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2012

In a quiet Sioux Falls neighborhood, a widow walked her Boston terrier along a shady street. The dog moved slowly and without much purpose, as if he, too, were grieving. The woman, Freddie, considered the loss of her husband, Ken, in practical terms, like the empty space in bed and the closets she cleaned out. She also reckoned a deeper loss—the light he could bring to a room, and the soft glow in her heart when she caught his eye.

Her dreams were full of him. In one, they were at a lunch counter. They shared a piece of cherry pie. The cherries were dark and drippy, and bothered Freddie because she knew that they represented his cancer. She put down her fork and said, So, what’s it like being dead? And he answered, You know, it’s not bad.

She was certain that she and Ken had never eaten at a lunch counter. The symbolism was clear. In the dream they were side by side, equals. In life, they hadn’t been.

Freddie was sixty-two. She was tall, with a robust manner, clearly of Nordic descent. In her youth she had been slender and fair-haired. Now her body was thick, and her hair was what some would call “salt and pepper.”

The dog, Pudgy, was eleven; he had been Ken’s adored friend, a gift from Freddie to celebrate his initial recovery from the disease that ultimately killed him. Ken was sixty-six when he died a few months before. Theirs had been a long, hard marriage. Yet love persisted always.

She had no friends to speak of. She never had. She didn’t find it odd. The way she grew up made friendship impossible. She and her younger sister, Holly, were so isolated as children. Holly now lived in Minneapolis. Although they spoke on the telephone every other month, and saw each other once a year, Freddie knew only the outline of Holly’s life, not the actual fabric of it. She was aware that Holly had something of a circle. Social events were sometimes alluded to. She supposed Holly needed them, while she didn’t. Freddie possessed a richness of spirit—an inward bent—that allowed her to tolerate solitude.

The approaching summer would be another hot one. Holly would come for a couple of weeks. Before then, Freddie’s daughter, Beth, would bring her little boy out from Las Vegas. That Beth resembled Ken so much might be difficult. This would be her first time home since he died. Recently on her walks with Pudgy, Freddie had noticed a man driving a red pickup. The couple across from her had seen him, too. They assumed he was a landscaper, though his old truck bore no logo or advertising of any kind. The woman behind them thought he was a drifter down on his luck, back home to help out in exchange for a place to stay. Freddie didn’t see how the man could be connected with any one house, because his truck turned up on different streets.

The driver of the truck wasn’t young. His beard was flecked with white, and his eyes were sharp and knowing. Other neighbors were leery of him and wondered if he’d break into their homes and steal. Freddie doubted that. He’d be the prime suspect if anything like that happened. When he was spotted, he was either driving the truck, or sitting in it, sipping coffee from a paper cup. No one spoke to him, and Freddie thought that was a shame.
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One morning, the man’s truck was parked across the street. He was behind the wheel, head thrown back, asleep. Freddie dressed, poured a mug of coffee, and made her way across the road, Pudgy in tow. She tapped on the window, which was tricky, with the mug in one hand and Pudgy’s leash in the other. The man’s mouth was open. Freddie could see silver fillings in his back teeth. On his neck below an overgrown beard was a small scar, perfectly straight, as if put there by a surgeon. She tapped the window harder. The man’s head lifted, and he stared at her with deep blue eyes. He rolled down his window. Neither spoke. Freddie went first.

“Thought you could use this,” she said. He stared at the mug. Kiss me, I’m Irish, it said in blocky, childlike lettering.

“Got a shot of whiskey for it?” he asked.

“Don’t think so. Not much of a whiskey drinker these days, truth to tell.”

“I was only kidding. Never touch the stuff myself.”

He took the mug. His fingernails were smooth, even, and perfectly clean.

“What are you doing here?” Freddie asked. The man blew into the coffee to cool it. Then he stared darkly into the mug.

“Looking for someone,” he said. 

“Who?”

“You ask a lot of questions.”

“You spend a lot of time in my neighborhood.” 

“Guess you’re right about that.”

Inside, at her dining room table, he explained. His wife had left him three months before. He was from Omaha. The wife had family there in Sioux Falls. The brother lived two blocks over. The man—Nate—was sure she’d surface sooner or later.

“Why don’t you just ask him if he’s heard from her?” Freddie asked. 

“I did. He said he hadn’t. He said they didn’t talk anymore and hadn’t for years. I told him that was bull because I’m the one that pays the phone bill. She called his number plenty and stayed on the line a while each time. He said I was a liar and that he’d punch out my lights if I didn’t get off his porch.”

“Sounds like a lovely fellow.” 

“That he is.”

“You know, if she doesn’t want to be found, she won’t be. You’re easy to avoid because you’re so easy to spot,” Freddie said.

“She’s pretty easy to spot, too.” 

