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For Judith Palmer, Jenni Licata, and Tina Runge. Although we haven’t always traveled publishing’s bumpy road together, it was a letter Jenni wrote that started the journey.

With thanks and affection to you all.

And for Muriel Jensen, who told me to never give up. Bless you!
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“The last thing I remember seeing was a cobweb above the lights that looked lethal. When I woke up, I felt as though I had been put in a stranger’s body.

Therefore, at the age of fifty-one, I suddenly don’t know who in the hell I am and have developed an unreasonable fear of spiders.”

Andrea Hart Logan

Let There Be Hope

Gunderson Publishing, 2007
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Chapter One
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Andie

When my friends Jean and Suzanne were visiting me in the hospital, Jean told me I should write everything down. “If it’s on paper,” she said, “it won’t be on your mind so much.”

Right away, Suzanne, who’s never had an original thought in her life, ran out and bought me this fancy-dancey journal to write in along with a package of gel pens in all different ink colors. When I tried to get her to take them back, saying I’d do fine with a coil-bound notebook and a few fine-point black stick pens, she got this hurt look on her face. I had to hurry up and smooth her ruffled blonde feathers. There, that sounded literary, didn’t it? Ruffled blonde feathers—hmm, I like that.

Anyway, my first entry read, “This hurts like a sonofabitch.” When Jean read it the next day, she complimented my succinctness but suggested I try a little description, so the next entry was, “It hurts like a goddamned sonofabitch,” written in putrid purple ink. She said I was catching on. Jean knows these things because she writes romance novels.

When I said maybe she should send my journal to her publishers, she told me that wouldn’t work because they wouldn’t let a writer say things like “goddamned sonofabitch” even if she was lying in a hospital bed with her one real boob sunk into her armpit while her new, fake one stood up proud on her chest like the left half of her was seventeen years old instead of fifty-goddamned-one.

That made Suzanne start staring at my chest with something like horror in her eyes. I reminded her that she was going to be fifty-one on her next birthday and if her tits weren’t already falling into her armpits, they soon would be.

Jean told me I was being a bitch, because we all knew Suzanne was going to have hers stitched permanently into place.

We got to laughing so hard one of the nurses came in and said I was giving mastectomies a bad name. But that’s how I’ve gotten through this whole thing. Laughing and writing stuff down in that journal Suzanne got me. I got so attached to those silly gel pens that I asked her to buy me some more when they all, except the brown one I didn’t like, ran out of ink. It made her so happy, doing that for me, that I felt guilty because I’d never been as good a friend to her as she was to me. But I can’t help it. She drives me forny nuts.

(“Forny,” in case you’re wondering, is a word we Tonsil Lake girls coined when we were young and we wanted to say the f-bomb but couldn’t make ourselves do it because deep down inside we knew we’d go to hell for it. Jean had read the Bible some and she knew what fornicate meant, so we created “forny.” It’s been real handy over the years.)

Suzanne’s a beauty consultant. I mean, really, she is. She’s been with this same makeup company for over twenty years, and she looks so good her picture’s in their flyers that urge you to buy their stuff instead of what’s at eye level in the drugstore.

Even though we laugh at the shallowness of her career, we accept the free makeup she’s always giving us and feel like we’re being punished if we have to use over-the-drugstore-counter mascara. The stuff she gives us never clumps up on your lashes unless you leave it untouched in your medicine cabinet for two years the way I do sometimes. Especially during chemotherapy, when I didn’t have any eyelashes, clumpy or otherwise.

Suzanne’s got a heart of gold, but she’s like a southern belle caught in some kind of time warp. She’s always thin, always cute, and always able to coerce a man into doing what she doesn’t want to.

She even uses this breathy little southern accent sometimes, which just drives me over the edge because she grew up in a trailer down from me on Tonsil Lake. Other than the occasional “y’all” no one else on the lake has even a trace of a drawl.

And, yes, the lake’s shaped just like a tonsil. Or at least some drunk’s idea of a tonsil’s shape, since most of us have no idea what one really looks like. But I’m digressing here.

