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For Marjorie Merklin and Bob Schwartz, in equal measure










part one










one


We were waiting at the light by Bagel Heaven and the Shell self-serve when Jackie told me to stop at the liquor store up ahead, PJ’s Wine & Spirits. There was a good bar in the motel and I didn’t think we needed a bottle in our room, but then I wasn’t the one who had cancer.


“Maker’s,” she said, “or Jim Beam Black.”


“Which?” I said.


“Either. No: Maker’s.”


A Ford Bronco was parked in front of PJ’s, its owner inside the store, a big swart guy in a Bruins hat. He’d lifted a case of Sam Adams onto the counter and was digging out his wallet. Saturday, midday, July still young. A radio in the back room was broadcasting the Red Sox pregame show. A kid in an apron was loading six-packs of beer into the cooler at the other end of the room. I pulled down a fifth of Maker’s Mark. The customer lugged his beer out, shouldering through the glass double door, and the man at the register watched me come toward him with the Maker’s. He was smiling.


“Pete Hatch,” he said.


I stopped. It took a moment. “Well, damn,” I said.


“You don’t change, star,” Walter Cummings said.


It happens every time I run into someone from high school: my heart catches, and I look for curiosity in back of the smile, a certain tilt of the head, a question forming. It’s a reason I don’t often go home, maybe the reason. But Walt Cummings’s smile was unmitigated, his day merely brightened by my arrival, and I relaxed.


“You don’t change, either,” I said untruthfully.


“Like hell I don’t. Too much beer. I shouldn’t be working in a liquor store.”


I set the bottle down, and we shook hands. Walt had been on the jayvee when I was a senior, a happy-go-lucky kid, skinny for football. But he hit hard and Coach Maguire had put him on the varsity kickoff team because he could fly downfield nearly as fast as the football, agile and slippery when they tried to block him. He’d also played some defense when the situation warranted a fleet safety. He’d gotten heavy—who would have thought?—but the bucktoothed grin was the old Walt, the bullet head and tight curls, gone gray now. He scanned the bottle of Maker’s.


“I heard you were down in Washington,” he said. “Working for Powell, I heard.”


“I was,” I said. “I’m out in western Mass now. Northampton.”


A woman in dark glasses and a black two-piece bathing suit came in. A placard on the door said Shoes and proper attire required, and she could not have missed it. She was sun-browned and fleshy, scraping along in flip-flops. She looked pretty good, but ten or fifteen years ago she’d have caused traffic accidents in that bathing suit. She’d come from the beach, and her chestnut hair was damp and tangled, giving her a look of wantonness and abandon. You could imagine licking the salt off her skin.


She granted us a smile, appreciating the attention we were paying her, and went slowly down the nearest aisle with her purse hanging off her smooth bronze shoulder. The kid crouching in front of the cooler watched her as she stood pondering the vodkas. We all did.


Walt finally tore his gaze from her, gave me a wink and a smile, and reached below the counter for a paper bag.


“Why’d you leave Washington?” he said.


“I don’t know,” I said. “Tired of the life. I guess. What about you?”


“Never left town after the service. Dunstable’s home, you know?”


I swiped my credit card and signed the slip. The woman had come back with a quart bottle of Absolut. She set the bottle on the counter. She looked at Walt, looked at me.


“What is this, old home week?” she said.


“High school buddies,” Walt said. “We’re catching up.”


“How sweet.”


“We were teammates,” I said. “Football. Walt once intercepted a pass in the end zone, ran it back a hundred yards for a touchdown.”


“I’m yawning,” the woman said. “Tell me something interesting.”


“I just did,” I said.


“Tell her who you used to work for,” Walt said.


“It won’t impress her,” I said.


“Probably not,” she said.


“Senator Powell,” Walt said.


The woman removed her dark glasses and considered me, wondering if it was true and deciding it was.


“Good for you,” she said. “Brave new world. Black president, Black women in the House and Senate. Or do I say African American?”


“Senator Powell usually says Black,” I said.


“She’s a smart lady. Might be president herself someday. You should have stuck around, maybe get an office in the West Wing someday.”


“A job came up, teaching,” I said. “Seemed like a nice quiet change.”


“Whereabouts?” Walt said.


“Smith College,” I said.


“Yowza,” said the woman. “My alma mater.”


“Small world,” I said.


“It’s Pauline Powell’s alma mater, come to think of it. She get you the job?”


“More or less.”


The woman broke out a nice smile, my reward for being honest, then swung the smile to Walt. “Now, if you’ll ring this bottle up, I’ve got a cookout to go to.”


“BYOB?” Walt said.


“No, I just like to be prepared.”


“Semper paratus,” I said.


“In vino veritas.” She began digging in her purse. She found her wallet. “What brings the prodigal home?”


Walt reached down for a bag. “Thirty-one eighty-nine,” he said.


“Jesus,” the woman said, “who sets these prices?”


“I’m giving a reading tonight,” I said. “Signing books, I hope.”


“Books?” Walt said.


“He’s an author, apparently,” the woman said.


“No shit,” Walt said.


“A rookie author,” I said. “A beginner.”


“So was Faulkner, once,” the woman said. She gave me another assessment. Nodded at what she saw. “Well, well. Come in to buy liquor, you never know what’ll turn up. What did you say your name was?”


"I didn’t."


“Pete Hatch,” Walt said.


“The Village Bookstore, seven o’clock,” I said. “I need all the help I can get.”


“I’ll try to get someone to cover for me,” Walt said. “They got me scheduled till eleven tonight.”


“I’ll probably be three sheets to the wind by then,” the woman said. “This book, you dishing the dirt on Pauline Powell?”


“There is no dirt on Pauline. It’s a novel.”


“A novel, then you ought to change your name. Or use a pen name. A novelist needs a name with two or three syllables. Updike. Dickens. Salinger. See what I mean?”


“What’s she talking about?” Walt said.


“She’s trying to prove she went to Smith,” I said.


