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Prologue
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Snowflakes swirled in front of the windshield. She had the wipers and defroster cranked up to the max and was leaning forward in her seat, peering intently at the road ahead, just like the little old lady drivers she used to mock. A 4×4 whizzed past in the left lane, sending up a spray of gritty grey slush that temporarily blinded her.


‘Asshole,’ she muttered, though the real source of irritation was herself. After sixty-three New England winters, she ought to know better than to set out for the coast in the middle of a February snow squall. What really galled, of course, was that she did know better. She knew, even as she scooped up her car keys off the kitchen counter, that the only place to be today was at home in front of the fire, with a cup of tea, her knitting and Larry who, though he hadn’t expressly asked her not to go – as a rule, her husband avoided comment on anything remotely related to her relationship with her mother on the grounds that ‘a man invites trouble when he meddles in things he does not understand’ – had made clear he thought her a fool for doing so. And she was a fool, throwing caution, not to mention her better judgement, to the wind all because Mother sounded unsettled on the phone this morning.


She took the exit to her home town slowly so as to avoid touching the brake. Plough tracks lay half buried in fresh snowfall. Main Street was deserted. The landscape was full of mystery mounds that might be cars, or bushes or wood piles. Take your pick. Her mother would give her an earful when she saw her.


‘You are such a worry wart,’ she’d scold, like always.


‘Well, someone has to be,’ she’d reply, like always.


Lord knows it wasn’t going to be Mother, even after last week’s tumble, which had left a multicoloured bruise the size of Rhode Island on her hip. The doctor had said she was lucky she hadn’t broken it. Mother took her good health for granted. At eighty-five, she’d had a remarkable run, but it had to end at some point. Every minor incident made Penny wonder whether the inevitable decline was at hand. There were only two ways it could go: a disease of the body or one of the mind, and while neither had much appeal, the latter was by far the more frightening prospect, and that, finally, is what had got her out the door today. The unease in Mother’s voice was so out of character. And anxiety was one of the early symptoms.


The car’s headlights flashed on her childhood home as she pulled into the driveway. Barbara, the woman she paid to keep an eye on Mother (while pretending not to), met her at the door.


‘Mrs Burgess,’ she exclaimed, ‘what are you doing out in this weather?’


‘My mother called,’ she started to explain, but then Mother appeared, shuffling toward her, sideways on account of the injured hip. ‘Um, about some mail that arrived for me?’


Mother had, in fact, mentioned a letter this morning. It was a thin excuse to drive thirty-five miles in a blizzard. Barbara nodded.


Penny turned toward her mother. ‘Shouldn’t you be using your walker?’


‘Damn thing’s a nuisance.’


‘What if you fall again?’


‘Barbara is here. She’ll catch me.’


‘The doctor said—’


‘Never mind that.’


Mother grabbed hold of her arm with both hands. The pressure was so light Penny imagined bones that were hollow, like a bird’s. Nonetheless, the grip was surprisingly strong. She looked up at her with watery eyes.


‘I’m glad you’ve come,’ she said.


Penny’s heart sank. This was not like her mother at all.


‘Make us a pot of tea, will you, dear?’ Mother called over her shoulder to Barbara as she steered Penny toward the parlour. ‘And slice a few pieces of that angel food cake, too, while you’re at it. Use the nice plates. We’ll have ourselves a little tea party. Something to cheer us in this miserable weather.’


They headed for the table in front of the picture window, Mother’s favourite place to play cards, and keep an eye on birds and her neighbours’ comings and goings.


‘That’ll keep her busy a while,’ Mother said, as though in confidence but at a volume that easily reached Barbara’s ears. Mother refused to wear her hearing aid. She heard perfectly well, she claimed, provided people articulated.


Penny looked to Barbara, who smiled back – no offence taken.


‘Just wait till you see what came,’ Mother said.


Penny couldn’t imagine the letter was legit. It had been nearly fifty years since she lived at this address. ‘It’s not from a Nigerian banker, is it?’ she asked. ‘Or someone from unclaimed properties? Because you know those are scams.’


Mother waved her hands dismissively. From the kitchen came the sounds of cabinets opening and shutting, of the good silver clattering against dishes and the low hiss of the kettle set on the stove to boil.


‘And they prey on senior citizens.’


‘No, no. This is personal, from a Jennifer somebody. Jennifer …’


She slid a manila envelope out from beneath a pile of papers, smiling with a schoolgirl’s sly delight at having thought to hide it in plain sight. She held it up close to her face. ‘Lewis,’ she announced. ‘Jennifer Lewis.’


She began handing the envelope over and then stopped and pulled it back. ‘Are you quite well, dear?’


‘Fine, Mother.’


‘Not nervous or anxious? Because you look a bit on edge. I don’t want to give this to you if it’s going to upset you.’


‘If I sound anxious it’s because you’re making me so,’ Penny snapped. She put her hand out and kept it there until the envelope was delivered into her open palm. The back flap was wrinkled and puckered.


‘You steamed this open, didn’t you?’ she asked.


Mother looked away, pretending she hadn’t heard. Too clever by half, Penny thought, irritated and yet also relieved. Nothing quite proved Mother’s continued sound mind than this act of snooping and the ham-handed attempt to cover it up.


‘Remember, dear,’ Mother said. ‘You don’t have to do anything.’


Penny responded with an eye roll that would have made her fifteen-year-old granddaughter proud, and then she read the first sentence and felt as if she’d been hit by a sneaker wave. She had to go back and read it again. Twice. In confusion, she looked up from the page and saw that her mother was crying. How amazing that ink marks on paper can contain such power, she thought, and instantly remembered having had this very thought decades before. She stared at the handwriting, searching for clues about its writer – was she friendly, creative, a liar?