By the time I finished chemo and radiation and had gotten a nipple put on my stand-up boob, I had filled that journal. I’d been declared cancer-free—at least for the moment—and my hair had grown back, sort of.

Only instead of being long and straight and the color of brown I’d kept it ever since I got up close and personal with do-it-yourself hair color while I was still in my thirties, it was as white as Christmas snow and so curly Suzanne took a curling iron to me to straighten it out some. She burned my neck, too, and I yelled like a banshee. She got smart right away, saying it looked like a hickey, probably the first one I’d had since high school, and I should be grateful.

Jean, who was cooking supper for me because the radiation made me so tired I couldn’t see straight, laughed so hard she wet her pants. When I told her I was real glad to have entertained her so, she called me a bitch.

When I got to feeling enough better I set about getting my house cleaned the way I like to do it a time or two a year. I got to looking for that journal, thinking maybe I’d burn it before one of my kids got their hands on it and decided their mother was a fruitcake. Well, the damned thing wasn’t to be found anywhere.

And that’s when I learned that Jean had sent it off to Vin Stillson, a Tonsil Lake girl who had moved to New York after high school and made good. She’s an editor in one of those snotty publishing houses—the kind that doesn’t print books like Jean writes.

Vin comes back to Indiana once a year to see her mother at the nearby retirement community she lives in. Vin stays with one of us while she’s here and at least once while she’s around, we load into a car and drive the fifty miles to Tonsil Lake just to convince ourselves we don’t mind going back.

Not much has changed—though we always go in the dark; we’re only so brave. There is a little mom-and-pop tavern where the schoolhouse used to be, and we go in there and end up getting so drunk we have to call Jean’s husband David to come and get us.

The first few times this happened, it took him an hour to get there. By that time, at least one of us would be to the puking stage and another—usually Suzanne—would be bawling. This made for a miserable ride home. Finally David went to giving us a few hours to get started and then would head on out toward the lake, bringing along someone to drive the other car home.

Vin’s different from us. In the first place, once we finished going to elementary school at the lake and started riding into town on the high school bus, she started hanging out with kids who were a few rungs higher on the social ladder than Tonsil Lake kids were. This didn’t take much, since Tonsil Lake was caught somewhere between the county dump and the rows of ramshackle cabins where the migrant workers stayed come tomato-picking time.

Later on, we all went to college because abject poverty looked good to financial aid offices. While the rest of us went to one of the state universities, Vin got a full scholarship to Bryn Mawr. After graduation, we settled into smallish Indiana towns and got married to guys we’d met while we were in school at Indiana University or Indiana State.

Vin settled into a New York brownstone. She married a guy old enough to be her father who was also richer than any of us, who mostly lived paycheck to paycheck, could begin to understand. She had a housekeeper before any of us even had houses.

Mark, her husband, died last spring. We all wanted to go to New York for the funeral, but she told us not to, so we made do with a planter. Jean sent it, so it was probably very tasteful.

Oh, damn, I’m digressing again. I never used to do that, but cancer and medication and having lopsided breasts all conspire to do weird things to you. The point I’m trying to get to in this new journal I’ve started—in a coil-bound notebook full of lined yellow paper—is that Vin wants to publish the old one.

Apparently her publishing house has no objection to the use of “goddamned sonofabitch.” They want to make my illness into a hardcover book and pay me a nice little bundle of money for it. I think I’m going to let them.

Jean

Sometimes when David’s gone to play golf, which he does at least once a day and sometimes twice, I sit and stare at my computer screen and think about getting divorced. I did not spend thirty years being married to his job just to turn around and be married to Fallen Tree Golf Course when he retired.

If I got a divorce, the first thing I’d do is turn one of the kids’ bedrooms into an office. Our youngest daughter got married six weeks ago, for heaven’s sake, so why is it necessary that their rooms remain intact?

“Megan might want this bed someday,” said Carrie, leaning against the poster of her old canopy bed with her arms crossed under her breasts.