She smirked, fitted on her dark glasses, lifted the bottle in its bag and cradled it against an ample breast. She cast a farewell nod my way and moved with slow voluptuous dignity toward the door. She pushed through it sideways.


James Joyce, I thought, too late.


“She might actually come tonight,” Walt said. “Your wife with you?”


“She’s out in the car,” I said.


“Uh-oh,” Walt said. He looked out, squinting, found Jackie sitting there looking not too happy.


“I better go repair the damage,” I said.


I was at the door when Walt said, “You married Jackie Lawrence, right?”


I stopped, turned, nodded.


“Yeah, I thought that was her. She looks good, Pete.”


“I know,” I said, and got out before Walt could ask any more questions.





“What was that all about?”


“You remember Walter Cummings, couple classes behind us? He’s clerking in there.”


“I have trouble remembering my own classmates, never mind sophomores. But that wasn’t my question.”


“I remember Walt from football.”


I’d backed out and turned around and we waited now for a break in the traffic.


“What I was asking about was the sexpot in the bikini. Who can’t read, by the way.”


“Oh?”


“Proper attire? She walks in looking like a slut in a mafia movie.”


“She can read,” I said. “She went to Smith.”


“Yeah, I bet. Majored in Russian literature.”


“She was a character. Walt and I were having fun with her.”


“I could see that.”


A pickup truck stopped to let us out, and I waved thanks and swung out into the slow inbound parade of traffic, people pouring in to salvage what was left of the summer weekend.


“She could stand to lose a few pounds,” Jackie said.


“A few,” I said.


“God, Peter. She was a tramp.”


“I told her and Walt about the reading.”


Jackie was looking out the window. “That’s all we need,” she said, still looking away, quiet, as if to herself.


“We need everyone we can get,” I said.


“I hope she puts some clothes on,” Jackie said.





The dining room of the Holiday Inn in Dunstable is a high barnlike space with a mirror behind the bar, a fieldstone fireplace, and fake antique wagon wheels, yokes, branding irons, and spurs mounted on the plank walls. Dodge City on Cape Cod, something Disney would conjure. It was quiet now, the lunch crowd pretty well thinned out. The waitress put us by a window, and Jackie set her elbows on the table and looked out at the pond on the other side of the road. The biopsy had come back two days ago, and we’d driven into Boston, to Dana-Farber, and gotten the bad news, a 40 percent chance Jackie would survive this. That night, at home in bed, she’d wept on my chest, one of the few times I’d ever seen her cry. She could get plenty mad, but she wasn’t a weeper.


“Might she really come tonight?” Jackie said.


“Who?”


“You know damn well who. I almost came in and pulled you out of there.”


“She was on her way to a cookout with a bottle of vodka,” I said. “She said she’ll be smashed by seven o’clock.”


“Too bad for you.”


“I’m sorry, Jack.”


“It’s just—”


“I know.”


Jackie turned again to stare out at the pond, which lay in a wide depression between two tree-clad hills, steel-blue in the glare of the sun.


“She was hot,” she said. “I get that.”


“You’re hot too.”


“You don’t need to say that.”


“I never needed to.”


Jackie was a swimmer, we both were, and she’d stayed slender and leggy into her sixties. She colored her hair, which was still golden, and she had good posture and knew how to dress. White slacks, heels, a violet V-neck shirt on this hot day.


“Age doesn’t make any difference, does it,” she said. “Any hot young piece can turn an old guy like you on.”


“She can make an old guy wistful for what he’s lost.”


Jackie took another long look out the window. “It’s one loss after another, isn’t it.”


“Pretty much,” I said.


“Until there’s nothing left.”


“If you live long enough,” I said, and saw my mistake.


“One way to look at it,” Jackie said.


“You’re going to pull through this, Jack,” I said.


“Maybe, maybe not.”


The waitress arrived, smiling.


“I’m Tracey,” she said. “I’ll be your server.” Her hair was an unnatural yellow, lemony, and she was deeply tanned. I wondered when waitresses had begun being called “servers.”


“Something from the bar?”


“You’re a mind reader,” I said.


“Comes with the territory,” the girl said.


Jackie stared out into the bright afternoon as if she hadn’t heard. The girl was getting on her nerves, I could see that. She would lose a breast, radical mastectomy, then radiation, chemo. It would begin midweek, four days from now.


“Jack?” I said.


“A Manhattan, up,” she said to the window.


“Sir?” said the waitress.


“Maker’s Mark, on the rocks,” I said.


“You got it,” said Tracey, and left us.


“I still think Jennifer should be here,” Jackie said.


“I didn’t ask her to be.”


“You shouldn’t have to ask your own daughter. You’ve written a book, for Christ sake.”


“If there’s a signing in Washington, she said she’d take the train down from Philly.”


“There damn well better be a signing in DC. If not there, where? Can’t the senator do something?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“Call your publisher and raise hell. Or I will.”


“Figure out what you want to eat,” I said.


“A salad, I guess,” Jackie said.


The waitress arrived with our drinks. I watched her bend and set the glasses down, and when she straightened I asked her to bring us two chef’s salads.


“You got it,” she said, and gathered the menus and walked away, bare-legged in her short skirt.


“Don’t strain your eyes,” Jackie said.


“Cheers,” I said, and raised my glass.


We sat awhile, Jackie drinking and gazing out at the pond. Slender fingers fondling the stem of her glass. Dark-red nail polish. The good bourbon I was drinking slid down smooth and sweet, and the air began to lighten around me.


“Walt Cummings might come,” I said. “He didn’t say he wouldn’t.”


“Him and bikini girl. Daisy Mae and Barney Fife. The bookstore could sell tickets.”


“I just want a respectable turnout,” I said. “I mean, what if no one shows up?”


“Jill should have given it a bigger writeup. She’s your sister.”


“She did what she could. If she runs too big a story, the bookstore doesn’t advertise it.”


The waitress was back with our salads. Jackie drained her glass and nodded at it as she handed it up to her, a silent request for another.


“I’ll have another Maker’s,” I said.


“You got it.”


I watched her go.