‘She doesn’t hate me,’ Penny murmured.


In the kitchen, the kettle screamed.
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Chapter One


Ted McDougall stared into the bedroom mirror, smoking a cigarette and practising a smile that said, ‘Why, sure, I entertain clients all the time.’


He sprayed Right Guard under his arms and put on a freshly laundered shirt. Sweaty salesmen are suspicious, Ted’s boss Curtis Hale said, and, frankly, when the pressure was on, when getting things right really mattered, Ted was something of a sweater. The unseasonable warmth of the late September evening concerned him; temperatures had been declining steadily for weeks until today – out of the blue – they spiked over eighty degrees, so hot that Abigail had to bring the fans down out of the attic. His dark wool dress pants clung irritatingly to his legs and he’d only had them on five minutes. Spying the seersucker suit hanging in his closet, he wondered whether it was worse to be a sweaty salesman or an oaf who wears a summer suit three weeks after Labor Day. It was silly social convention and he would happily buck it if not for the fear that his dinner companion, Ken Schmidt of the Bedford Trucking Company, might fail to see the wilfulness in his gesture and, God forbid, mistake it for ignorance. A glance at his watch settled it. He would stick with the dark.


Perspiration bloomed at his hairline. This heat really was something, way beyond the norm, even for an Indian summer. That it should be so, and on today of all days, seemed somehow more than mere coincidence – a test of his mettle, perhaps, or a check on his ambitions; he’d know by evening’s end which it was. He breathed deeply, rolled his shoulders and shook out his arms like a boxer preparing for a bout. His head churned with the main points of the deal he’d soon be pitching to the bulldog-faced Ken. It was important to stay focused, to keep his mind from drifting to how his life would be transformed if he closed the deal. Bedford Trucking bought fifteen thousand tyres a year. With a commission on an account like that he could pay the mortgage off early, fill baby Mindy’s college fund, take Abigail on vacation to Europe. All of it could be his; would be his. At twenty-three.


So long as he didn’t blow it.


He picked up the can of Right Guard and sprayed on a second coat.


The soft scuff of slippers on linoleum alerted him to his wife’s approach and he watched, warily, as she appeared in the mirror, her pale blue housecoat billowing like a spinnaker as she passed an oscillating table fan. The quiet economy of her movements made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.


‘It’s wonderful news,’ she said, knitting her fingers together, ‘wonderful. I’m just a little surprised, that’s all.’ She lowered her head and her face disappeared beneath a red paisley kerchief. ‘I wish I’d known earlier.’ She sat on the corner of the bed and seemed to deflate.


He buttoned his shirt. ‘I tried to call this morning, soon as Curtis signed off on it,’ he said. ‘Nobody picked up.’


‘Today is the third Thursday of the month,’ she said to her lap before lifting her eyes to him.


‘And tomorrow will be the third Friday,’ he replied with a jaunty smile because he couldn’t think what else to say and, clearly, she expected him to say something. But it was the wrong thing. The air in the room shifted in a way he had come to associate with her crying jags. He called them crying jags, but they weren’t. Not really. His wife was not the dramatic sort. Though her translucent skin and tendrils of auburn hair gave her the appearance of a romantic heroine – a Pre-Raphaelite stunner in the words of Mr Holder, the English teacher cum drama teacher cum elocution teacher cum soccer coach at their tiny high school in New Hampshire – Abigail McDougall (née Hatch) was as solid as granite, a pillar of Yankee practicality and common sense. He had always admired her clarity and sense of purpose, the way she seemed to know not only where she was going but also the shortest, most efficient route to take her there. That’s what made these episodes unsettling: seeing such a formidable girl utterly vanquished. And by what? She couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say. The stillness of her grief unnerved him. The way sadness seeped out of her suggested despair beyond anything he could fathom, let alone fix. Even when not preparing to strike life-changing business deals, he couldn’t bear to see his wife so diminished. He held his breath, watching through the mirror for a telltale tremble of the lip.


‘I made pot roast,’ she said finally.


Relief swept over him and he exhaled in a great rush. It was only her New Englander’s horror of waste.


‘Put it in the fridge,’ he said, giving her a wink. ‘We’ll have it tomorrow.’ He lifted his arms and detected a worrisome tightness in the shirt.


‘Of course,’ she replied, nodding. ‘Yes.’


‘Honestly, honey, there is nothing I’d rather do tonight than enjoy pot roast with you. This is business. We’ve all got to make sacrifices.’ He crossed and uncrossed his arms, certain, now, of a pinch through the shoulders. ‘This deal could be life-changing.’


She clucked her tongue. ‘You’re selling tyres,’ she said, ‘it’s not the lunar mission.’


The comment stung. He had been trying to be nice to her. Okay, tyre sales wasn’t NASA, wasn’t keeping the world safe for democracy, or even the Law that her daddy practised, but it put food on the table and a roof over their heads. Didn’t she understand how nervous he was, how scared of messing up? He removed the shirt and pulled another from the closet.


Her eyes widened.


‘It feels tight,’ he explained.


‘Did I ruin it?’


He knew that he ought to reassure her, but was too miffed to give more than an indifferent shrug. She flinched.


From the hall there came a thump, swish, thump, swish, as ten-month-old Mindy scooted toward them on her diaper-padded bottom. The sight of his daughter, with her pumpkin-stained face and wispy curls sticking to her skin in the heat, made him smile. He could not quite believe that she was his, that responsibility for her name, let alone her care and education, was entrusted to a clown like him. 


‘Ba-do,’ she cried, scooting through the bedroom doorway, a half-eaten teething biscuit aloft in her fist like Lady Liberty’s torch. She moved like a sculler rowing in reverse, thrusting her chest forward until her bottom lifted off the ground and then sliding swiftly to her heels, straightening her legs and then pitching her chest forward again. ‘Ba-do.’


