. Maybe I was just being silly. And so once the traffic in and out of the Wilsons’ house finally slowed, I sent Donna back to her house just before suppertime with a handwritten note, inviting her family to join us in our backyard for burgers and franks that weekend. She returned only moments later with a delicate piece of scented stationery that said, “We’d be delighted.” I looked out the window then and saw Eva standing on her porch, waving at me. Embarrassed, I waved back and then wondered if I’d just made a terrible mistake.


The Wilsons arrived that following Saturday night after a family trip into the city. They’d taken the children to the Franklin Park Zoo, and Johnny was doing his best monkey imitation on our front porch, scratching his armpits and swinging from the railings.


“Settle down, fella,” Ted said. His was a booming, warm voice, one that came from the gut rather than the throat. A voice that shook the floorboards under my feet as I stood there watching Johnny’s primordial display.


Eva stood behind Ted, her girls like bookends on either side of her, both looking uncomfortable, as if they hadn’t been playing on this very porch themselves for the past three weeks. As if I hadn’t fed them a steady diet of cookies and Kool-Aid every day of July.


“You must be Ted,” I said, reaching out my hand, but instead of shaking it, he bent down and gently kissed the back of it.


“Enchanté, as they say,” he rumbled, and I felt my face grow hot.


“Oh, stop it, Teddy. You’re embarrassing her,” Eva said, playfully pushing Ted aside and coming toward me. She embraced me, which was difficult considering the enormity of her belly, and then kissed my cheek. I felt my skin flush, and I returned her hug awkwardly, noting the strong scent of her perfume and, surprisingly, my lack of a nauseated response to it. I actually hadn’t felt my stomach perform its awful acrobatic queasy tumble in a few days; I’d even eaten eggs for breakfast, with bacon, instead of my usual favored Melba toast soaked in warm milk.


She backed up then and pushed the girls inside. “Go find Chessy and Mouse,” she said, and they happily obliged, disappearing up our stairs.


“Frankie’s in the backyard getting the charcoal started,” I said to Ted, and he lumbered past me through my house as though he too already knew the way, and I heard the back screen door slam followed by the muffled sounds of their conversation.


“This is for dinner,” she said, handing me a Jell-O mold inside which several green grapes were suspended like tiny planets. “And this is for you,” she said, pushing a little vial into my palm and closing my fingers over it.


“What is it?” I asked.


“Shhh,” she said, and ushered me into the house, glancing around to make sure we were alone. “It’s unicorn root. An herb. I have a friend in San Francisco, an herbalist. I spoke to him after we talked, and he told me where I could find some in Boston. The Indians discovered it, used it to prevent . . . bad luck”—she said quietly, squeezing my arm—“with pregnancies.”


“Thank you. That’s very thoughtful,” I said, slipping the vial into the pocket of my apron. She clearly hadn’t told her husband anything, but I still felt my stomach tighten into a knot.


Outside Frankie was standing in his favorite bowling shirt and Bermuda shorts at the grill, enclosed in a cloud of smoke. Frankie’s fire pit was his pride and joy. It was enormous, made of cobblestones he’d salvaged in the city when the old streets were being torn up and paved. It was a wonder of masonry, with an enormous grill he’d also made himself. You could have barbequed an entire side of beef on it if you’d wanted to.


Ted was sitting in a lawn chair next to the grill like a foreman overseeing one of his workers, as Frankie flipped and checked the meat. Ted had one of our cocktail glasses perched on the ice chest next to him. It was almost empty already. Frankie had opened a gallon jug of his favorite Chianti and poured himself a tall tumbler full. He was never one for liquor, but he liked his wine, drinking nearly half a jug every night. He’d grown up drinking wine instead of water in his house; he insisted that it was one of the major food groups, that the Surgeon General would likely make an announcement to that effect any day now. Una cena senza vino e come un giorno senza sole, he had said. A meal without wine is like a day without sunshine. I was not a wine drinker myself, especially not the sour Chianti Frankie favored, but I did like a good cold ’Gansett every now and then. A nice dirty martini on special occasions.


“Can I get you another cocktail, Ted?” I asked, gesturing to his glass.


“Brought my own.” He smiled slyly and pulled a flask out of his shirt pocket. “Didn’t know whether or not you might be a couple of goddamned teetotalers,” he said boisterously as he sloshed some sort of amber-colored liquid on top of his melting ice.


“Well, let me at least get you some fresh ice,” I offered.


By the time I spread my mother’s hand-embroidered picnic cloth on the table and put that bright yellow Jell-O mold at the center like some sort of shining, jiggling sun, Ted and Frankie were both glassy eyed and half soused. Ted had drained his flask, and Frankie had finished the open jug of wine and broken into the dusty collection of bottles we kept for the entertaining we almost never did.


“So what’s your line of work, Frankie?” Ted asked, adding two franks and a blackened burger to his paper plate.


“Boston Post Office. Main philatelic clerk,” Frankie said proudly. He had started in the mail room of Simon & Monk, where I met him, and then took the Postal exam when I got pregnant the first time. He’d slowly worked his way up at the post office until he was in charge of all of the commemorative stamps. Now he dealt mostly with the collectors, and was involved in the “first day of issue” commemorative stamp releases. Frankie liked to know the history of things, and he researched the story behind each and every stamp he encountered so that he could share that information with his patrons. His work was something he was proud of.


“Worry about dogs much?” Ted said.


“What’s that?” Frankie asked.


“Dogs! German Shepherds. Rotties.” Ted slammed his drink down on the table. The Jell-O wobbled. “Beware of dog!”


“Not sure I understand your question,” Frankie said.


“I’m asking if you ever worry about the dogs! Back in San Francisco, I heard there was a mailman got his face eat off by a Rottweiler, poor fellow just trying to deliver the electric bill.”


“Oh, no, I’m not a mailman,” Frankie said, stiffening. I felt my heart plummet. Frankie’s shoulders tensed. He clutched his knife and fork in his fists.
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