“She’s starting to annoy me,” Jackie said.


“I want you to eat,” I said. “Keep your strength up.”


“Don’t nag.”


But she shook out her napkin and placed it on her lap. Took up her fork and stabbed a cherry tomato.


“Linda Jean’s at her wit’s end about Daddy,” she said. “She says he might not even know me.”


“He’s got to go to a nursing home,” I said.


“Linda Jean says the home care ladies are managing all right. They’re both Black, did I tell you?”


“You mentioned it.”


“Daddy likes them.”


“How broad-minded of him.”


“I was thinking you might be a little nicer about him, now he’s got… whatever it is.”


“Alzheimer’s.”


“We don’t know that.”


The waitress broke it up, arriving with our drinks. I swigged the last of my bourbon and handed her my glass. She swung her smile from me to Jackie and back again.


“Anything else?” she said.


“Yeah,” Jackie said. “Stop saying ‘You got it.’ ”


The girl met Jackie’s gaze and smiled.


“You got it,” she said, and spun away, and I pictured her chuckling on her way back, then repeating it to the bartender.


“She gets a lousy tip,” Jackie said.


“It was a pretty good answer,” I said.


“My father’s losing it and I’m about to have a boob chopped off. She should sense that.”


We ate our salads and looked around the big, nearly empty room. Two men sat at the bar, nursing beers and watching the Red Sox game.


“I might take a swim before we go over there,” I said.


“I might too,” Jackie said.


“We take too long, Mike and Linda Jean’ll wonder where we are,” I said.


“You know how their minds work. They’ll think we’re getting it on in our room.”


“Might be a good idea,” I said.


“Don’t make any rash promises.”


“Maybe I can keep the promise.”


“That never used to be a problem with us, did it,” Jackie said.





The room was on the third floor and looked down on the parking lot, the rows of cars gleaming under the high white eye of the midsummer sun. The air conditioner blew, a steady insistent drone. Jackie chain-locked the door, went into the bathroom, and came out a few minutes later unbuttoning her blouse. I sat down on one of the queen-sized beds and watched her. The wide window was a pane of pure blue sky, the room daytime bright. Jackie tossed the blouse aside, sucked in her stomach, and unzipped her slacks. She stepped out of her heels and, after a couple of tries, wobbling maybe from the Manhattans, stepped out of the slacks. Time is unkind to all of us, but Jackie’s swimmer’s body wasn’t so altered that you couldn’t work with it, or with the memory of what it was not so long ago. She was a strong swimmer and did lap upon lap in the pool at Smith, not quite as fast as I swam, but she could swim for as long as I could. She shrugged her bra off and dropped it on the bed beside me. Her breasts would have been the pride of any woman her age. She sat down and slid off her underpants. Stood up and threw the blankets back, got in and covered herself. She lay on her side watching me, her eyes wide and sad. I laid a hand on her shoulder.


“You never think something like this is going to happen to you,” she said. “Someone else, but not you.”


“It’s going to be all right,” I said.


“Maybe.”


“It is. I know it.”


She looked past me, thinking. “How’d we get so old, Peter?”


“You don’t see it coming, do you.”


“And you don’t remember when it did come. There’s no bridge, like autumn bringing you to winter. Moving you into it a little at a time. You suddenly realize, I’m old. When did that happen?”


She thought awhile, staring past me. I caressed her bare shoulder.


“Peter?”


“What.”


“Can you imagine dying?”


“I suppose it’s like going to sleep. It is going to sleep.”


“No. You vanish.”


“You don’t vanish. People remember you. I can see my mother and father. Their moods. Their smiles. I can hear them.”


“You vanish from yourself,” Jackie said, “and who can imagine that? No dreams. No memory. There’s literally nothing, and time goes on without you, on and on. Millions of years. Billions.”


“Maybe, maybe not.”


“What else could it be?”


“I don’t know.”


“I don’t know either.”


“You aren’t going to die, Jack,” I said. “Not yet.”


She smiled sadly, reached up with both hands and began unbuttoning my shirt. It was a blue cotton work shirt, Northampton attire. She tugged the shirt out and undid the final button. I stood up and went on undressing.


“You look good,” Jackie said.


“Not anymore,” I said.


“Bikini girl liked you.”


“Not my looks. It impressed her that I worked for Pauline.”


“Not that you’d written a book?”


“It got her attention, I guess. She was no dumbbell.”


“If she comes tonight, you better behave yourself.”


“She won’t come.”


“If she does…”


“I promise.”


“Get in bed.”


She drew the blankets back and made room for me. I could smell her perfume now, and vermouth-sweetened whiskey on her breath.


“We don’t have to do anything,” she said, “just be close.”


“Be a waste of a good hotel room,” I said, and got comfortable against her.


“When was the last time we did it? I can’t even remember.”


“The night after that reception for Rachel Maddow.”


“Lesbo Rachel. I wonder if she’d like Jennifer.”


“Probably.”


“And Jen would like her, I imagine.”


“She does like her,” I said.


“You know what I mean.”


“Rachel’s a good-looking woman.”


“Think so?”


“Yeah.”


“I got plastered at the reception.”


“You got amorous.”


She rolled away from me, lay on her back, eyes open. “Sex. It’s what kept us together, isn’t it.”


“You know that isn’t true.”


“It’s all right, Peter. What the hell. It’s as good a thing as any.”


“Thirty-four years. Takes more than sex.”


“Well, Jennifer.”


“It takes more than sex and a daughter.”


“You should have married an English major. Sophisticated little Smithie with a Ph.D.”


“Don’t start that.”


“Just hold me, okay?”


“I’ll do more than that,” I said.


“You sure?”


“Can’t you tell?”


I was above her now, moving a hand down her hip, her thigh. I kissed her.


“Nice and slow,” she whispered.


“I know,” I said.


“Gentle,” she said. “Gentle, gentle.”










two


Jennifer was twenty-nine and had been in Philadelphia a couple of years when the revelation transpired in a routine phone conversation. Jen knew her own mind and never acted precipitously, and I took the news as final, a fact of our lives now, and anyway nothing we should worry about. Jackie had no moral objection: it was as if Jennifer had become a vegan or Christian Scientist. It was okay, but why complicate your life like that?