“How’s that?”

“She’s in a . . . what do you call it . . . you know, the black dress and head scarf.”

“You mean what Muslim women wear?” 

“Right. She converted,” Nate said.

“What was she before?” 

“Miserable.”

Freddie laughed.

“Also Episcopalian, sort of. She never went to church. I didn’t take too well to her newfangled view of things. Not Islam, in particular, you understand, just the way she went at it. All gung-ho,” he said.

“What made her do it?” 

“Looking for something, I guess.”

They all were Freddie thought. People who depended on religion to get them through life wanted an easy answer, the responsibility in someone else’s hands. Freddie thought that was stupid. You had to think for yourself, no matter what. You had to realize the incredibly random nature of life. And you had to know that you could believe in God without following any particular religion. God was one thing, religion another. It was religion that messed everything up. She knew that first-hand. Her mother, Lorraine, had been a firebrand Bible-thumper. She gave birth to Freddie in a revival tent one spring night in 1950. Holly came along four years later.

Pudgy entered the kitchen and stared up at Nate with mucus-streaked eyes. Nate held out his hand, and Pudgy obligingly sniffed it. Then he turned away and clicked across the floor to his tattered dog bed. He lay down and kept his eyes on Nate.

“I’ve taken up enough of your time,” Nate said. 

“Not at all. It’s been a pleasure.”

Freddie saw Nate staring at Beth’s high school picture on the sideboard. Beth wasn’t smiling. Her hair over one eye made her look both sultry and mean.

“My daughter,” Freddie said.

“Nice. We don’t have any ourselves. I wanted them; she didn’t.” 

“They can turn you inside out. Especially that one.”

Beth was an only child, Freddie told him, and that was the problem. Only children had some advantages, of course, but some disadvantages, too. All of their parents’ expectations heaped on them, for instance. Growing up under a microscope. At least, that’s how Freddie had explained Beth to herself for years now, though she didn’t mention this specifically to Nate.

Beth’s father only wanted the best for her. Isn’t that what fathers did? Want the best? Anyway, Beth didn’t appreciate the constant pressure to measure up. She found it too demanding. So, in rebellion she left home and got a job as a pole dancer in Las Vegas. That’s right—a real, live, exotic dancer, taking tips in her G-string. It just about broke Freddie’s heart, but her husband, well, his heart was broken, too, of course, but he put all his grief straight into rage. Not the yelling and screaming sort of rage (that was earlier, when Beth still lived at home), but a deep, burning, silent rage. He wouldn’t speak to his daughter, and she wouldn’t speak to him. Then Beth got pregnant. The father refused responsibility. Freddie said they should press the point through legal means. Her husband wanted nothing to do with that. Beth had the child, a little boy, and went back to pole dancing. She brought him back to Sioux Falls a couple of times—by then Freddie had gotten her husband to relent and agree to let them in the house, though he made himself scarce—but she always went away again, back to her seedy life. Beth defended that life on the grounds that she was independent. What she meant was, independent of a man. She supported herself. Freddie didn’t, and Beth accused her of being a bad role model while she was growing up. Then Freddie pointed out that Beth was, in fact, entirely dependent upon men, because who else went into those places and threw money on stage for her?

“Probably a lot more than you needed to know. Didn’t used to be such a talker. Been on my own too long, I guess. My husband died about six months ago,” Freddie said.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Nate looked around her dining room some more. The walls were a cheerful yellow. The sideboard had two pairs of brass candlesticks and a heavy ceramic bowl that was Mexican, judging by its bright reds and yellows. Two small paintings of birds, one green, the other blue, hung at eye level on the wall opposite where he sat. The wood floors and rag rugs gave the whole place a homey feel. 

It was the kind of house he wished he and his wife had, instead of their one-bedroom apartment in Omaha where the air conditioner didn’t always work, and the people on either side were noisy. They thought about moving. They had a little saved. Then she took over a thousand dollars out of their joint checking account the day she left. He’d been scraping by since then. He only worked part-time, driving a delivery truck, and he quit that job two weeks ago to come and get her, so the apartment would be the next to go unless this lady here could give him a few bucks. She was talking again, and he hadn’t been listening.

“So, you see, we have that in common,” Freddie said. 

“Ma’am?”

“My daughter. Your wife. Both of them lost.” 

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, not lost, really, but . . . elsewhere.”

Freddie’s gray eyes were sharp and clear, and it occurred to Nate that she was the kind of person who spent her whole life acting dumber than she really was. Her manner was unpretentious, plain, and direct, but there was something in those eyes that brought him up short. As if she were seeing deep inside of him and knew all the good and bad things he’d ever done. He told himself to take it easy, that she was just some woman who’d invited him in for coffee.

“So, you’ll just have to find her,” Freddie said. 