It was her favourite thing to say. What she meant by it was a mystery, although neither Ted nor Abigail doubted that it had meaning. Often it made her giggle, sometimes shriek with joy. God, she was cute, he thought, as she reached forward and grabbed a fistful of his trousers.


‘Help, Abigail,’ he cried. ‘She’ll get crumbs all over me.’


Abigail stooped to pick the baby up with a slowness that made it hard to recall that only a few winters ago she was skiing down mountains at breakneck speed. Really, his grandmother was more nimble these days. He brushed vigorously at a darkened spot left by the tiny clammy hand.


‘When are you going to crawl, Mindy McDee?’ Abigail said pleadingly.


‘Why crawl when you can scoot?’ said Ted, slicking back the sides of his hair, giving his tie a final straighten.


‘Because crawling is normal.’


It was a point of dispute between them. Ted saw Mindy’s unique mode of locomotion as a sign of uncommon intelligence. She had honed her technique to its most efficient form and moved effortlessly throughout the house, head erect, hands free to explore. Abigail worried that it was a sign of a deranged mind.


‘She’s normal.’ Ted slid a finger across his upper lip, checking for moisture. ‘She’s perfect. Look at those curls, those dimples.’


‘Ba-do,’ said Mindy.


‘Ba-do,’ Ted replied. 


‘Today Frannie Gill told me she has a cousin who scooted. He dropped out of school and is now a trash collector.’


‘He’s a trash collector because he dropped out of school, not because he scooted.’


‘It’s driving me crazy, Ted.’


He bent down to kiss his daughter’s cheek. ‘Your mother is afraid you’re going to be a blockhead like your old man, instead of smart like she is.’


Mindy smiled, revealing four small white teeth and an abundance of biscuit crumbs sluicing on drool. Such bright and curious eyes, kid’s got to be a genius, he thought, snapping his head back just in time to dodge the slimy zwieback she pushed toward his mouth.


‘Well,’ Abigail said. ‘I guess you’d better be off. Don’t want to be late.’


He tucked his thumb under her chin and felt the tautness of her clenched jaw. Behind those pale green eyes was a mind churning with ideas. That was Abigail’s problem: she thought too much. ‘Take it easy tonight, hon,’ he said. ‘Put your feet up. Watch TV. Read a book.’


She swallowed. Her eyes began to fill. Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry, he thought. He didn’t have time for tears right now. Later, when he got home, hopefully with the deal in hand, he would hold her and comfort her and tell her she was beautiful, but if he didn’t get out soon he would be late for dinner and then he would lose the sale because, as Curtis said, ‘Punctuality is the soul of business.’ And if he lost the sale how long would he have to wait before Curtis gave him another shot at one? A low voice in his head whispered, How could she do this to him? And then, as he saw his big opportunity slipping inexorably out of his reach, Mindy shoved the soggy end of the teething biscuit into Abigail’s mouth with a hearty, ‘Ba-do!’


‘Oh, Mindy,’ Abigail cried with a small laugh and while she was busy wiping her mouth, Ted made a dash for his old DeSoto. Placing his feet gingerly around the rust spots in the floorboards, he began the delicate operation of starting the engine. The key had to be turned at just the right speed, a precise amount of pressure applied to the gas pedal. It was, he liked to joke, the perfect anti-theft device. Abigail came to the screen door and stood holding Mindy, who was still determined to feed the biscuit to her mother. Abigail gently batted it away each time and yet Mindy kept coming back. She was relentless. Ted watched with tenderness swelling in his heart. They depended on him and he took care of them. Now he was going off on his first business dinner, out to slay a contract for fifteen thousand tyres.


‘Shouldn’t be too late, honey,’ he called as he backed out of the drive.


Abigail smiled and Ted was struck, suddenly, by how much she looked like Raggedy Ann. The housecoat, the kerchief, even the pigtails: how was it that he had never noticed? The thought bemused him as he steered – slowly, because children might be playing – along the gently undulating roads of Elm Grove, the tract housing development in which he lived, passing brightly coloured, slab-foundation ranches with cheerful names like Charmer, Monterey, Enchantress and El Dorado, owned by people just like Ted and Abigail: young families, husbands on the early rungs of their career ladders, wives at home with small children. They traded decorating and gardening ideas, borrowed tools; they gathered at cocktail and dinner parties. It was real life and yet it retained an aura of play. The props were bigger and sturdier, and nobody got called home for dinner, but otherwise Elm Grove wasn’t much different from playing house in the lean-tos they used to build from fallen branches out in the woods behind the ball park in Wilsonville, back when he was a kid.


Out on Americana Boulevard (all the streets in Elm Grove were named after a variety of elm) Paul Jenks was tending to his fledgling rose bushes; Ted lifted his right hand in mock salute. Paul’s shock at seeing Ted, in a suit no less, driving out just before the dinner hour, was priceless. Tomorrow Jean would drop by for coffee or to borrow a cup of sugar and ask Abigail where he’d been headed.


‘A business dinner, at a steakhouse in Boston,’ she would reply. ‘A really big deal.’


That would give Paul something to chew on, old Paul, who thought living in an El Dorado made him lord of Elm Grove.


Yes, indeed, Ted thought, turning the car east on Route 9, toward the city centre and its promise of steak and martinis, deal-making and manly conversation. Light from the setting sun flooded through the car’s rear window, so bright it was impossible to see where he’d just been. 




Chapter Two


Abigail stood at the screen door even after Ted’s car had disappeared and Mindy had wiggled free to scoot about the kitchen.


She would not cry. It was childish to cry over such things. Little unimportant things. Things that didn’t matter in the world. Scolding herself this way only added to her wretchedness. Her chest filled with the weight of it. She would not cry.