I caught myself staring at her, wondering how her thirty-six B-minus mother ever gave birth to two daughters who grew into thirty-four C-pluses. I also thought it was going to be at least a couple of years before my granddaughter Megan was ready for the tall white bed. She couldn’t even climb into it yet, though she was making a mess of the counterpane by trying.

And then there was, “What if I need to come home?” Kelly stood in her underwear on the day of her wedding, her hand in a possessive grip on the footboard of her sleigh bed with her C-plus breasts spilling over the top of her strapless bra. “Do you want me sleeping on the couch? Or maybe on a cot in the basement?”

My son was different. “You want this room?” said Josh, his David-blue eyes wide with incredulity. “Go ahead, but if you find a Reggie Jackson card in a plastic sleeve, it’s mine. I lost it in there in 2003.”

Well, no, I really didn’t want his room, the tiniest in the house, so I turned it into a library, which David and I both love.

When Josh and his wife Laurie come to visit, they sleep in Kelly’s sleigh bed. Laurie has thanked me for not bestowing Josh’s old football trophies and rock star posters on her when we cleaned out his room, although she wouldn’t have minded the Reggie Jackson baseball card. She says if she ever kicks him out, it’s perfectly all right with her if he sleeps in the basement.

I love Laurie. She wears a thirty-four A and never tries to make me feel guilty because my son is occasionally a jerk.

But, getting back to my divorce fantasy...David doesn’t think we should change the girls’ rooms against their wishes. So we don’t. And I’m writing my eleventh book as I wrote my first, in the corner of the dining room. It makes me mad, you know, makes me feel as though I don’t count. I don’t tell David that, of course, and don’t ask me to explain why not. I can’t.

This journal, on the other hand, I’m writing in a book Suzanne bought me at the same time she bought Andie’s first one. I write wherever I please, whenever I please. I must admit, it’s liberating.

I’m glad Andie’s speaking to me again. When she found out I’d sent the stories of her illness to Vin, it was a tossup over whether she was going to kill me or just maim me for life. She wouldn’t talk to me for days. I thought it would be bitterly ironic if I lost her friendship, to something like that, so soon after I’d come so close to losing her altogether.

But then she bought me a package of rainbow-hued gel pens like hers and told me to mind my own blankety-blank business in the future. I almost sang with the relief of it, which would have horrified us both. Better than bursting into tears like Suzanne would have, but still not good.

When I told David about it, he laughed and hugged me, rocking back and forth with our bodies in full contact. “Andie loves you, you dope,” he said, “and you love her. People don’t split up over every fight. We’d never have made our first week’s anniversary if they did, much less our thirtieth year.”

That’s not strictly true. We never have fought very much, just minor skirmishes over money and the kids and toilet seats. One reason we don’t fight is that I hate confrontation. This has led to many, many hours of silent anguish on my part. However, the other reason we don’t fight is that I still love David O’Toole as completely and mindlessly as I did the day I married him.

So divorce is probably out.

I have to admit that I was jealous when Vin’s publisher made an offer for Andie’s story. Her advance is more than mine was after ten books, and Let There Be Hope is going to be hardcover. Oprah would probably have wanted to bring her on the show, if she still had one, to talk about it. And there won’t be a nubile young thing in a pushup bra on the dust jacket the way there always is on the covers of my paperbacks.

Vin called me first. “I’m glad for this,” she said, “and I’m sorry. I wish I could buy your stuff, Jean.”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “I’m thrilled for you both.”

But then I went over to Suzanne’s and cried and drank a half bottle of white zinfandel, which I usually only do when we’re all together and I know David’s going to drive me home. Then I had to sober up a bit before Suzanne and I could go over to Andie’s and act surprised about Vin’s call to her.

“It’s not fair,” I said, laughing, when we got there. “You get this great contract and I can’t even get an office in my house.”

“Why not?” asked Suzanne.

“Because David says—”

Andie interrupted me. “Wait a minute. Don’t make David the bad guy here. You could have an office if you really wanted one, just by saying so. You’re still playing the ‘let’s please everyone’ game, but you don’t want to take responsibility for it.”