“Come again?”

“Your wife. Go out and find her.” 

“I told you I’ve been looking.”

“But have you been looking in the right places? You tried her brother. You’ve been cruising the neighborhood. What about the mosque?”

Nate hadn’t considered that there might be a mosque in Sioux Falls, although there was at least one in Omaha. He felt like a fool under her gaze, though he was also sure that Freddie wasn’t being unkind, only practical.

“You know where I could find it?” he asked.

“No. But you’ll track it down. Now, how do you plan to handle the situation when you meet up with her again?”

“I’m going to tell her to get her bony ass back home.” 

Freddie smiled. She stood up. Nate stood, too. 

“Where are you staying?” Freddie asked.

“My truck.”

“Try the Motel Six on Jasper. The manager used to work with my husband.”

“What was he?” 

“Police officer.”

Nate stood up a little taller.

“Then a private investigator, once he retired,” Freddie said. 

“Sounds like a handy guy to have around.” 

“Yes.”

Freddie paused. A look of intense sadness swept over her.

“In fact, one of his passions was looking for missing people,” she said. 

“Really?”

“A mentally retarded man wandered away from the mall one morning and was never heard from again. Ken—my husband—went over every square inch of prairie for miles and miles. There was no trace. Nothing.”

That episode had been particularly painful for Ken and made him drink even more for a little while. His fondness for whiskey almost got him kicked off the force several times. His inattention at work was one thing, but at home, it was worse. He once left his service revolver, loaded and unlocked, on the coffee table and staggered off to bed after being in a bar for hours when his shift ended. Freddie found Beth playing with it and almost lost her mind.

Freddie said nothing of that to Nate. She made her way to her front door. Nate followed. She stood a moment with him on the porch. It was time to pot her geraniums for the summer, she thought. Ken had always appreciated having color out front, though he found her taste in other things questionable.

“I didn’t catch your name,” Nate said. 

“I’m sorry. Freddie. Short for Fredrika.” 

“German?”

“Swedish. My grandfather.”

Nate nodded. He agreed to return the following day, knowing he wouldn’t. If Freddie knew it, too, she didn’t let on.

Nate drove through Freddie’s neighborhood, feeling lost. He could find his wife easily enough. She wasn’t living with the brother; he was sure of that. He’d hung around enough to have seen her, if she were. All he had to do was get a hold of their card activity, see where she was spending money on a recurring basis—a grocery store, or a pharmacy—and get over there and wait. Instead, he’d stayed on those dull, quiet streets to think things out. He always ended up in the same place. Who was she to walk out on their five years just like that? Didn’t she understand what a commitment was? She hadn’t been a good wife. She deplored housework. She seldom held a job. He was the one who brought in the money and kept things going. He’d fallen in love with her because she was beautiful and fiery, and he might love her still, though if the doubt of that was now in his mind, it might have been in his heart long before.

He was forty-two years old. His wife said he was a dreamer entertaining fantasies instead of facing the harsh truth life never failed to serve up. Her comments were ironic, given the relative privilege she came from. Her father owned a successful grocery store. Her mother was the town beauty. Her older brother adored her. Nate, on the other hand, had been raised by a single mother whose words were often critical. He met his wife in college. She was in her last year; he was a freshman. She got pregnant, he dropped out of school and got a job, she graduated, they married, she lost the baby. She didn’t want to try again. Her degree in Anthropology wasn’t good for much. She held many different positions in nail salons, dog kennels, a dry cleaner or two, and even at the public library, where she’d helped people look things up on the Internet. She was an intelligent woman, a fast learner. One day a Muslim woman came into the library. Her clothes fascinated his wife. You’ d never have to figure out what to wear in the morning. Think how freeing that would be, she said. There was a new light in her eyes. He thought little of it. Then she showed up in a black dress, her head covered, and said she was studying with the imam at the mosque. Nate couldn’t believe it. Not long after that she said, I go into a wider country than you will ever know.
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1977

In the early days of their marriage, disagreements were often about money. Freddie was used to earning her own, and Ken wanted her to stay home. His job was stressful. It soothed him to think of her there, making the place comfortable for them both. But she missed seeing the people who came through her line at the grocery store. Holly was gone, married and living in Minneapolis. Freddie hadn’t thought she’d feel her absence so keenly. What Holly took away with her were truths no one else shared. Freddie held those truths fast. Ken resented her long moments of silence, so she forced herself to babble gently about things that irritated him even more.

“I don’t give a crap about the garden. I’ll mow the grass, I told you that, but please don’t expect me to get out there and dig,” he said.

When she talked about painting the dining room, he put down his newspaper and sighed.

“Anything you choose is fine. Just don’t go overboard. I don’t want to come home and find pink walls, or something,” he said.