She went to the oven and took out the pot roast, averting her eyes from the dirty dishes that filled the sink and spilled out along the counter. A blast of steam struck her face as she lifted the lid. She felt sticky all over. Cooking pot roast in this heat: what was she thinking? She’d wanted to make the evening special. She was still relatively new to cooking and didn’t have many dishes in her repertoire that made the grade. Only two, in fact: fancy Yankee pot roast and chicken pot pie with buttermilk biscuits. Neither was particularly suited to warm weather. Her failure to master her mother’s cold salmon and cucumber mousse recipe suddenly felt like gross negligence. The thought contained enough truth and injustice to fill her with morose satisfaction.


She knew darn well that this line of thinking was unlikely to improve her current frame of mind, but she also knew better than to try to halt it. Moods like this were like skiing on ice: once the descent had begun there was no stopping until she hit bottom and slowing down was far riskier than speeding up. Abigail responded the only way she knew how: she widened her stance and surrendered to the force.


The evening wasn’t turning out the way she had imagined. The house was supposed to be clean and tidy by the time Ted came home; Mindy would be fed, bathed and looking her most angelic, ready for a quick kiss from Daddy and then off to bed. And then Ted would make Tom Collinses while she swapped this hideous housecoat for a decent dress and the pearls that her father had given her for her sixteenth birthday, the ones she had stopped wearing because Mindy pulled at them; instead of house slippers she’d put on heels and they’d sit together on the sofa, sipping their drinks. Ted would tell a funny story or two about customers, or share some maxim of Curtis Hale’s – ‘A good salesman knows his customer’s needs before he does’ – and then he’d turn to her and ask, ‘How did it go today?’


And she would pour out the whole sad, embarrassing story of how the members of the Elm Grove Ladies Culture Club had stopped listening five minutes into her big speech, ‘Abigail Adams: Founding Mother’, of how their restless shuffling, whispered chatter and muffled giggles had caused her to lose her place and how no one asked a single question afterward – whereas they’d all been falling over themselves last month when that Sanders lady had blathered on about flower arranging. She would describe the excruciating silence as she stood at the mantelpiece in Frannie Gill’s living room beneath a large portrait of a sad-faced clown (Frannie collected clowns), red-faced from the heat, a perfect square, longing for the floor to open up and swallow her.


‘But honey, there aren’t any basements in Elm Grove,’ Ted would say, teasing. ‘If the floor had opened up, you would have been standing on a concrete slab.’ From the warmth in his eyes she would know that he was on her side. Ted knew how to make her laugh at herself. And the moment she laughed, the awful feeling of failure would begin to shrink. She could tell him that the ladies of Elm Grove only put up with her because she was his wife. Saying the truth aloud to a witness would make it easier to bear, even if all Ted did was laugh and declare it was nonsense. 


And they’d eat dinner in the dining room with a tablecloth and candles.


A loud crash sent a bolt of panic through Abigail. She whipped around and found Mindy beneath the breakfast table, face reddening, head thrown back in preparation for a wail, fists clutching the cloth that had, only moments before, sat atop the table together with the wooden fruit bowl that was a wedding gift from Aunt Mildred. The bowl now lay in two jagged, unequal parts on the floor along with the apples, oranges and walnuts it had held.


‘You stupid, stupid, girl,’ Abigail screamed as she ran to scoop her up. Mindy howled and shook, slimy threads of drool wobbling from her chin; scared, obviously, but uninjured so far as Abigail could see. Abigail pulled her close, shuddering at the thought of what would have happened had the bowl landed on Mindy’s head instead of the linoleum – all because Abigail had been too busy wallowing in self-pity to pay attention.


With Mindy clinging to her like a little monkey, she went to the bathroom to draw the bath, kicking Ted’s work clothes and wet towel into a pile. She was being a goose. A sane woman would want to forget the speech ever happened, not waste valuable time with her husband reliving it. It was ego, foolish vanity. She wouldn’t have cared whether Ted remembered about the speech if it had been a success as, when setting out for Frannie’s house this morning, she had been convinced it would be.


She had assumed the ladies would be as excited as she was to learn that one of the most respected minds of the colonial era belonged to a woman. 


‘Abigail Adams was one of her husband’s most trusted advisers,’ she pictured herself saying.


‘Gosh,’ they’d say. ‘I had no idea!’


It hadn’t seemed too far-fetched. Most of the ladies of the club had at least a few years of college and several had bachelor’s degrees, which was more than Abigail had. She imagined proposing an excursion to the Massachusetts Historical Society, where John and Abigail Adams’s letters were archived, offering to write to the librarian to request a tour.


‘Oh, Abigail,’ they’d say, ‘you really are too good.’


Recalling it now made her cringe.


She had misread them, another error. Add it to the pile. 


The house, far from being tidy, looked as if a bomb had gone off inside it. If there was a single bright spot in her whole day it was that Ted had likely been too distracted and over-excited to notice the mess as he sped through.


‘Can’t stay, gotta go!’


Mindy flapped her arms excitedly, her trauma forgotten at the sight of the running water. Abigail put her down and she held fast to the edge of the candy-pink tub.


She couldn’t really blame Ted for being excited. The Bedford Trucking account was a big deal. It wasn’t life-changing – hyperbole like that was just plain irritating – still, it was an enormous step forward for his career: his first business dinner. He would make the sale; she had no doubt about that. Ted McDougall could sell ice to an Eskimo. Naturally, though, he’d be a bit nervous. She couldn’t remember now whether she had wished him luck; she had a horrible feeling that she hadn’t.


She gathered up the clothes and sniffed Ted’s work shirt on the off-chance it was clean enough to last another day; it wasn’t, so she went to the spare bedroom across the hall to dig one out of the laundry mountain that a decent wife never would have let build up.