I stiffened right up. What did Andie know about making a marriage work? She’d bailed on hers the first time the going got tough. She didn’t know the first thing about compromise and damage control.

Suzanne was staring at us both with those worried brown eyes of hers, so Andie and I exchanged a scowling glance and let it go at that.

I made up my mind to talk to David that night about remodeling Carrie’s room, but he’d brought home brochures about Hawaii, where neither of us have ever been, and we planned a trip all evening instead. We ended up in bed with the brochures spread all around us, laughing about the roach-laden hotel where we’d spent our wedding night.

Then we made love, and when I was falling asleep with my body spooned into his, he asked, “Was it all worth it, Jeannie? Have the good times made up for all the bad ones?”

I was too drowsy to give much thought to the questions or to the intonation of his voice. I mumbled something, laid my arm over his around my waist, and went to sleep.

I woke at two in the morning, pain in my stomach forcing me into a jackknife position. It went away after a while, mostly, but I made up my mind to confine my wine drinking to a glass with dinner. At least until Vin came home.

Suzanne

Let’s get this straight right off the bat, all right? I’m blonde. Not naturally, but blonde nonetheless. I started frosting my hair in freshman year, when everyone else seemed to fit in at the high school and I didn’t, and it worked so well I’ve never looked back. This does not, regardless of what Andie, Jean, and Vin think, make me stupid. Nor does it make me a bimbo, shallow, or a sex maniac. Just between you and me, I will admit that sometimes I am every one of those things, but it doesn’t have one thing to do with me being blonde.

I went to college to be a kindergarten teacher, attending Indiana State University at Terre Haute. For those of you born outside Indiana, this is pronounced Terra Hote, not Terra Hut or Terra Hoot.

Only a few semesters away from graduation, I got pregnant. The baby’s father, who suddenly discovered he had a wife and kids, paid for the abortion. Andie and Jean drove over from Bloomington, where they were in school, to take me to the clinic. Jean tried to talk me out of the abortion, Andie yelled at both of us all the way across town, and I cried. But I went through with it.

It’s something I try not to think about. I’m not always successful at that in the middle of dark and lonely nights, but uninterrupted nights of sleep are some of those things that reside in the rose gardens no one ever promised me.

There was no concentrating on classes after that, so I sold my books for a pittance, packed up, and left Terre Haute. I got off the bus a couple hours later in Lewis Point, a nice town about an hour south of Indianapolis, and that was where I stayed. I got a job over Christmas in a classy department store, and the most exclusive makeup supplier they had offered me a job as a sales rep.

It’s been the saving of me, I guess, outlasting two marriages and sending both my kids to college. I love what I do, love making women look and feel better about themselves. I wish it was a job that earned respect from others, but I respect it—so maybe that’s enough.

One of the big automotive companies has a plant in Lewis Point. Jean’s new husband David got a job there as soon as he graduated. Jean did her last year by correspondence and at the university extension in town. They moved up steadily—buying a bigger house with each kid—ending up in Willow Wood Estates with the doctors, lawyers, and other people who wore ties to work and drove foreign cars to DAR meetings.

Andie moved here after she got divorced from Jake Logan about twenty years ago. She went to work as a hostess in a swanky restaurant to earn a nest egg so that she could settle in Indy. Eventually she bought the place and then opened three more. When business was booming and her kids were out of college, she sold the whole corporation.

She was having a good time, substitute teaching a couple days a week and taking trips whenever she felt like it. Then she got cancer and it was awful.

I’ve never been one to pray much, but I sure did then. I think we all did. She was so brave about it all, especially the physical disfigurement.

I don’t know if I could handle that. Because truth be told, how I look is all I have. If I lost that, I wouldn’t be anything. They say looks are only skin deep, but I’ve never known any men—outside of possibly David O’Toole—who really felt that way when they were doing the looking.

After she got sick, Andie spent a week in New York with Vin, which none of us had ever done. I think Jean and I were both jealous of that because Vin had never invited us to come and stay—just to call if we ever got to New York. Even when her husband died last year, she didn’t want us to come at all. Not even Andie.