“How come Jennifer never goes out?” Jackie had asked me.


“She goes out,” I said.


“With who?”


“Friends.”


“What friends?”


“I don’t know. Other lawyers. Lots of people.”


“Peter. I’m talking about men. She lives in Philadelphia, which is an hour from New York. How could she not have a boyfriend?”


“Maybe she has one. Why don’t you ask her?”


When Jennifer called a few days later, Jackie did, point-blank, and Jennifer said, “Wake up, Mom.”


“I’m awake,” Jackie said, “and I’m asking you if you have a boyfriend.”


“I have a girlfriend.”


Jackie took this in and revolved it in her mind while Jen waited. “A girlfriend,” she said, “as in a sexual way?”


“I’m gay, Mom. I thought you might have figured that out by now.”


“I guess I’m slow,” Jackie said.


“Does it bother you?”


“I’m surprised. Who wouldn’t be?”


“It bothers you,” Jen said.


“Surprise and bother are two different things,” Jackie said. “As you should know.”


I got on the phone and couldn’t think beyond clichés. “We just want you to be happy.”


“Christ, Dad. Why wouldn’t I be?”


“No reason,” I said.


After I’d hung up, Jackie said, “Daddy’ll have a fit.”


“He doesn’t have to know,” I said.


“Knowing Jen, she’ll find a way to tell him. He’ll say something, and Jen’ll answer him back, and we’re off to the races.”


“I’ll talk to her,” I said.


“A lesbian,” Jackie said. “What a waste of a good body.”


A few months later Jennifer moved in with a fellow lawyer named Allison, a Philadelphia Main Line society girl who’d gone left-wing and true to herself sexually. Jen brought her home a couple of times, and Jackie didn’t much like her, and I could see why. There was a coolness about her, something guarded and calculating. You felt she knew more about you, or thought she did, than she was letting on. “There won’t be any kids,” Jackie said, after their second visit.


“So what?” I said.


“It would be good for her. Make her more patient. And that bitch Allison would have to think of someone besides herself.”


“She thinks of Jen.”


“That’s not enough.”


“They could adopt a kid,” I said.


“Or do in vitro,” Jackie said. “That’s the big thing now. Wouldn’t you like to be a grandfather?”


“I never thought about it,” I said.


“I’m going to suggest in vitro to Jen.”


“I’d stay out of it, if I were you.”


“I’m her mother, Peter.”


“Exactly,” I said.





Jackie felt good under the sheet on this lazy summer afternoon, and afterward I shifted onto my back and pulled her in, cradling her, and stared at the white ceiling, listening to the breathing of the AC.


“You got cheated,” I said.


“It was still nice,” she said.


I rose on an elbow and looked at the bedside clock. Three-thirty and change; there wouldn’t be any swimming. The sun had moved over toward the trees curtaining the parking lot, but it was still very bright in the room. I thought again about the book signing and wondered how many people would come, and who they’d be. There’d been the notice Jill had run in the Inquirer, and the bookstore had taken out an ad, eight column inches. I wondered yet again if any of our classmates would show up, then told myself—again—not to worry, this was a public forum, no opportunity for personal questions, for digging up old memories. I sank back, and Jackie moved over and lay huddled against me. Her perfume had lost its freshness, its tang. Car doors slammed below our window. A woman’s voice rose in the stillness. A man called a brief answer from nearer the motel.


“Peter.”


“What.”


“If I get better, I want to get out of Northampton. I want to come home.”


“It isn’t home anymore,” I said.


“Call it what you want. Daddy’s here, for a while, anyway. Linda Jean and Mike. Margie and Wayne over in Yarmouth. The nieces and nephews. Not to mention your own sister.”


“I can’t take too much of Mike. Linda Jean, either.”


“I can’t, either, and we won’t have to. We’ve always lived where you wanted to.”


“Where my work was.”


“What about my work? I didn’t want to leave Hale and Dorr. They loved me there.”


“They loved you in McDermott’s office.”


“I hated DC. I didn’t like the Hill, either.”


“And we left.”


“To a new job for you.”


“And you. I’d have stayed with Pauline if you’d been happy down there. I’d still be with her. You know that.”


She’d moved away from me, and now she rolled onto her back, gazing not at the ceiling but through it, to days gone, some season of her life that seemed unblemished now, bright with contentment and promise.


“I still miss Boston. I miss Hale and Dorr. The guys there didn’t take themselves so seriously, like they do in Washington. We laughed. We had fun.”


“You said they were cheap.”


“They were, but we had fun, and they didn’t hit on me.”


“You survived the Hill.”


“I got tired of it. ‘Buy you a drink before you head home?’ How many times did I hear that one? I got tired of telling grown men to behave themselves.”


“Which they always did.”


“They had no choice.”


“I know.”


“Good. Now go down the hall and get me some ice.”


“Maybe you ought to slack off now.”


“I get a little squiffed, what does it matter?”


“It doesn’t, I guess.”


She got up, padded naked to the bathroom while I pulled on my pants and shirt. The carpeted hallway was empty, rooms all silent behind their locked doors. Everyone at the beach, on charter fishing boats, playing miniature golf, strolling the aquarium at Quick’s Hole with their kids. The machine coughed its avalanche of cubes into the plastic bucket. Jackie had gotten back into bed and was sitting with the sheet drawn up to her waist, bare-breasted and oddly regal in her composure. I had less than three hours to get us to her father’s house, maybe eat something, and present myself and my wife at the bookstore sober.


“There are glasses in the bathroom,” she said.


I brought one out and filled it with ice cubes. I’d zipped the bagged bottle of bourbon into my suitcase. I broke the wax seal and poured. I handed the drink to Jackie and sat down on the bed. She watched me.


“Take a good look,” she said, nodding at her left breast. “Only a few more chances.”