Mindy let out a joyful screech. She wobbled and swayed and pointed to the water, looking expectantly at Abigail, her mouth a perfect ‘o’ of amazement.


‘Water,’ Abigail said.


Mindy screeched and wobbled again.


‘Water,’ Abigail repeated, her voice devoid of enthusiasm. People were always telling her that Mindy’s fascination with the world was a sign of cleverness. She wished she shared their confidence. Wasn’t intelligence, in part, being able to predict the world and hadn’t Mindy seen water coming out of a faucet often enough to be able to predict it? Abigail shut the tap off and dipped her hand in the water to check its temperature – feeling a twinge of guilt for not using the elbow, as the parenting book advised. She stripped Mindy of her drool- and pumpkin purée-sodden top, and urine-soaked diaper, while Mindy kicked and waved her arms about in excited anticipation, like a jumping jack whose string was being repeatedly pulled.


‘Hold on, now,’ Abigail said. ‘Hold on.’


The baby nearly slipped from her hands, it wriggled so much. Who would have thought something so small could be so hard to control? Kneeling next to the tub, Abigail dipped a facecloth into the water and squeezed it out over Mindy’s head. She squirmed and did scissor kicks with her legs, laughing as the water trickled down her back.


In the presence of such unbridled delight, Abigail’s outlook could not stay bleak. The speech was probably nowhere near the catastrophe she had made it out to be. Having put so much time into it, her perception of appropriate enthusiasm got skewed. What had seemed a long, awkward silence to her likely passed in two blinks of an eye to the ladies in the audience. And Ted was sure to remember eventually. After watching her devote every spare minute to writing it, filling the trash with crumpled-up balls of yellow legal paper from discarded drafts, how could he not? She left her research books on the dining room table so long that he had jokingly asked whether they were part of the new decor. He complained that the constant tap, tap, tap of her fingers on the old Smith Corona kept him awake late into the night. This very morning, in fact, she had apologised for packing burned oatmeal raisin cookies in his lunch, explaining, quite clearly, that it was because there weren’t enough good ones to take to today’s meeting. Probably, he’d remembered already and was sitting in the restaurant right now, kicking himself for having missed all the hints she’d dropped: ‘Today’s the third Thursday of the month’ and ‘Frannie Gill said today …’


‘Now we wash your face,’ she said, passing the cloth over Mindy’s pink cheeks.


‘We clean your hands,’ she sang, wiping the stickiness from Mindy’s palms, freeing the biscuit crumbs lodged in the rolls of her pudgy fingers.


‘Fingers and nails,’ she chirped, scrubbing the dirt out from beneath Mindy’s nails.


She felt like an idiot.


Whoosh.


Mindy scooped water up. Her face was bathed in confusion, as if she couldn’t understand why it dripped away. She tried again and again, pressing her hands together, closing the gaps between her fingers but the water always found its way out. Mindy’s brow furrowed in frustration that Abigail understood perfectly. It was just like her battle with the housework – every day, an endless to-do list of cooking, cleaning, laundry and grocery shopping. She never stopped and yet always, at the end of the day, her hands were empty.


Abigail rested her cheek against the lip of the tub and let her hand dangle in the water. She was tired. That was the trouble. Hot and tired. The Culture Club ladies’ reaction to her speech, and Ted’s forgetting it, wouldn’t have upset her half so much had she been well rested. She couldn’t remember the last time she woke feeling refreshed, the last time she felt normal. Getting Mindy down for naps was a constant struggle; she seemed to be the only ten-month-old in the history of the world who didn’t sleep through the night. Abigail felt as if she and Mindy were hooked up to the same energy source. The more Mindy consumed, the less there was for Abigail – and Mindy burned fuel at the rate of a diesel train. Even in the womb, she’d never stopped moving, often kicking hard enough to make Abigail’s dress flutter.


‘That kid’s going to grow up to be a placekicker for the NFL,’ Ted proudly announced. 


How shocked they’d been when Mindy turned out to be a girl, and yet Abigail would not be surprised if Ted’s prediction proved true, in the end. The worst part was knowing that it was entirely her fault. She was not a natural woman. What other woman spent her free time wondering whether the Louisiana Purchase violated the Constitution; if the land grants for colleges and universities would have passed Congress had the southern states not seceded? Not the ladies from the Elm Grove Culture Club, that’s for sure. It was only logical, therefore, that she’d given birth to an unnatural daughter.


Mindy scowled down at the water and babbled at it in scolding tones and Abigail realised, with horror, that her daughter was mimicking her: this was what she looked and sounded like. How had she become this impatient, angry, frazzled shrew? Mindy was only one baby – and she didn’t even walk! – whereas many of the mothers in Elm Grove coped effortlessly with three or even four children.


Perhaps she was never meant to be a mother. What if the difficulty she’d had getting pregnant wasn’t, as the doctor suggested, due to anxiety that Ted would get drafted and sent to Vietnam but nature’s way of telling her she wasn’t up to the job? Certainly, there hadn’t been anything normal about the delivery. The umbilical cord got wrapped around Mindy’s neck and the doctor had had to perform an emergency caesarean.


‘Spotted it just in time,’ he told her when she woke in recovery. ‘She was blue at first but she coloured up after a minute or two.’


Abigail would never forget the tone of censure in his voice, his look of disapproval. 


The doctor wasn’t the only one who seemed disappointed in her. Her parents and Ted’s mother had the same strained expressions. The nurses and the orderlies avoided eye contact. The following morning, Ted told her that the president had been shot and the news, rather than explaining everyone’s strange behaviour, only increased her sense of failure, as if Kennedy’s assassination were somehow her fault as well.