Yet other times he grew suspicious of her demeanor. 

“There’s something you’re not telling me,” he said. 

“What makes you say that?”

“Well, is there?”

“What wouldn’t I be telling you?” 

“That’s what I want to know.”

She wanted to talk more about her mother. What she had shared so far was a blend of truth and fiction. The truth was Lorraine was a religious fanatic. Also true was that she lived out of state. But then Freddie had said she was too ill to travel, which explained why she wasn’t at their wedding, and why she never visited. Ken had asked why they didn’t get even a postcard or a simple phone call. Freddie said her mother was strange that way. As time passed and Lorraine’s silence continued, Freddie relaxed. Her mother had given her a great gift by removing herself from her life.

Then one day she showed up. She reeked of whiskey. Her hair was wild. Much grayer than before, Freddie noted. Streaked all the way through. She had a gift in her hands, a box badly wrapped in silver paper. The paper was torn, and the carton beneath exposed. Freddie immediately saw that she was being given a toaster. She had a toaster. She in fact had two toasters, a broken one from before her marriage, which Ken promised to fix, and one she’d bought recently when she realized he wasn’t going to. When he complained, she said she needed to finish putting her household together. Everything else was more or less in order. Absent a clothes dryer. Made up for with a line out back, where she was pinning Ken’s T-shirts and undershorts when the doorbell rang.

Lorraine didn’t ask to be invited in. She strolled past Freddie, put the gift on the dining room table, looked around, and helped herself to a chair. She was wearing a poncho with fringe that might once have been white and now was gray. Her thumbnails were long and well shaped. The rest were short and ragged.

“I came to see the blushing bride,” Lorraine said. 

“Take a good look, then, and be on your way.” 

“You are discourteous.”

“You’re drunk.”

Lorraine waved her hand vaguely. 

“I admit to having had a few. My spirit has been in a state of disrepair.” Lorraine glanced at Freddie, offering an invitation for her to follow up. Freddie didn’t.

“I hope you didn’t drive in that condition,” Freddie said. 

“Took the train.”

“Where’s your suitcase?” 

“With Pastor Banner.”

“And he gave you my address.”

Freddie wished she hadn’t told him where she lived. She ran into him at the market, he noticed her ring, polite questions followed. He would have written Lorraine with the news. He’d have thought it his Christian duty.

“I would have called first, but you’re not in the phone book,” Lorraine said.

Ken wanted it that way. Don’t want some shithead I arrested calling up in the middle of the night when he gets out of the joint.

Ken’s shift ended in just under an hour. What the hell was she going to tell him? She’d have to modify her story, and say that Lorraine’s illness was never physical, as he could clearly see. It seemed so easy—she didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it before.

My mother’s always suffered from some sort of emotional imbalance. 

You mean she’s nuts.

Ken didn’t mince words.

She was out on a walk and ditched her companion. It’s happened before. But then Ken might offer to take charge, given his official capacity, as it were, and Freddie would be caught in another lie about where Lorraine lived, and what sort of place it was. 

“Why don’t you beat it?” Freddie asked.

Lorraine shook her head. She seemed genuinely sad. If she broke down crying, there was no telling how long she’d go at it. Once she got started, she could weep for hours.

“You can’t be surprised that I’m not glad to see you. You must understand that you’re a part of my life I don’t have room for anymore. Not that I ever did, really,” Freddie said.

“How cruel you are.”

“Don’t talk to me about cruelty. You never gave a damn that I was your daughter, so why show up now? What is it you really want? Money? I haven’t got any.”

Freddie’s anger felt good. She wished it hadn’t taken so many years to rise within her.

“I came to give you my blessing,” Lorraine said. 

“Uh-huh.”

“I want to meet the man you married, and bless him, too.” 

“That might be hard. He’s Jewish.”

Ken wasn’t Jewish, but if Lorraine brought it up, it would just add another layer to her nuttiness.

“There is hope for him. Our Lord Christ was a Jew,” Lorraine said.

Freddie went into the kitchen. She washed her hands. The chicken she meant to serve sat on the counter in a metal pan. It looked feeble and exposed. Freddie put butter on the bumpy skin and turned on the oven. She had potatoes to peel and a salad to toss. She set to work. Lorraine would realize how much she was in the way and take herself off.