I’ve been to New York a few times for work, and Vin and I always have dinner at least once, and usually see a show, too, but she’s never invited me to her place.

Andie said today that Vin asked her to come back to New York to work on her book, but she isn’t sure she feels well enough for summer in the city. It scares me when Andie admits to not feeling well.

The others would tell you everything scares me, but that’s not true. I just know enough to understand that most men don’t want women who are braver than they are.

I said once that men didn’t want women who were smarter than they were, either, and Vin and Jean got all pissy about it. But Andie said women had no choice but to be smarter, since they didn’t have to think with penises. So now whenever a man says something about thinking, I get this picture in my head of a penis with a little cartoon balloon light bulb above it.

Jake Logan’s been calling me from Chicago since Andie got sick. He calls for updates on her condition because he doesn’t trust her to tell him the whole truth. He’s such a nice guy. I wonder if Andie’s ever forgiven him for whatever went wrong between them. She never talks about him. I wonder if he’ll keep calling now that Andie’s out of the woods. I wouldn’t mind if he did.

Vin

I don’t know what made Suzanne send me this journal, even though it’s very nice and looks good lying on the coffee table. I’ve never been the journaling type—even entries in my calendar are terse and businesslike, with no smiley faces or exclamation points.

I must admit that I miss having a confidante. I told Mark everything about me up until the day he died, and now it’s like no one really knows or cares who Vin Stillson is. His children certainly don’t, and we never had any of our own.

Jean and Andie and Suzanne would have come when he died. Jean would probably have carried a casserole all the way on the plane. But I’m not a very good hostess at the best of times, and I couldn’t very well just throw them into a hotel and tell them I’d see them when I had time. They sent a beautiful planter that still sits in the foyer, but to this day I wish I’d just let them come.

When Andie came alone, she didn’t feel well at all, and she mostly just wanted to be away from Lewis Point for a bit. I ordered the best takeout Manhattan has to offer and coerced her to eat.

Sometimes we sat together in front of the fire and talked a lot. But not about who we were. The closest we came to that was when she asked if I was afraid to be on my own and I said, “No, not really. Are you afraid of cancer?” She said, “Oh, hell, I’m forny terrified.”

Then we both started laughing. We may have cried some, too, but we didn’t mention tears to each other. It would have been a good time for Suzanne to be there—she likes crying, likes emoting on all levels. I just don’t.

When Jean sent me Andie’s journal—completely full of writing in a rainbow of colors—I thought, you know, what in the hell is she doing here? Jean’s a fabulous writer, even if it is in a genre I can’t buy at my publishing house, so I assumed she saw something in what Andie had written.

There was something there, all right. I typed it out myself on the computer in Mark’s home office, sitting up late every night until it was finished, scarcely changing a word.

I was only sorry I couldn’t show the emotion Andie’s handwriting did. Sometimes she wrote in big, splashy red or turquoise; other days in somber black; sometimes in hopeless brown, the penmanship reduced to the spidery, wobbly writing of the very old.

At the end of entries on particularly bad days, she wrote, almost as a mantra, “Let there be hope.” I slapped this on the title page and took it in to the senior editor of the division of Gunderson Publishing that does memoirs.

“Tell me what you think,” I said, and walked out. I’ve never especially cared for Marian Nielson, and it grated on me that I was handing her a bestseller as a forny gift.

She had it back to me in twenty-four hours. “It’s splendid,” she said. “It’ll make the NYT list in a heartbeat. However, I don’t have five free minutes between now and the next decade. We’re publishing the memoirs of the stars of the moment in every sport there is, not to mention actors and musicians. I’ll buy it if you’ll edit it. I’ve already talked to Gunderson and he says to clear your schedule and go for it if you think it’s viable.”

Speaking of forny gifts.

I wanted Andie to come to New York, but she didn’t feel up to it. I felt a little shudder go through me when she said that. Andie’s always been so strong, and she’s cancer-free, so I found it startling and frightening when she admitted to feeling less than wonderful. But, as Let There Be Hope shows, cancer changes one in sometimes indefinable ways. Maybe this is one of those changes.