‘Mindy McDoo, your mother’s a freak,’ she said as Mindy leaned forward and blew raspberries into the water.


Once Mindy was in bed, Abigail promised herself, once she’d finished the housework, she could take a bath. She’d put on her baby-doll nightgown and the chiffon robe with the silk bows and puffy sleeves. When Ted came home she would be waiting on the sofa.


‘How wonderful, darling,’ she’d say, because of course the news would be good. ‘I’m so proud.’ And they’d have a nightcap to toast his success. He’d tell her all about what he’d eaten for dinner and the clever way he had tailored the deal to make it irresistible to the man from Bedford Trucking. She would compliment his business acumen. And then maybe, after the initial excitement had passed, he would remember to ask about the speech.


‘Doe,’ Mindy wailed as Abigail lifted her out of the water, feet kicking as if pedalling a bicycle. ‘Doe, doe, doe.’


‘Leave some for next time,’ Abigail said, trying to keep her voice dispassionate. Why did everything always have to end on a sour note?


The only soup in the cupboard was her least favourite, cream of corn. As its viscous texture coated her mouth and clotted on her teeth, she pictured Ted at a table covered in a starched white cloth, a waiter whipping the napkin open with a flourish, cocktails arriving on silver trays. ‘Is the steak rare enough, sir?’ ‘Can I get anything else for you, sir?’ ‘More sour cream for your baked potato? Why certainly, sir.’ The soup left her bloated but not satisfied. There were pots and pans to scrub, the dishwasher to load, and the laundry to fold. The air cooled off as the sun went down, but the house held on to the heat and then the iron added to it. Stickiness became slipperiness on her forehead, the nape of her neck, and between her breasts as she pressed the collars of Ted’s work shirts; her reward, when she’d finished, was rinsing the dirty diaper pail. It was quarter to ten before she picked up the Andrew Jackson biography her father had loaned her. Barely two lines in, the phone rang. Certain that it was Ted calling to say he was on his way home, she was startled by the sound of a woman’s voice on the other end of the line.


‘Abigail? It’s Carol. Carol Innes?’


President of the Elm Grove Ladies Culture Club.


‘Carol,’ Abigail said, twisting the phone cord around her free hand. ‘How nice to hear from you.’


‘I hope I’m not calling too late. It’s hard to know when’s a good time.’


‘Yes,’ Abigail said, winding the cord tighter. ‘I mean no, no it’s not too late.’


‘Well, good. Now look, Abigail.’ Carol paused to clear her throat. ‘I wanted to apologise for today.’


Abigail watched her fingertips turn white. ‘Don’t be silly, Carol,’ she said, swallowing hard. ‘There is nothing to apologise for.’


‘Some of the ladies aren’t as educated as you and I.’


You and me, thought Abigail.


‘And, well, I feel bad. I think it was the heat. Don’t you find it hard to concentrate when it’s hot like that? The mind just begins to wander. But I saw how much work you put into your talk and it was really interesting.’


‘Yes,’ Abigail said. She had run out of cord to twist. Her hand tingled from lack of oxygenated blood. ‘Yes, you said you found it interesting.’ As in: Well, that was very interesting. Goodness, I had no idea Abigail Adams was such an interesting person. I’m sure we’d all like to thank Abigail McDougall for that very interesting paper.


‘And I certainly hope you’ll be able to come next month. Janice Gold is going to talk about quilting.’


Abigail knew then that she loathed Carol Innes; she loathed Frannie Gill and Janice Gold, loathed all of them, and yet more than ever she wanted to be liked by them, to be one of them. She shook her hand free. It throbbed in time with her beating heart.


‘I’ll try.’


She took the book with her to the bath. As she opened the taps, the faint sounds of fussing could be heard from behind Mindy’s bedroom door. She ignored them.


‘A child needs to learn to settle on her own,’ Ted’s mother, a nurse, had told her. ‘You can’t be always rushing to pick her up every time she murmurs.’


She stripped down, climbed into the tub, and opened the book, eager to escape into the narrative dream, but Mindy’s cries grew louder and more insistent, rising up over the sound of rushing water. They would not let her be. Slamming the book shut, Abigail stomped out of the bath and strode, buck naked, across the hall and flung open the bedroom door. A putrid stench wafted into the hall; she gagged. Diarrhoea had exploded from Mindy’s diaper, leaching through her sleeper and on to the mattress. Her body radiated heat. Abigail carried her to the bathroom. The air turned foul as she stripped off the sleeper; runny excrement was in Mindy’s hair and down both her legs all the way to her feet and toes. Abigail dropped her into the bath water, realising only when Mindy bawled that it must be too hot. She turned on the cold water. For once Mindy was too distressed to notice the spectacle of it pouring from the faucet. The faecal matter was as acidic as it was rank. It had irritated every part of the skin it had touched; the cheeks of her bottom were raw and shiny. Abigail tried to be gentle with the cloth and soap, but bits were trapped in folds of baby fat and only scrubbing would get them out. Mindy thrashed in agony. By the time it was over, they were both in tears. Abigail gave Mindy baby aspirin. She rubbed Paregoric on her daughter’s gums and then, in desperation, took a swig herself.


Mindy wanted her mother’s arms. She howled when laid on the bed so that Abigail could put on underpants and one of Ted’s dirty T-shirts, and did not stop until Abigail picked her up again and took her to the rocker. She snuffled and whined as Abigail softly sang, ‘I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy’ until they both drifted off. When Abigail woke with Mindy’s breath gently tickling her neck and the right side of her body numb, it was past twelve and the house was quiet.


Where was Ted?