Lorraine crossed her arms on the table, laid her head on her arms, and snored. She stayed that way the whole time Freddie was in the kitchen. If she weren’t making so much noise, Freddie could pretend that she wasn’t there and never had been. Thinking this brought back all the times Freddie had pretended when she was growing up. After gaining a bit of confidence, she became something of a storyteller. Her mother was a scientist who traveled the world. Her mother was a famous concert pianist. Because she never pushed the point, she was seldom teased for her obviously extravagant tales. In time she stopped talking about Lorraine. Reinventing her mother wasn’t as interesting as reinventing herself, which marrying Ken allowed her to do. She was a housewife, albeit an unwilling one, but she had an identity. People recognized it when they saw her at the store, or the gas station, or just working in her garden out front. Before Ken, she was a struggling single woman with an empty past, where some misfortune had befallen her that was perhaps a bit sinister. Before that she was an abandoned child with a sister to raise. Being a housewife earned her more acceptance than the other two roles, but what she was accepted into wasn’t entirely clear.

Now Lorraine’s presence would bring the storyteller back to life. Except that Ken didn’t show up. That meant he’d stopped off somewhere. He made no secret of enjoying a couple of beers after work. Sometimes the couple turned into a few. Once, he had to be driven home. His patrol car stayed parked behind the bar all night. The owner wasn’t happy about that. He said it scared some of his business away. The car suggested some wrongdoing, even something dangerous. Ken quipped that some customers would be drawn to an atmosphere like that. The owner said he wasn’t interested in attracting that sort of clientele.

Freddie picked at the dinner she made. The light faded, and a chill came into the house. She hadn’t closed the back door after Lorraine rang the bell in front. That’s how surprised she’d been. She wasn’t surprised anymore, though, just rueful. Her mother was sleeping off another one, and would no doubt wake up in a robust, energetic state. She thought about calling Holly. Had Lorraine visited her, too? But Lorraine didn’t know where Holly was. Holly had instructed Freddie to tell no one that she was moving to Minneapolis. By no one she meant Pastor Banner, the man who had tried to watch over them when they were children while Lorraine was off preaching the gospel. He’d asked after her, too, the day he ran into Freddie. Freddie lied and said they weren’t in touch anymore.

Holly would just tell Freddie to shove Lorraine out the door. Bold words from someone who’d never had to do so herself.

Freddie saved what she hadn’t eaten, covered everything with plastic wrap, and cleaned up the kitchen. Lorraine mumbled, lifted her head for a moment, then pressed her other cheek to her folded arms. The snoring resumed. Freddie didn’t look at the time. She put her apron away and watered the three ferns that hung from the ceiling in the corner of the living room. She set up the ironing board and pressed several of Ken’s blue shirts. She hung the shirts in their bedroom closet. She left the bedside light on—she never liked returning to a dark room. She tried to ignore Lorraine’s presence. She stopped wondering what she’d tell Ken when he finally came home. She no longer cared.

Yet at the sound of his car and the sweep of his headlights across the living room, she froze. Lorraine’s snoring lessened, as if in sleep she, too, were registering Ken’s arrival. Freddie went to the back door to greet him. She took a dishtowel from the oven handle where she always kept it. She needed something in her hands.

“Sorry about that. Frank needed a buddy tonight, and my number came up,” Ken said.

Frank was a sergeant in the police force. His wife had left him the month before without saying why. A group of officers took turns taking him out so he wouldn’t have to go home right away after work.

“Ken, listen, I have to tell—”

Ken looked past her into the dining room.

“Who the hell is that?” he asked. He’d been in the process of removing his holster.

“Well, you see, she just showed up.” 

“Who is she?”

“I have no idea. She rang the bell, and there she was. She said she was looking for some people who used to live here. I didn’t want to invite her in, but she looked pretty bad. She’d been drinking and was obviously down on her luck.”

“You let a strange drunk into the house?”

“No harm came of it. I mean, look at her. She’s been that way for a couple of hours now.”

“Honestly, Freddie, sometimes I think you don’t know left from right.” He was being polite, because of Lorraine’s presence, even though Lorraine was still asleep. Don’t know your ass from your elbow was what he usually said.

“She hasn’t been any trouble, really,” Freddie said.

Ken poured himself a drink from the bottle of scotch he kept in one of the cabinets.

“And just what did you intend to do with her?” he asked. 

“I was going to ask you that.”

Ken sighed. He looked down at her. His face softened.

“Okay. Let me have this first, then we’ll get her up and on her way.” He had his drink. Then he called a taxi. He prodded Lorraine gently, then more firmly.

Lorraine lifted her head. A line of drool escaped the corner of her mouth. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. She coughed. When she saw Ken, she stiffened. Ken was still in his uniform.

“I think I’ll be running along now,” she said. 

“Taxi’s on its way,” Freddie said.

Lorraine looked at Freddie, then at Ken. She stared at his badge, which said Officer Chase.

“Fitting name,” she said. 

“Come again?” he asked.

“‘Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s.’”

“Anything you say sister.” Ken got Lorraine on her feet. She tried to smooth out the wrinkles in her poncho. Ken steered her to the front door. The taxi wasn’t there yet. Freddie wished it would hurry.

