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Helen Hath No Fury


Special thanks to Marilyn Wallace, for invaluable and instantaneous feedback when desperately needed; to Dr. Ann Rivo, Evelyn Spritz, and Bert Streib for doing research that saved the day for me; and, as always, to the best team a writer could have: Jean Naggar, my agent, and Joe Blades, my editor.


One

“HAVE SEX AND DIE.” HELEN Coulter barely paused for breath. “That’s what she’s saying.”

Helen’s words produced the heavy silence of a collective held breath. Etiquette had been breached. My book group had been discussing Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. More accurately, we’d been listening to another member discuss the research she’d done on the book and author when Helen charged in.

My teacher muscles twitched, ready to chastise Helen for interrupting. I reminded myself that this wasn’t a classroom, it was a living room, and its occupants, all ten of us, were adults.

Helen filled the lull she’d created. “I’m sick of that literary staple—dark-haired women who lust and die.” Helen tossed her own sleek cap of brown-black hair like one of those vixen heroines of old B movies. “Why was suicide her only option? Suicide is cowardly, too easy. She had her own house, her painting, friends like the piano teacher, her children—why do such a thing? No wonder the critics hated it.”

“Not because of that.” Denise was the one who’d been interrupted. “They considered it pornography.” Denise had a sheaf of printouts on her lap, and although she was being polite about being interrupted and misrepresented, she kept smoothing her skirt in a compulsive manner that suggested how much she wanted to do the same thing to the discussion.

“Well, it makes this critic sick, too,” Helen said. “Maybe a woman wrote it, but she’s echoing all the men through history who decided that if a woman steps across their line in the sand—sexually—she has to be punished.”

At this, Denise stopped pressing her skirt and sat up, on alert, sensing a slur on her husband, Roy Stanton Harris, state legislator, candidate for Congress, and energetic advocate of “family values.” In my family, values meant really good buys—low rates for strip steak or telephone calls—but it didn’t mean that to him.

Denise was a fairly recent bride. She’d retained her maiden and professional name since marrying Roy Stanton, as she always referred to him, but she’d merged identity and opinions with him and had become the perfect political wife.

“Sorry,” Helen said, not sounding at all sorry. “But that’s how I feel. Sick and tired of men telling women what to do with their bodies.”

Denise looked on the verge of snapping back, but only for the smallest interval. And then her composed expression returned. “Could we talk about the book? About Kate Chopin’s book?” she asked quietly. “About Edna Pontellier and her world?”

In response, a chorus of voices. After a year in the group, I’ve given up wishing we’d be coherent or stay on track. We’ve twice voted down the idea of a formal leader, and instead take turns leading sessions. We are noisy and opinionated, sometimes chaotic, but I appreciate the emotion that’s behind the clamor. A love of books propelled me into teaching, then made the job frustrating, because I can so seldom transfer my passion for words and stories to my students. So it’s a treat to gather with literate women to whom ideas mattered, women who savored books the way they might fine meals. Or savaged them if they found them rancid, because their quality mattered to them.

“Don’t blondes also lust and die?” Clary Oliver asked. She was Helen’s business partner and best friend. Together, they produced high-end children’s clothing. Now she adopted a challenging stance and raised her eyebrows. “Hath not a blonde a sex drive?” she asked. Her own head sported a unique and expensive shade of beige.

Her sister and shadow, Louisa, also blonde, laughed with a harsh “Ha!” that I was sure was supposed to convey lots of meaning, but Louisa’s meanings were generally not worth figuring out.

“Sorry, Clary,” Helen told her partner, “but think about those famous sex-and-suicide girls—Emma Bovary, Anna Karenina, and Edna, too. Not a single blonde.”

Susan Hileman, whose red hair and freckles could have been borrowed from Raggedy Ann, spoke up. “I read somewhere it goes back to the blonde Anglo-Saxons. The invading barbarians, the baddies, were dark, and we all know wild, sexy women are bad, right? So they’re dark, too. Angels and babies are blonde, the pure and the innocent, unless the woman’s a platinum blonde—an obvious fake, and thereby corrupt.”

Susan had been a lit major with me at Penn, and a year ago was my conduit into this long-established book group. She worked for a PR firm, tweaking images. But that was, she insisted, only her day job. Her true calling was as a writer, and she had a mystery in progress.

There had been several earlier mysteries in progress. I wasn’t sure she’d ever finished any of them.

“Renegade blondes,” she continued, “the obviously bleached kind—they drive a man to his destruction by making him kill for her. Except for Marilyn Monroe, who was perfect, because she was bleached but squooshy. Corrupt, but compliant.” Susan pointed at her springy red curls. “As for me, my literary or film role is doomed to be as the sexless best friend.”

I wondered if there really was a pattern, and where my own brown hair—I like to think of it as chestnut, but really, it depends on the light—fit into the spectrum. Undoubtedly not in the province of heroines, and not even of sexy villainesses, more’s the pity.

“Edna killed herself,” Tess said, quietly pulling us back to the subject at hand. “Drowning was certainly not her only option.” Tess was a psychologist with short no-nonsense brown hair. I just knew there weren’t any myths about the two of us.