Chapter Three


The Copley Plaza Hotel Oak Bar was like the first-class lounge of an ocean liner, Ted thought, and then wondered whether he had it the wrong way around. Were ocean liners designed to look like luxury hotels? Whichever it was, he was delighted to be there, delighted to be sitting among the opulent carved wood ceiling tiles and wall panelling, cut-glass mirrors, plush red carpets and heavy drapes. Over in one corner, a tuxedo-clad quartet played a mix of jazz and swing beside a tiny dance floor – an added benefit, present but unobtrusive, to be taken or left, as desired, because in this world of Boston high society and big business, every whim was catered to. Ted relaxed in the ample cushion of the armchair as Ken tossed back his fourth, or possibly fifth, Scotch and regaled a table full of air stewardesses with tales of Jimmy Hoffa.


‘Nice guy, Jimmy. Taught me to eat veal scaloppini with a fork and spoon instead of a knife,’ Ken said, and the stewardesses, knockouts, every one, sat wide-eyed with their mouths agape.


‘Isn’t he intimidating?’ said a small bright-eyed one called Peanut.


‘He’s misunderstood,’ Ken said. ‘Sentimental, I tell you. The man cries at weddings.’


Entertaining as Ted found the Jimmy Hoffa stories, he preferred the ones Ken told about running low on gas while driving through Death Valley, or spotting UFOs at night on the Dakota plains. He was fairly certain they were all made up.


‘Only two rules about bar talk,’ Ken had said as they walked over from the restaurant. ‘Rule number one, don’t be boring.’


‘What’s rule number two?’ Ted asked.


‘Who cares?’


Who indeed? Not Ted, certainly, or the stewardesses gathered round the ugly man the way Ted’s family used to gather around the radio to listen to The Shadow: ‘Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? The Shadow knows!’


Ted could get used to evenings like these.


‘Pay attention, now,’ Ken said to him as they opened their menus and the waiter placed warm crusty rolls on to their bread plates with long silver tongs. ‘I’m going to show you how to order dinner on business.’


Cocktails and red wine from France, the most expensive steaks on the menu, baked potatoes, sides of buttered green beans and onion rings piled high in a basket. The T-bone that was set before Ted was the most marvellous piece of meat he had ever beheld. Ken lifted his martini and toasted to future business success together.


‘So do we have a deal?’ Ted asked, because he wasn’t sure and, as Curtis said, ‘Clarity affords focus.’


Ken’s laugh was wide, expansive. He said, ‘Would I be here tonight if we didn’t?’ 


It was the only uncomfortable moment of the evening. Ted felt like an eight-year-old but the feeling soon passed. Tonight was a celebration. He was a winner: the victor laying claim to his just desserts, which tonight was the house specialty, Boston cream pie served with coffee poured from a silver pot.


‘Another cup?’ Ken asked.


Ted checked his watch. It wasn’t even nine. He could offer to drive Ken home and still be back in Elm Grove before ten.


‘Sure, why not?’


They stayed on for another thirty minutes of collegial conversation before rising from the table with little grunts.


‘Can I drop you home?’ Ted asked.


‘Sure,’ Ken said. He leaned in close. His cheek and forehead were glossy from the exertion of eating. There was a mischievous look in his small, beady eyes. ‘But what’s the rush? What say we go find ourselves some pretty girls?’


Ted’s initial reaction was one of horror. He was sure that Ken, with that unfortunate underbite, was looking to grab hold of the coat tails of a handsomer man and Ted, who had been dating Abigail since seventh grade and had almost no experience talking to girls in bars, was going to disappoint. Another needless worry – like whether he would get the deal, or sweat in his suit (the restaurant was, of course, air-conditioned) – Ken was a pro. It didn’t matter that his face resembled that of a dog that chased parked cars; his stories captivated. 


It had been a point of pride to Ted that in high school and college he had never joined friends on their occasional boondogging trips across state lines to enjoy the society of girls who were not their steadies. Now he wondered whether he had missed an opportunity to develop his professional skills. He’d like to be able to tell great stories. He’d like not to be boring.


Tonight might be the best night in his life, Ted thought, and immediately felt guilty because, of course, the best night of his life was the night Mindy had been born. So maybe tonight was the second best night of his life.


It depended on the definition of best. If it meant the single best moment, then there was no doubt that seeing Mindy’s tiny, swaddled form through the nursery window for the first time was it, but the plain fact of the matter was that the hours leading up to her safe arrival had been pure hell. The hospital was full of people crying over Kennedy. Rumours were flying – there was a conspiracy, someone had shot at Johnson’s car on the way to the airport, it was the opening salvo of the Third World War – the air was full of tension and anxiety. And then the doctor coming out to the waiting room to see him, frowning and exhaling as he said the word: ‘Complications.’


Twice he’d run to the toilet to throw up; that’s how worried he’d been. Tonight, in contrast, was an unbroken string of good news, a staircase to the heavens.


‘Do you work with the Teamsters, too?’


It was the little brunette sitting to his right, the one who looked a bit like Annette Funicello. Ted knew that he should say yes. It was part of the game: bar talk. He should invent a good story but, caught off guard and on the spot, he blurted out the unglamorous truth.


‘I sell tyres.’


As if to confirm the rules Ken had taught him, the girl lifted her hand to hide a yawn.


‘Sorry to bore you,’ he said.


‘Oh, gosh, no,’ she cried, ‘certainly not. I’m sure selling tyres is very interesting. Far more interesting than what I do, at least. I’m just tired, is all.’


Her expression was sincere, guileless.


‘Was it a long flight?’


Her cheeks flushed. ‘I’m not a stewardess,’ she replied. ‘My roommates are. I’m just tagging along, but none of these girls has to work tomorrow and I have to be at the office by nine.’


She pulled a cigarette from a slim enamelled case. Ted reached for his Zippo and lit it for her.


‘So I guess we’re the dullards in this crowd.’