“Where you headed?” Ken asked Lorraine. 

“The kingdom of Heaven.”

“Someplace a driver can find.”

“I have a bag at a friend’s house. Then the train station.”

Freddie came forward and shoved the fifty-two dollars she kept in a ceramic cookie jar into Lorraine’s hands. She had been saving it for a new coat that Ken said was too expensive. Ken stared at the money crossly. Freddie prayed he wouldn’t berate her for her generosity later.

“Take this and remember please that those people don’t live here anymore. You mustn’t come to bother us again, do you understand?” Freddie said.

Lorraine looked at the money. She took it. From somewhere beneath the grimy poncho, she produced a small red vinyl coin purse. She had trouble closing the purse after she added the bills. Freddie saw that there had already been a fair amount of cash in there. Swinn’s money, no doubt. It was always Swinn’s money.

The taxi came slowly up the street. Ken put Lorraine in. Lorraine told the driver where to go. Ken and Freddie watched as the taxi drove away. Several days passed before Freddie found the courage to tell Ken who Lorraine was.

“That crackpot? Seriously?” Ken asked. It was a weekend, just after lunch. She chose her time strategically. Breakfast was no good, because Ken was always in a bad mood right after he got up. Evenings were problematic. Sometimes he started early and wasn’t receptive after the first few. The middle of the day at home tended to be the least contentious moment.

“Why did she come in the first place?” Ken asked. 

“She heard I got married.”

“Why didn’t you introduce me?” 

“She’d have preached at you.”

“I could have handled it.”

Ken was on the porch, painting a small wooden table. The old shirt he wore made him look rugged and capable, two qualities that had strongly attracted Freddie to him in the first place.

He drank from his bottle of beer and wiped his mouth on his arm.

“I can see being ashamed of her. But not saying who I was made it look like you were also ashamed of me,” he said. 

“Why would I be ashamed of you?” 

“Because I’m just a cop.”

Holly’s husband was a CPA, a partner in an accounting firm. Freddie only brought that up once, when she and Ken were thinking of going out to Minneapolis to visit. Ken was curious about Holly’s new husband. They got married so fast there hadn’t been time to include family. Your sister won’t like that you married down was what he said. Freddie didn’t think he meant it. She thought he was joking with an edge, the way he often did.

“I’m proud of you for being a cop,” Freddie said. Ken rinsed his paintbrush in the sink. His back was to her. She couldn’t read his mood.

“Look, if I said you were my husband, that this was your house, she’d still be here. She would have worked her way in. The way it was, she probably figured I called the police, and that you were the one they sent over. You were the face of authority. She was always afraid of that,” she said.

“And if I belonged to you, I would have had no authority?” 

“That’s right.”

Even so, Ken felt his position in the household should be known, even to a loser like Lorraine.

“I didn’t have to tell you the truth. I could have stuck with my story. Don’t come down on me for being honest,” Freddie said. 

“I wonder how honest you really are.”

Freddie let it go. She didn’t have the strength to defend herself further. She wanted to forget Lorraine’s visit. She wanted to forget Lorraine. She never would, though, at least not in this lifetime.
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Ken had promised to be on his best behavior. Holly and her husband, Jack, were coming over for drinks. They were visiting from Minnesota, where they’d lived for three years. Freddie had offered to put them up, but Holly wouldn’t hear of it. Neither would Ken, though Freddie kept that to herself. Ken found Jack a little full of himself, too much of a social climber. Freddie agreed. One of the things that attracted Jack to Holly was the elegance she’d cultivated for years. She dressed well. She read difficult books. She took adult education courses in things like Reading the Ancient Greeks and the Art of the High Renaissance.

Freddie knew that Ken thought she was snooty. He didn’t understand her need to compensate for the past.

Freddie cleaned the house. Ken complained that he couldn’t hear the ball game over the sound of the vacuum cleaner. He told her she looked dumb with curlers in her hair. She told him he looked like a brute, sitting around in a T-shirt with a can of beer in his hand. He laughed. Lorraine’s visit was three years before. Freddie hadn’t quite stopped fearing another.

Holly didn’t know that Freddie was pregnant.

Ken was getting used to the idea. The guys at the precinct had slapped him on the back. The dispatcher who was in love with him went to the bathroom and cried at the news. She confessed to him that she prayed every night that Ken would leave Freddie. Ken was flattered but didn’t return her affection. Freddie knew about her and pretended not to. She was good at looking right at a truth and ignoring it. 

Holly was thinner than before. She remarked at once on Freddie’s plumpness. Freddie had no choice but to say why.

“I thought you swore you’d never have any kids,” Holly said. Her color was high, as if the news had upset her, which Freddie assumed it did, because it made them both think of Lorraine.