I leaned forward and placed my palm over it. It filled my hand, so soft. Warm. Almost liquid. Jackie closed her eyes, opened them. She smiled a slant half smile, wry and sad, and lifted the glass and drank.


“How will it be, making love to a woman with one boob?”


“It’ll be fun.”


“Maybe you won’t want to.”


“Maybe I will. It might be sexy.”


“Well aren’t you sweet.” She placed a hand on my arm.


“What’s your problem with Northampton?” I said.


“I’m lonely.”


“You’ve got friends.”


“Julie Palmer. Peggy Whitmore. Secretaries, like me. Not your friends.”


“Sure they are.”


“Not like your professor friends.”


“They’re our professor friends. They all love you.”


“They think I’m a character, that’s all. They wouldn’t pay me any attention if I weren’t your wife.”


“Oh yes they would. They’d pay more. The men sure would.”


“Not the kind I want.”


“Everyone loves you, Jack. What’s the matter with you?”


“You could write here in Dunstable. We’ll get a house someplace quiet, you’ll have a study. You’ll write another book.”


“Maybe.”


“You want to, don’t you?”


“If I can.”


“Of course you can.”


“Maybe, maybe not. You know what Sandra said?”


“Your brilliant editor. I think she has a crush on you.”


“I wish,” I said.


“I bet you do.”


“She said writing a second or third novel is like inventing the wheel all over again. No matter how many times you do it.”


“So invent another wheel.”


She raised her glass, half full now, and took a thoughtful sip. A car door slammed in the parking lot. The air conditioner groaned and began to blow. The digital clock told me four-oh-six. There would be cheese and crackers at the bookstore, I remembered.


“No one’s ever going to confuse me with William Styron,” I said.


“You’re just beginning. You don’t know that.”


“I don’t have time to become William Styron.”


“Forget William Styron, okay? You’re Peter Thomas Hatch. And it’s a good book, by the way.”


“It’s pretty light fare.”


“So is Robert Parker—you like him, don’t you?”


“He’s good at what he does.”


“So are you.”


She brought the glass up, drank, tilting it till she’d finished. I was afraid she’d ask for another, but she did not. I took the glass from her and set it on the bedside table.


“We’d better go,” I said.


“I want you to get back in bed.”


“Jack…”


“Please, Peter. I need a little more time.”


So I took off my shirt and crawled in with her again. She shifted to face me, huddling against me as before.


“I just don’t feel sick,” she said. “I feel like I’m in my forties.”


“You look like it,” I said.


She laughed then—it had pleased her. We lay awhile, Jackie clinging to me childlike with an arm circling my waist, and still that mingled smell of bourbon and stale perfume, and the smell too of Jackie herself, a fragrant woman smell as old and familiar as the touch of her hand.


“I’m going to take a little nap,” she said.


She rolled onto her side and lay, fetal, with her back to me. I still liked her back, and I kissed her now between her shoulder blades.


“Linda Jean’s going to think we’re having an orgy.”


“My sister has sex on the brain. Wake me in ten minutes.”
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I was a city reporter for the Boston Globe, had won a Pulitzer, and written some speeches for our former governor when Pauline Powell hired me. Pauline was a congresswoman then, with ambitions and some national visibility. The governor had spoken to her and sent her a couple of my speeches, and Pauline had liked some reporting I’d done on a county training school scandal. Her appointment secretary called me, said the congresswoman would like to talk to me, and it wouldn’t cost me anything but the airfare. Jackie was against it from the start, but I was restless, tired of being a newspaper reporter, the sameness of it, the writing too easy now, ledes composing themselves before you got back to your desk. I would be an editor one day if I stayed with it, or a columnist, but here was a chance at distinction of a rarer sort. Pauline was a rising star, and she had, as I said, ambitions.


She favored blood-red lipstick, a brash hue that gave her face a striking Technicolor aspect. She was a handsome woman, tall and big-boned, with a dignity that seemed earned as well as natural, as if white people had worn themselves out trying to belittle and hold her back, and here she was, stronger and wiser for it, and here we were, powerless to trouble her anymore.


“I want to be a voice, not just in the House, but in the country,” she said.


She was behind her big desk in the Rayburn Building, sitting back with her chin in her hand, studying me. Thinking about the Senate, as I soon learned.


“Yes, ma’am,” I said.


She smiled. “You can call me Pauline.”


“I’ll try.”


Another smile. Then, “Whatever you think of Reagan, he’s a voice. The country listens to him, you know what I’m saying?”


“I think so.”


“You think so. You have to do better than that.”


“A wide constituency,” I said. “You want to speak for certain people everywhere.”


“To them and for them.”


“Like Bobby Kennedy,” I said.


“Or Nixon,” Pauline said.


“Hitler,” I said, “when you get right down to it.”


“And Dr. King. Maybe I should rephrase it: a moral voice.”


“I take your point.”


“I know you do. And I know you’ll give me speeches that’ll raise the temperature in a room. You want the job?”


She had to go over to the Floor, and she left me in her office with permission to use her desk phone to call my wife.


“She’s going to start me at forty thousand,” I said.


“You already said yes?”


“It’s the chance of a lifetime, Jack.”


“I thought you were going to come home, we were going to talk about it.”


“Did you hear me say forty thousand?”


“So I quit my job and we sell the house.”


“We were going to sell the house, anyway.”


“And move to a nicer one. We were talking about Concord, remember?”


“I have to do this, Jack.”


“All right, fuck it. Go ahead.”


“What’s your problem?”


“Nothing.”


“Something.”


“Did you hear me? Nothing.”


“It isn’t because she’s Black, is it?”


Silence on the other end. Then, slowly: “What are you saying, exactly?”


“I’m just trying to think why you’d hesitate at this.”


There was an even longer silence. The ceilings in the Rayburn Building are very high, and Pauline’s private office was elegantly furnished and august-feeling. On the walls were photos of her and various Black celebrities: Jesse Jackson, Coretta Scott King, Muhammad Ali. There were pictures, too, of Pauline and Hubert Humphrey, Pauline and Jimmy Carter.