Mark and I visited some islands off the Maine coast once, in our early days. I was so enthralled that he bought me a house on one of them, a little strip of green called, appropriately enough, Hope Island. It reminds me of Bennett’s Island, the fictitious utopia of Elisabeth Ogilvie’s books, except that Hope has all the mod cons.

I love to go there. It’s a place I can be myself with little regard to what anyone else thinks. I sit in my bathrobe on the wraparound porch of the Victorian horror that is my house and drink coffee with Lucas Bishop, our neighbor. I read Jean’s books without worrying that someone will see the covers. I use expressions like “forny” and “well, shit.”

I’ve never taken anyone else—it was Mark’s and my private getaway—but I wouldn’t mind if it was Andie who was there. Or Jean and even Suzanne. Andie and I could work on her book. Jean could cook and keep house since she’s so crazy about doing that, and maybe even spin out one of her romances placed on an island. And Suzanne could...do our hair or something.

We would all be together as we are that single night every year when we drive to the lake and pretend we’re facing down our ghosts. I am a little afraid that the day will come that we’ll have to face them down for real.

Well, shit. I wonder if they’d come.
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Chapter Two
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Andie

Vin has asked me to spend a month with her on an island off the coast of Maine. It sounds like a setting straight out of one of Jean’s books. All we need is a gorgeous heroine and a guy who doesn’t want to fall in love. Vin says it’s nice there, and quiet, and not nearly as hot and humid as it gets here.

At first I thought maybe I was dying and no one wanted to tell me. Vin’s never been one to invite company before—just that week last fall when I was sick as a goddamned horse and she was still reeling from Mark’s death. I don’t remember if she invited me then or if I just went to prove I was still alive and could do things like book flights and wear real clothes instead of the sweats I wear around the house. I puked all the way to New York, but I never told anyone that.

Vin reminded me we need to work on that book, and I put dying out of my mind again. I feel stupid saying “my book,” since I never meant for it to be one, so I just call it that book without even any capital letters. I think the title she gave it sounds way too...oh, poor little me, I guess, but she swears it’s good.

I was just starting to like the idea of a month on her island when she told me she invited Jean and Suzanne, too. “What were you thinking?” I bellowed into the phone—it’s good to have my bellow back. “Jean would be fine. She’ll cook for us rather than entrust her palate to anything we might conjure up. But Suzanne? She’ll be holding us down for makeovers every morning and giving us pedicures after our showers. Pedicures, for Christ’s sake.”

Vin was laughing, which was good to hear—she doesn’t laugh near enough. “Oh, stop being such a bitch, Andie. They won’t come anyway, except maybe for a weekend.”

I have undoubtedly been called a bitch more in the past month than I have in all my life before. At least to my face. I’ve never been much for name-calling, since we heard more than our share of it growing up on Tonsil Lake. But it’s different when it’s Jean or Vin doing it. It’s like they’re saying “we’re there for you” in tongues or something.

My daughter Miranda, who’s a schoolteacher married to another schoolteacher, was over here this morning before her kids got up. “Mom,” she said, “why didn’t you ever get married again?” She looked down at her hands and her face got red. “Was it because us kids were terrible to every guy you ever dated?”

I was surprised at her perception and bothered by her guilt. “I made my own choices,” I said.

But I spent the rest of the morning thinking of Paul Lindquist. We had met at the all-night pharmacy when Miranda had an ear infection and Paul’s wife was dying. We talked as we waited—me in my flannel pajamas and my older-than-God car coat and him in butt-hugging jeans and a faded blue shirt that pulled tight over his shoulders when he moved.

I remembered there had been a little three-corner tear in the sleeve of that shirt I’d wanted to mend. That should have told me something right there, since I’ve never purposefully mended a goddamned thing.

Though he’d lived in Lewis Point most of his life, I had never seen him before. But after that night I saw him every time I turned around. He coached young Jake’s Little League team, drove in Miranda’s carpool, and, that Labor Day weekend, held out his firefighter’s boot to collect money for the muscular dystrophy telethon. I put in a ten-dollar bill I couldn’t afford.