‘I guess we are.’ She smiled. Yes, Annette Funicello, his favourite Mouseketeer.


Her name was Penny. She was a secretary at one of the larger insurance companies in Boston but she insisted that he did not want to hear about it. ‘It’s not worth talking about, honestly,’ she said. But she did things that were worth talking about – seeing The Nutcracker at the Boston Ballet, art exhibits and plays, a jazz club called Lennie’s and a Greek restaurant out on Route 1 where there was line dancing on Friday nights. Her life sounded so exciting. Why, he wondered, had he never thought to move into the city? It wasn’t as if he’d reflected on the idea and then disregarded it. The thought had never occurred to him, even before Mindy was born. Now, of course, it was too late.


He looked over at the dance floor where a silver-haired gentleman in an expensive suit was partnering a much younger woman.


‘So you like to dance?’ he asked.


‘I love it,’ she said.


Ted enjoyed dancing, too, though lately he’d had few opportunities to do so, not since leaving college nearly three years before, in fact. It was funny how life changed. All through his teens he could have danced every week, if he’d wanted. Even in dinky little Wilsonville there were balls, mixers, parties, tea dances and friends’ weddings, but all that had stopped as soon as Mindy was born, or maybe before. He wasn’t sure.


‘Would you like to dance now?’


Her skin felt cool beneath his fingers. She smelled of honeysuckles, menthol cigarettes and something deeply feminine. She was petite, but their height difference wasn’t noticeable once they started to dance. She responded to his lead as if they had been partners for years.


‘You’re good,’ he said.


She looked up at him with that stars-in-the-eyes look Annette gave Frankie when they sang duets on the beach.


‘I was just about to say the same to you.’


In fact, Ted had won best dancer back in high school, something that was bound to sound comically pathetic to a cosmopolitan girl like her. Competition for the title hadn’t exactly been stiff – an ability to avoid treading on his partner’s feet had pretty much ensured victory.


‘Too bad the floor is small,’ he said.


‘I hear the one at the Ritz is bigger.’


‘That’s good to know.’


He stepped back and raised his left hand to lead her in a twirl; caught her, and slowly lowered her into a dip.


Ken insisted that they see the stewardesses home. All five of them piled into the back seat of the DeSoto.


‘Jeez, what kind of a shitbox is this?’ Ken cried as he fought with the dented passenger-side door. ‘Doesn’t Goodyear pay you a living wage?’


‘They pay me fine. This car has sentimental value,’ Ted replied. ‘It belonged to my late father.’


‘I don’t doubt it. Driving this? Poor guy must have been late all the time.’


‘She’s old but she’s reliable,’ Ted lied. The truth was that it was temperamental and drank motor oil like kids drank soda pop.


They dropped two of the stewardesses off at their hotel and then took the Sumner Tunnel over to East Boston where Penny and her two roommates lived.


‘Guy like you, a salesman, ought to put his money where his mouth is: sports car, sitting atop the finest four wheels that Goodyear makes. Am I right, ladies?’


The ladies all agreed and helpfully shouted out suggestions that began in the realm of reason:


‘Mustang.’


‘Pontiac GTO.’


And soon became fanciful:


‘Corvette.’


‘Porsche.’


‘Aston Martin.’


Penny wasn’t saying anything.


‘What do you think, Penny?’ he asked.


‘What’s the cute little one with the grille in the front?’


‘The Corvair?’


‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘The convertible.’


He did not know East Boston and had to circle around the neighbourhood a few times because the streets all looked the same, some of them were one-way and Penny’s roommates couldn’t agree on the best route to take.


‘Good thing they don’t let them fly the planes,’ Ken said.


In daylight the difference in size and stature between a Charmer starter home and a deluxe model El Dorado was clear enough, but at half past two in the morning, shrouded in darkness, they looked surprisingly uniform. Uniform and abandoned. Ted drove along Elm Grove’s enclosed circuit without so much as a cat for company, the unsteady growl of the DeSoto’s engine an embarrassment. The car was indeed a shitbox. He hoped he didn’t wake anyone. Rounding the corner to home, he cut the motor and coasted the final yards into the driveway. He wasn’t the least bit tired. The heat of the day was gone; the night air was delicious, mild with just a hint of dampness. Peepers chirped, drowning out the hum of cars on the Mass Pike, beckoning him to come and savour the best part of the day. He strode down the driveway, breaking into a jog that became a sprint. He charged from one streetlamp to the next, arms and legs pumping, his open jacket flapping, the hard soles of his shoes clack-clack-clacking on the pavement and when he reached the light he kept running, ignoring the rising tightness in his lungs, the growing heaviness in his legs, and the prodding reminders from his gut that it was busy digesting a large dinner. He powered on to the next light, lifting his arms as if breaking the tape at the Boston Marathon before doubling over, hands on his knees, mouth open, gulping in air, burping out gas and smiling. When he walked back toward his house he was strutting, marvelling at the night’s sublime beauty and this feeling of total satisfaction.


He’d always known it would be this way. He used to whisper to his kid brother Danny about it, across the darkness of the narrow bedroom they shared. At the time, his view of the world was unduly shaped by the Westerns he watched Saturday afternoons at the Elizabeth Theater. Success meant being a cowboy, driving herds across the West; a ski patroller, leading daring search and rescue missions in the Rockies; or a Rough Rider (unaware that they’d disbanded). Thinking back on his boyhood logic made him smile. Still, he saw the common thread: to be a standout, universally respected by one’s peers, a figure of inspiration. The belief that he was such a man endured despite middling to poor results throughout school. In sports, he did better, though he was by no means the best player in their small community. That made tonight’s victory all the sweeter. He was sure that Danny, wherever he was, was watching and applauding. He lifted his head toward the sky.
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