“You son of a bitch,” Jackie said.


“Excuse me?”


“I said you son of a bitch.”


“You’re right. It was a dumb thing to say. How’s Jen? She have a good day today?”


Jackie snorted a laugh of pure contempt and hung up.


I’d driven myself to Logan Airport, and I bought flowers on the way home the next day and left them on the dining table with a note. Jackie came home from work, read the note, asked Jennifer where I was, and found me upstairs, waiting for her.


“Jack…” I said.


“It’s okay,” she said, and kissed me, and it was over, leaving one more scar.





We found a three-bedroom apartment in Fairlington, a good place for Jennifer, the neighborhood safe, populated by young families, bus stop at the end of the block. Jackie spent a couple of days traipsing around the Hill, dropping off her résumé, and Pauline, without telling us, called Hale and Dorr and got Alan Keating on the phone and asked him about Jackie. Pauline told me about it afterward. She told Keating he could speak frankly, neither Jackie nor I needed to hear what he said.


“They can hear it,” Keating said. “Jacqueline Hatch is the best secretary we ever had. She knows how to keep her mouth shut and she’s smart as a whip.”


Pauline called Congressman Eddie McDermott, and McDermott told Pauline to send her over.
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I shook her gently, and she rolled over and found me sleepily and smiled.


“I was dreaming,” she said. “You were running for the Senate and you wanted me to be your press secretary. I said I couldn’t, I had to take care of Daddy, and you said maybe Linda Jean would take the job. Linda Jean’s too young, I said.”


“Linda Jean’s too dumb,” I said.


“She seemed smart in the dream.”


“She is, in a way. She’s smarter than her husband, I’ll say that.”


“A doorknob’s smarter than her husband.”


Jackie threw the sheet back, swung her legs off the bed, sat up, yawned.


“I better shower,” she said. “Brush my teeth. I smell like a distillery.”


I looked at the bottle on the vanity and thought about it. I hadn’t been in Clayton Lawrence’s house for nearly a year, and a drink would ease the reentry. Mr. Lawrence broken and pitiable, and then Linda Jean’s husband, who had been Special Forces in Vietnam at the tail end of the war and took every opportunity to mention “Nam,” and being “in country,” and the murderous ingenuity of the North Vietnamese. Mike Ballard’s way of rubbing it in: I’d been deferred, working with troubled kids in a middle school in Detroit, and then my lottery number wasn’t drawn. I’d demonstrated against the war, but I didn’t tell Ballard that.


Jackie, at the bathroom door, turned and saw me eyeing the Maker’s, saw me thinking about it. “Wait till after the reading,” she said. “We’ll come back here and toast your big success.”


“I’ll settle for a small success,” I said.


I opened my suitcase and took out my novel and stood with it by the window, in the golden wash of the westering sun. I’d written a book, a novel, and here it was. You could hold it, you could open it. The Minutes of This Night was the title, from Hamlet, bestowed, finally, by my editor. I was dubious; it seemed in no way descriptive of the novel, but I’d ransacked Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, Ecclesiastes, the Fireside Book of Folk Songs, and the novel itself, and found nothing right, and time had run out. On the dust jacket was some scrabbling artist’s rendering of the U.S. Capitol with a chessboard spread in front of it, a dozen or so scattered pieces, and, about in the middle of the board, a man in a coat and tie, lying on his stomach, unmistakably dead. That would be Senator Thomas Abernathy, presidential hopeful, age sixty-five, who is found slumped over his desk one morning, dead of an apparent heart attack, a day after a secret meeting with senatorial candidate and former Navy SEAL Lincoln Beard.


On the back cover, Advance Praise for The Minutes of This Night:


“A gripping tale of conspiracy and intrigue that shows that things are not always what they seem in the nation’s capital.” —Tom Daschle, Former United States Senator and Majority Leader


“Elmore Leonard meets John Grisham in this DC thriller.” —Maureen Dowd, New York Times Columnist


“The best political thriller I have ever read.” —William Cohen, Former United States Senator and Secretary of Defense


“I had a terrifying thought while reading this splendid first novel—this could really happen.” —United States Senator Pauline Powell


I doubted any of them except Pauline had read the book, but she had given them her guarantee. Pauline with her degree from Smith, a double major, history and English, an acquaintance of Toni Morrison, occasional guest of Mr. and Mrs. William Styron on Martha’s Vineyard. Her guarantee.


“I loved it,” Pauline said. “It has panache.”


This was two months ago. Pauline had come to Smith to give the commencement address, which I’d written for her as a favor, and we were having a late breakfast at the Haymarket Cafe. Here and there kids sat grouped over coffee or smoothies, occasionally glancing our way as they talked.


“How’s Jackie?” Pauline said.


I looked out at the traffic moving slowly in the sunlight on Main Street. “She’s fine,” I said, and believed it. The lump had appeared, but Jackie was ignoring it, as if it would disappear if left to itself—as if treating it as inconsequential would make it so. I found this out later, when she admitted to herself, and to me, that she was in trouble.


“I like Jackie,” Pauline said.


“I know you do.”


“I like her spunk.”


Pauline looked at her watch. The two of us were speaking at a colloquium at eleven, then moving on to lunch at the college president’s home.


“You won’t take money for the speech,” she said.


“We’ve been through that,” I said. “You know what I want.”


“I’ll start with Maureen Dowd. She owes me. And Tom Daschle. He’s got time to read these days.”


“And you’ll say something.”


“You want to write it?”


It made me laugh. Students looked over.


“That might not be ethical,” I said.


“Probably not,” Pauline said, smiling. “You want to do it anyway?”


“Pauline…”


“Just kidding,” she said.
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She wore a raspberry silk blouse, navy slacks, heels, and pendant earrings, and now had the look of a dolled-up beauty of a certain age, faded but still in the game, heading out for a dinner party, maybe a play at the Cape Playhouse. She seemed steady on her feet, and the clarity had come back into her sea-blue eyes. She’d always been able to hold her liquor. We went out through the flagstone lobby, Jackie on my arm, my book in my other hand, into the golden early evening. High summer, my father used to say. The air thick with fragrant growth and bloom.