When his wife died, I sent a card. And every time I saw him after that, my heart would do weird things and I’d get so damned horny it felt like a hot flash.

A year later, when he asked me for a date, I said no.

Because I knew I would love Paul Lindquist, and I wasn’t going to do that again. Ever.

And I never did.

But every couple of weeks while I was sick, he sent me a card—never anything sentimental or familiar, just funny or mildly obscene. The first ones, he’d signed “Take care, Paul Lindquist,” but by the time the cards slowed to a stop, he was scrawling, “Best, Paul,” across the bottom. I’d missed those cards when I got better.

All this retrospection makes me restless. I called Jean to invite her to lunch, and she said no, sounding frazzled.

“I have to send this book in by Monday and I’ve still got fifty pages to write. I always make my deadlines, and I don’t want that to change because every other forny thing in my life has.”

“Okay, go back to work. I won’t bother you.”

I hung up quickly, but then I got to thinking about all the time Jean had spent with me over the past year. I was probably the reason she only had three days to write fifty pages. Oh, Christ, more guilt. I don’t like guilt in the first place, and Miranda had already given me my dose for the day. Even though it was hers instead of mine, I’d felt it.

At noon, I went through a drive-through and got two burgers, two orders of fries, and two vanilla shakes and drove out to Jean’s house in Willow Wood Estates.

She was in her dining room at her computer, wearing a nightshirt. She hadn’t put on her makeup or combed her hair and she looked like shit. It was like seeing the American flag lying on the ground, incongruous and probably illegal. Jean was always neat. She didn’t wear a lot of makeup, but she wore it right, and her soft brown hair was always in this smooth curve with the sides tucked behind her ears.

One of the things I love about her is that she’s always the same. She doesn’t look as young as Suzanne or as elegant as Vin, though she could still pass for an attractive forty-five. But today she looked every minute of her fifty-one—even her gray roots were showing. I’d never seen this before. Root concealment is like a religion with her and Suzanne.

“Shut it down,” I said. I thought about bellowing it, since I’d rediscovered my bellow, but Jean looked too fragile to be yelled at.

I thought for a minute she was going to cry, but she didn’t. She stuck her chin out and got up. “I’m sorry for the mess.”

There wasn’t a thing out of place in her house—there never was—and no dust mote had dared to land on any of the shining surfaces. The only mess was her. God, I hated that.

When we were sitting at the bar in the kitchen sucking down sloppy, artery-clogging cheeseburgers and fries, I said, “Call your editor. Ask for an extension,” just like I knew what I was talking about.

“You don’t understand. My editor’s about twelve years old. She inherited me. She’d much rather develop her own stable of writers than nurse along an over-the-hill veteran.”

“Then tell her to forny off. Ask for a new editor, one that is at least of legal drinking age.”

“I can’t do that.”

As soon as we’d finished eating, she threw me out. “I have to work.”

“All right, but tell David I need someone to take me out to supper. He’s a good guy. He’ll volunteer.”

For a minute there, she smiled, so I did, too. But I wasn’t happy when I went away. Not happy at all.

Jean

When I sold my first book, I got flowers from David, and also from every one of the other Tonsil Lake girls. My kids hung a banner from the roof over the front porch proclaiming their mother to be a published author. I spent an entire afternoon on the phone with other members of my writers’ group saying, “Yes, it’s really true. Can you believe it?”

Then I made the beds, dusted the living room, did three loads of laundry, and cooked a dinner that included all the major food groups. David was surprised.

“I thought we’d go out,” he said, coming up behind me in the kitchen and sticking his hands in the back pockets of my jeans. “You know, celebrate your success.”

I looked back over my shoulder at him, the carving knife stopping halfway through the roast. “You didn’t say.”

“I’m sorry.” He nuzzled my neck. “I thought you’d know.”