“Well, nature had other ideas,” Freddie said.

“Divine intervention,” Jack said. Whereas Holly was thin, Jack was on the heavy side. When he sat down, the buttons on his shirt strained and made small gaps between them.

“Not likely,” Freddie said, and Holly laughed.

Freddie was suddenly embarrassed. She didn’t like being the center of attention. She brought out a tray of cheese and crackers. Ken mixed a pitcher of martinis and poured four drinks. The one he gave Freddie was smaller than the others.

“You need to watch it now,” he told her.

The conversation took the usual turn. Did she want a boy or a girl? Would they make a nursery out of the spare room? Did she have a good obstetrician? Had they talked about names?

“Lorrie, if it’s a girl,” Ken said. 

“That’s not funny,” Freddie said.

“God, you haven’t heard from her again, have you?” Holly asked. Freddie shook her head. The elegant wave she’d tried to produce with the curlers had fallen flat, and her hair, recently shortened, wiggled unpleasantly.

Jack said he wasn’t one to ever speak against a family member, but from everything he’d heard, Holly’s mother was something else. Ken snorted. The story of her visit, which Freddie had shared with Holly in a series of phone calls, was repeated for Jack’s benefit.

“You can’t blame her for not coming clean right away. I mean, sheesh! Who wants to own up to a nightmare like that?” Jack asked. He leaned forward and helped himself to the nut bowl on the coffee table, further straining the fabric of his shirt.

“A nightmare I thought I’d never have again,” Freddie said. 

“At least she came alone,” Holly said.

“And thank God for that. I don’t think I could have handled Swinn, too.” 

“Swinn?” Jack asked. 

“I’ll refill this plate,” Freddie said and went into the kitchen. Jack prompted Holly to continue. She hesitated. It was a tale that needed careful telling.

Swinn was their mother’s spiritual advisor, for want of a better term, Holly said. He ran the Baptist camp in Ohio, where she and Freddie spent time as children. He was a committed person. Freddie was eavesdropping, and when Holly described Swinn that way, she poured herself another martini from the sweating pitcher on the counter. Years later, she would wonder whether getting drunk that day had had any lasting effects on Beth. Sometimes she even thought Beth’s need for stimulation had stemmed from the gin that had flowed through her blood on that odd and disturbing afternoon.

Holly had moved on to something else—buying a new car—when Freddie finally reappeared. All three looked at her. Ken took the tray out of her hands. She wasn’t carrying it well. Several crackers had fallen to the floor.

“Looks like the martinis kept you company out there,” he said. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be careful with alcohol?” Holly asked. 

“Nonsense. My mother drank a glass of beer every day when she was pregnant with me. Doctor’s orders,” Jack said.

Freddie sat down. Holly handed her a couple of crackers and told her to eat them.

The men went into the kitchen so Ken could mix up more martinis, and Jack could steal a smoke out back. Ken said he didn’t have to—he could enjoy his cigarette in the kitchen like a normal person. Jack said he wanted to spare Holly, who had just quit and was trying not to relapse.

“So, a baby,” Holly said. 

“Yup.”

Freddie chewed her crackers. She wondered where the cheese was, then realized she hadn’t added any to the tray while in the kitchen.

“I went by the old house,” Holly said. 

“Why?”

“Just curious.” 

“Uh-huh.”

“I drove past Banner’s place, too. He was pushing a lawnmower around. And he’s no spring chicken. Gotta be in his eighties now, at least.” 

“Did you talk to him?” 

“No.”

“Did he see you?” 

“Doubt it.”

Holly nibbled on a cracker and brushed the crumbs daintily from her lap.

“But what if he did? He’d recognize you for sure,” Freddie said. 

“So what?”

“He’d write her, like he did before.”

Then Lorraine would show up again, demanding information. And if she came now, in the next few months, she’d see that Freddie was pregnant.

“What’s the matter?” Holly asked.

“She’ll find out about the baby and make my life hell.”

“No, she won’t. Remember, you’re stronger than she is. You kicked her out once. It wouldn’t be so hard to do it again.”

The sound of laughter came from the kitchen. Freddie couldn’t tell how long they’d been out there. It was fall. A fresh breeze wafted in, along with the smell of cigarette smoke. Farther off was a smell of burning leaves. Halloween was only a few weeks away. Ken was saying something she couldn’t make out. He was jolly for a change. He might be talking about work. From a distance, out of the patrol car and away from the speeders, drunks, bashers, and abusers he dealt with every day, the events that made up his working life took on a comic tone.

Ken and Jack returned with a fresh pitcher of martinis and clean glasses.

“I hope you know I was just kidding about the baby’s name,” Ken told Freddie.

“It’s fine.”

Jack took his place next to Holly. Freddie stared into space. Then she poured herself another drink. Ken took the glass out of her hand and put it on the floor by his chair.