I unlocked the Subaru and opened the passenger door for Jackie. I wondered how many times I’d pulled a car door open for her, how many journeys, minutes or hours long, we’d made together. I turned left out of the parking lot and drove to the traffic light a quarter of a mile on. Cars were backed up at the light in four directions: summertime, people flooding the roads on their way to the restaurants and bars, to parties, the theater. I remembered the woman in the liquor store and wondered if she was at her cookout still, and in what condition. She’d be a sloppy drunk, loud and profane.


“Peter.”


“What.”


I’d stopped for the red light, several cars in line ahead of us.


“Did you ever have sex with the senator?”


She was looking away from me, out her window. Waiting.


“What a question,” I said.


“Did you?”


The light went green, and we crept forward and turned left, and I pulled into the empty parking lot of the Methodist church. I cut the engine. Jackie folded her arms and looked out at the redbrick church.


“I’m wondering,” I said, “why you’re asking.”


“I’m asking because I want to know.”


“All right.”


“All right what?”


“I didn’t.”


Jackie thought awhile, and I stayed silent.


“See, I always wondered about all those long hours you worked. Home at seven, eight.”


“It’s like that on the Hill. You’re at your boss’s beck and call. You know that.”


“Not so much for secretaries. Good thing: what would Jennifer have done if I’d worked your hours?”


“She’d have been fine.”


“Not at first.”


“We’d have hired somebody to look in on her, cook dinner.”


“I pictured you and the senator alone in her office, everyone’s gone home. Big sofa, which I’ve seen. The senator isn’t married.”


“But I was.”


“That’s why I’m asking.”


“What brought this on?”


“When you might be dying, you want to clear things up. Answer old questions.”


“You aren’t dying.”


“I don’t like the odds.”


“You aren’t dying.”


I unbuckled my seatbelt, leaned and kissed her. She’d brushed her teeth and her breath tasted clean and minty. After a moment she woke to the kiss, returned it. Then she leaned back, resettled herself, fluffed her hair.


“Did we put that to rest?” I said.


“I think so,” Jackie said.


“You think so.”


“It’s over. Buried. Okay?”


“Okay,” I said.


I buckled myself back in and started the car.


“By the way,” I said, “I think Pauline swings the other way.”


Jackie looked at me. “Lesbian?”


“I think so.”


“Does Jen know?”


“Probably.”


“Will wonders never cease,” Jackie said.





Clayton Lawrence sat like a collapsed marionette in the stuffed chair he’d occupied when I’d come calling on his daughter as a high school senior, Mr. Lawrence discoursing on this or that while I sat on the sofa in my letter jacket and Jackie finished primping for our date. He was bone-thin now, shrunken, and his face was haggard and colorless, his skin almost transparent. Jackie stopped just inside the door, caught her breath. It had been two months since she’d seen him, and those months had evidently been pitiless. I hadn’t seen the old man since Thanksgiving.


He studied his daughter from across the room, squinting, trying to make out who this was.


“What did you do, get stuck in traffic?” Linda Jean said, rising from the sofa.


Mike Ballard, seated beside her, in a skintight Black Sabbath T-shirt and Patriots hat, lifted a bottle of Rolling Rock by the neck, toasted us by way of a greeting, and took a swig. Ballard pumped iron, and it showed. He belted home runs in an over-fifty softball league.


“I took a nap at the motel,” Jackie said.


Mr. Lawrence still squinted, his wondering gaze moving from person to person.


“A nap, huh?” Ballard said.


Linda Jean was grinning. “A little afternoon delight, maybe?”


She’d held on to her good looks, like her older sister, but what Linda Jean offered was a lanky rawboned sexiness I’d seen taking shape when she was fifteen.


“Hey, sis,” she said, and wrapped Jackie in an embrace.


“Hey yourself,” Jackie said.


Jackie released her and handed me her purse without looking at me.


“Daddy,” she said.


“Jacqueline?” he said.


“Yes, Daddy, it’s me.”


She went to him, leaned over and put her lips to Mr. Lawrence’s papery cheek. She straightened, smiling, and he looked up at her through his glasses, squinching, regarding his oldest daughter curiously, as if still trying to place her.


“It’s me, Daddy. Jackie.”


“Jacqueline. Ah.”


She bent down, kissed him again, and he found her hand and clasped it. Jackie sat down on the chair arm, perching, still with her hand in her father’s tight claw. The lines of puzzlement had been smoothed from his face, and he was smiling a euphoric smile that struck me as both beatific and imbecilic. Jackie lifted his hand and kissed it. Her eyes had filled.


“I knew you’d come,” her father said.


“Daddy, of course,” she said.


It was my turn. Linda Jean had sat down beside her husband. I set Jackie’s purse on the coffee table.


“Good to see you, Mr. Lawrence,” I said.


The watery gaze rose, considered me with bland interest and then a troubled curiosity.


“It’s Pete, Daddy. My husband.”


“Yes,” he said. “Pete Hatch. The football player.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Been a long time.”


“Too long.”


“How’s your father?”


I looked at Jackie. “Play along,” she whispered.


“He’s fine, Mr. Lawrence,” I said.


“He always liked Grace.”


“Did he.”


“Then he went away to school, I believe. Took himself out of the running.”


“Supper’s ready, if you guys want to eat before you go,” Linda Jean said.


“I have to talk to you first,” Jackie said.


“About what?”


“Let’s go into the kitchen.”


“Bernice is out there.”


“The back porch, then,” Jackie said.


Jackie lifted her father’s hand and kissed it again. She slid down off the arm of the chair, and gestured Linda Jean toward the kitchen, which opened onto the deck, with a sideways duck of her head. Linda Jean stood up and followed her. Ballard watched them go. He watched Jackie. I sat down in the chair that had been Mrs. Lawrence’s. Mr. Lawrence was gazing into space as if deep in thought.