When I sold the second book, David sent me flowers, the Tonsil Lake girls sent me enough locally made and sinfully delicious chocolates to give me a week-long sugar high, and the kids wanted to know what I would buy them when I got my advance check.

I had just stepped out of the shower when David came into the bathroom, taking off his tie. He leered at me, then said, “What’s for supper? I’m beat.”

“I thought we’d go out,” I said, wrapping my towel around myself because the only other alternative would have been smothering him with it.

He looked nonplused. “Oh. Well, we can, I guess.”

“Never mind.” I gave him my best June Cleaver smile. “We’ll have BLTs and we’ll eat in the living room. The kids are spending the night at Suzanne’s.”

“Oh, well.” He leered again, and pulled the towel away. “Just a little preview,” he said, tipping my face up to kiss me.

But he was asleep in front of the television by the time the dishes were done. I covered him with a quilt and went to bed alone.

And I thought, If my advances were bigger, I just might get a divorce.

When the third book sold, Vin was in town, so we all went out to Tonsil Lake and got drunk. Andie stood on a table and told all six of the other tavern customers that I had just sold my third book and it was going to be a bestseller.

Vin held up her glass and said solemnly, “And to the republic, for which it stands.”

Suzanne cried.

I told David about the sale when he came to pick us up. He didn’t say much, but stopped in the middle of the parking lot and put his arms around me and held me for a long time. “I’m proud of you,” he said, “but it really doesn’t have a damned thing to do with how many books you sell.”

I would have liked to know what he was proud of me for, but Andie chose that moment to say, “Oh, shit,” and throw up all over her shoes. They were new Birkenstocks, too, and she bitched all the way home. Then we all got to laughing and David said he’d better not find any wet spots on the seats of his new car, which made us laugh all the harder.

But now I’m finishing my eleventh book, and no one seems to think it’s a big deal anymore at all. I have two days left to write twenty-some pages, so I’m not in too bad a shape. But my stomach hurts again and I’m tired. I’m so tired.

Andie saved my life when she brought over lunch today. Then David brought home Chinese and set it all out for supper. He even cut some flowers and put them in a vase in the middle of the table, which made me want to cry. Or maybe it was the combination of grease-laden cheeseburger and Chinese that twisted my stomach into knots that made me want to cry.

Vin called and asked me to spend a month in Maine. I don’t know what she was thinking of. I can’t leave David or the house for that long.

And I’m Carrie’s backup babysitter, too. She’s even pickier about her kids than I used to be. I thought she and her husband were going to break up when she wanted to go back to work and neither his mother nor I could watch the children fulltime. Tim told Carrie they could put them in daycare or she could stay home; the choice was hers. She was angry with him for forcing her to make that choice, and even angrier with me because I wouldn’t take the children.

It’s funny that I’ve always liked being needed, but at the same time I envy Vin and Andie and Suzanne because they’re not. That sounded ugly, didn’t it? I don’t mean it that way, I really don’t. I would just like the chance to be myself for a while.

Whoever that is.

Suzanne

My regional director’s secretary called me last week and asked me to come to division headquarters in Chicago. I was surprised, even though I knew it was time for my annual evaluation. Amanda—my director—usually comes to Lewis Point for it. We have dinner and drinks, then she tells me what kind of year I’ve had and what kind of raise I’m getting. She also gives me my mid-year bonus check. I’ve always done very well, and there haven’t been many complaints from either side of the evaluation table.

Even though Amanda’s secretary didn’t give anything away, I was certain I was in line for a promotion. Sales have increased in this area to the point that division has talked about adding a new regional director. Though I’m really not crazy about tooting my own horn, I know the sales increase is largely due to my efforts and my presence in the stores.

I bought a new suit to wear to the meeting with Amanda and had my hair colored a week early because it wouldn’t do to go to headquarters with mouse-brown roots showing. I got a manicure and pedicure while I was at it, even though I usually do my own. I was packing when Vin called.

“Hey,” she said, sounding friendlier than usual, “why don’t you come to Maine for a month? Andie and I will be there, and we want to talk Jean into it, too. Do you have any vacation time saved up?”
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