“Let’s do something to lighten the mood,” Holly said. 

“My mood’s fine,” Jack said.

Holly gestured at Freddie.

“Come on, hon. Out with it,” Ken said. Freddie shook her head.

“Yeah, out with it,” Jack said. 

“Leave her alone,” Holly said. 

“Tell them,” Freddie said to Holly. 

“What?” Holly asked.

“Tell them what she’s like.” 

“Who?” Ken asked.

“My mother.”

“I met her, remember? Had so much booze in her, she could’ve floated away.”

“What it was like living with her,” Freddie said. 

“They don’t care about that,” Holly said.

“From what I hear, she had the maternal instincts of an alligator,” Ken said.

“Let’s just say she had other priorities,” Holly said. 

“Tell them,” Freddie said.

Holly sipped her drink. She smoothed down the front of her dress. Her hands were strong, like Freddie’s, but her nails were manicured, well cared for.

Lorraine was a woman full of fire, she told him. Deeply passionate, with no concern for personal appearance. She dressed badly, never minded looking ragged.

“I took her for a homeless person,” Ken said. Freddie nodded.

“Which is why I work so hard to look good,” Holly said.

The men laughed.

Holly continued. Lorraine may have been cold as a mother, but people sought her guidance all the time, because she was so single-minded. God was the answer to everything. Prayer was always the solution. Holly could remember lots of despair in that camp that Lorraine lifted with her energy.

She had peculiar notions about death. Holly always found that strange.

“I don’t understand,” Freddie said.

Lorraine followed the Christian doctrine of eternal life after death, Holly explained, but she also believed that death was only experienced by other people, never by oneself.

“It was her one attempt at science. She said that one could never be aware of the moment of one’s own death. You were just there one minute, then not there the next, so you never knew you were dead, or had died. Only the world knew. Death was held outside yourself,” Holly said.

“That’s not science,” Freddie said.

“Okay, well, I misspoke. I should have said her one attempt at some other sort of rationality that didn’t stem from religion.”

Freddie didn’t remember her mother ever talking in those terms, but then she had been different with Holly, and might have shared that with only her.

“She talked to the dead,” Freddie said, and pulled quickly at her clumpy hair.

“What do you mean?” Holly asked.

“There was someone she was always talking to late at night.” 

“She was praying.”

“No. She was talking to someone named Miss Dormand.” 

“Who was that?”

“I don’t know.” 

“What did she say?”

“Things like, ‘Tell me what to do, Miss Dormand. You’re there now, on the other side.’”

“She used those words, ‘the other side?’” Jack asked. 

“Yes.”

Jack scratched his meaty head. His forehead glistened with sweat.

“I had an aunt who liked to contact the spirits. You know, séances and all that,” he said.

Holly signaled Jack to drop the subject. Freddie felt pretty glum again, and it must have showed. Jack talked instead about the house they’d just bought in Minneapolis. All the pipes had to be replaced. The plumber made more in a year than Jack did, he was sure, and Ken agreed that it was likely. Gradually Freddie’s silence thawed, and she said it must be awful to live without running water. But that only made her remember Swinn’s camp, and her mood suffered once more. Though Lorraine was still alive, her power to haunt was as strong as any ghost’s.
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For a long while after Ken died the phone would ring and Freddie would think, Oh, he’s late again. That had passed. So, too, had the people who came by with good wishes. No more people, no more wishes.

Sympathy was at first a flood, then a stream, then a wobbly wet line across the desert of her heart.

The service had been simple, held in the funeral parlor. They hadn’t been church people. She asked that no scripture be read. Yet now, and at other random moments, scripture returned.

For if we live, we live to the Lord, if we die, we die to the Lord. So, then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.

Lorraine, ministering to a new widow. The wind lifting one side of the tent’s canvas flap. Joseph Swinn patting his face with a red handkerchief.

Freddie didn’t question why memories came when they did. Time was a loop, from now to then and back again.

Freddie went to the mall. Her pace was slow. She’d learned to hold herself back, to accommodate Ken. She’d made him walk there with her in cold weather to keep his spirits up. He’d been a pill about it, but she prevailed. Exercise is just as important for the soul, she said. Usually, he told her to shut up.

It was just past noon, and the mall was crowded. Freddie would have come later, but Beth was on her way, and the guest bathroom needed a new shower curtain. The one Freddie chose was bright and cheerful, with yellow suns and wide rainbows. Beth would hate it.

Outside a store that offered the cheapest cell phones in the whole state a woman in a long black dress caught Freddie’s gaze as she swept by. Her head was covered by a black scarf. She was tall and confident, just as Freddie imagined Nate’s wife would be. From her shoulder swung a red purse.
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