“Is it about the you-know-what?” Ballard said. He raised the bottle and drank.


“Linda Jean’ll tell you,” I said.


“Okay, fuck it. Don’t tell me.”


Mr. Lawrence heard it and turned, smiling slyly.


“Fuck it,” he said. “Fuck it, fuck it, fuck it.”


“You tell ’em, Mr. Lawrence,” Ballard said.


“I’d better eat something, if you’ll excuse me,” I said.


“Yeah, you’re excused,” Ballard said.


Jackie and Linda Jean had gone out onto the deck and closed the glass slider. They were sitting on plastic lawn chairs looking out across the backyard to the sun-splashed pewter-gray trunks of a rank of locust trees that stood along the edge of the property. The daytime aide was washing dishes.


“I’m Bernice,” she said. “Lenny Gomes was my aunt’s brother. He’d have been my uncle.”


Lenny had been in Jackie’s and my class. A football player, a lean, mean defensive end.


“I’m sorry about Lenny,” I said.


“Well, that damn Vietnam,” Bernice said.


“Don’t say that around Mike,” I said.


“I hear you. Get you some silverware and sit down. Got a nice chicken curry for you.”


Jackie and Linda Jean were still talking, or Jackie was. Linda Jean sat very still, looking out at the trees. I sat down at the varnished kitchen table and Bernice got busy dishing rice and curry, pulling out serving spoons. She set the plate down in front of me.


“How long has Mr. Lawrence been this bad?” I said.


“A month, maybe,” Bernice said. “Anita and I have to dress him, undress him. Help him do his business in the bathroom.”


“Is he okay with that?”


“Meek as a lamb.”


“Great curry,” I said.


“Mr. Lawrence still does enjoy his food,” Bernice said.


Ballard came in, bringing his empty. He placed it on the counter for Bernice to rinse and dispose of, opened the refrigerator, and found another green bottle.


“Hey,” he said, “sorry we’re not coming to your thing tonight.”


“It’s fine,” I said. “You’d be bored.”


“Linda Jean made this plan with some friends. I’d come without her, but my truck’s in the garage. Transmission’s shot to hell.”


“It’s fine,” I said again.


“What’s your book about, anyway?” he said.


“You wrote a book?” Bernice said over her shoulder.


Ballard pried the cap off the bottle and dropped the opener back in its drawer. “He’s a famous author,” he said, “didn’t you know that?”


“Well, I should,” Bernice said.


“I’m not famous,” I said.


“Okay, not a famous author yet,” Mike said. “But a famous speechwriter, at least.”


“My boss was famous, I wasn’t.”


“What boss was this?” Bernice said.


“Powell,” Ballard said.


Bernice looked at him. “Senator Powell?”


“He was her right-hand man. Her consigliere.”


“Mike, enough, okay?” I said.


“I love Senator Powell,” Bernice said.


“I don’t,” Ballard said, and took a swig of beer and turned to regard Jackie and his wife, sitting in the shade of the house with their backs to him. I wondered how many beers he’d had.


“What the hell are they talking about?” he said.


“Mr. Ballard, why don’t you go sit with Mr. Lawrence,” Bernice said, “not leave him all by his lonesome.”


“Your turn, Pete,” Ballard said. “I’ve kind of run out of conversation.”


But then Jackie stood up. Linda Jean looked up at her sister and spoke, and Jackie answered. Linda Jean shrugged, got up, moved in front of Jackie, and heaved the slider open. Jackie followed her in.


“What the hell’s going on?” Ballard said.


Jackie opened a cupboard and pulled down a plate. She didn’t look at me, didn’t look at anybody. Her face set, unreadable.


“Sit down, Mrs. Hatch,” Bernice said, and took the plate from her.


“Is anyone going to tell me, or do I have to read it in the paper tomorrow?” Ballard said.


“Jackie got some bad news about the cancer,” Linda Jean said.


“How bad?”


“Just bad.”


“Just bad is not a fucking answer, Linda Jean.”


“Oh, screw yourself, Mike,” said Linda Jean.


Bernice glanced at them, and I saw a smile as she went back to washing dishes.


“Not that bad,” I said. “She hasn’t even had surgery yet.”


Jackie was eating. She went about it slowly, thoughtfully, as if the conversation around her were of no import.


“Will someone tell me what the hell’s going on?” Ballard said. Ballard in his dark-blue Patriots hat, clamped tight on his head. He stood with his beer bottle, looking at his wife, at Jackie, who woke now, set her fork down and met his gaze, locked on it.


“The odds aren’t so hot,” she said. “Sixty-forty I don’t make it.”


He looked down, and I saw him swallow. Silence, everyone looking at him. “Well, shit,” he said, very quietly, and went into the other room carrying his beer.





Linda Jean and Ballard had disappeared, and Mr. Lawrence sat alone, gazing absently into space. Jackie sat down on the arm of his chair again and put her arm around him.


“Daddy, Peter’s written a book,” she said.


Mr. Lawrence studied her. “A book,” he said.


“Yeah, about a plot to take over the government. Sort of like Hitler did, step by step.”


Mr. Lawrence seemed to be thinking this over. Jackie looked up at me and shrugged. I turned, looked out the picture window at our car at the foot of the flagstone walk. Where I’d parked my father’s Ford Falcon Friday and Saturday nights, Sunday afternoons, and come sauntering up the walk in my letter jacket. I could see it, the cheap tinny car, my younger self in the maroon suede jacket with the white D over my heart.


“The good guys win in the end,” Jackie said.


“Where’s your daughter?” Mr. Lawrence said.


“She’s in Philadelphia, Daddy. She lives down there, remember?”


“Margie does?”


“No, Daddy. Jennifer. Margie’s in Yarmouth. Mike and Linda Jean are here.”


I turned, tapped my watch.


“We have to go, Daddy,” Jackie said. “We’ll come see you again tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow,” Mr. Lawrence said.


“That’s right. You be a good boy meantime. Do what Bernice says.”


She kissed him and slipped down off the chair arm.
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