“Do you think society killed Edna?” I asked. “In the sense that it had no place for her. She had two affairs. She didn’t much care about her kids. She no longer fit anywhere.”

“Thank God times have changed,” someone softly commented.

“Nothing’s that changed,” Helen said. “Because of the Ednas. Edna could have stood up for herself, lived a Bohemian life, defied them, but she didn’t. That’s the same today. Most people won’t take a stand—a stand that might put them in a bad light.”

“It was harder then.” The incongruously babyish voice belonged to Helen’s neighbor, Roxanne Parisi. Roxanne struck me as a woman reinventing herself, at least outwardly. Her current image seemed costumed rather than dressed, in gauzy layers and noisy jewelry, and all of it topped by hair dyed the color of fine Bordeaux. But her voice seemed left over from an earlier incarnation.

“It’s hard now,” Helen said. “Hard to take a stand. Be defiant.”

“Don’t you just love the ruined woman!” Susan said with her customary verve. “Ruined! As if we’re pill bottles with warnings: Do not use if seal is broken—contents may have been tampered with.”

“How come you can’t ruin a man?” somebody muttered.

“Can we get back to this book?” Poor Denise. She had assiduously prepared for the evening, and here we were, being especially unruly.

“What about her children?” Helen demanded. “Didn’t she have an obligation to them?”

“She didn’t really like them all that much.”

“The art! Everybody’s forgetting the art and the piano teacher—Madame—what’s her name?—remember how independent—”

“The book’s a hundred years old—you have to remember the cultural context—Victorian, for God’s sake—against which—”

“That’s right—why aren’t we looking at her as a woman of her times and her specific world?”

We were into the verbal free-for-alls that drove us crazy but never stopped.

“After all, the book was banned, libraries wouldn’t take it, Chopin never published another book—”

“I guess the book is relevant,” Helen said. “Because it’s so pathetically predictable. Women having sex voluntarily. Men deciding what to do about it. And one hundred years later, nothing’s changed except the language of it.”

The chorus swelled, disagreeing, agreeing, addressing the group, herself, the woman next to her, as many verdicts as voices.

“What about her affairs?” Clary asked. “Aren’t they relevant? What about her morality? Does everybody here think what she did is all right?”

“You’re right—the book’s about marriage, isn’t it? About how oppressive and confining it is.”

“Was.”

“Hah!”

Half the time, the married members proselytized for marriage. One of us was a young widow, two were divorced—one who’d already run through three husbands, another two—and yet another had been engaged for ten years. And then there was me. I. Amanda Pepper, spinster teacher. I didn’t have an ex and I didn’t have long-term commitments with the man I lived with. I was therefore the focus of their missionary zeal. As if my mother had trained them.

They never seemed to notice that when they weren’t touting that hallowed institution, they were trashing it, but I did.

“Wouldn’t you have an affair if you were married to that man?”

“The book’s called The Awakening, after all—”

“I think it means more than sexual awakening. I think it means—”

In the din, the only voices we could hear were our own. It was one of those moments when you don’t want the male of the species to happen by our “discussion” and have his every disgusting macho prejudice confirmed.

But no man was likely to stroll by. Helen’s husband, Ivan, was out of town, in Cleveland, foraging for shopping centers, parking lots, and office buildings. I don’t completely understand what he does, but I do understand that it’s lucrative, as witness the house he and Helen had been renovating for nearly a year.

Philadelphia’s Delancey Street where Helen lived is interesting. The blocks alternate between large homes and huge homes. It’s said that originally one block was for the wealthy, the next, meant to house their servants. I’m not sure that’s completely true, but Helen’s house was definitely of the lord-of-the-manor variation with four stories of spacious high-ceilinged rooms, plus a solarium and roof garden currently being installed as a finishing touch. I wondered if the small family of three ever crossed paths in the enormous house.

Earlier, we’d toured the renovations, oohed and aahed over the new fireplace in the master bedroom, the Jacuzzi tub, the super-sleek and expanded kitchen, the brick patio behind the house, the enlarged rear window, the skylighted bathroom. We’d even done anticipatory oohing at the potential roof garden, at the chicken-wire fencing, the bags of dirt, and stacks of bricks. I could imagine the solarium, the flower garden, the bricks turned into a privacy wall. It was going to be magical up there on a summer’s night.

“She was a baby-making ornament.” The voice brought me back to the living room and poor drowned dark-haired Edna Pontellier.

“Think that’s so different from half the marriages you know today? She was an early trophy wife, is all.”

Nobody looked at Denise, who was our closest thing to a trophy wife. She was twenty years younger than Roy Stanton and quite beautiful. But I had a sense that her ambition was as fierce and powerful as his. Maybe he was the trophy.

“What about my question?” Clary asked. “Having an affair doesn’t change anything.”

“Except the quality of the sex. That’s not chopped liver.”

“See—here—I’ll find it, I’m sure.” Susan shook her red curls and flipped pages, then put the book back down. “I mean, Mademoiselle Reisz is part of what ‘awakens’ Edna. The piano music makes her aware of passion and beauty. I wanted her to continue with her art, be like Mademoiselle Reisz, an interesting outsider.”

“She would have been ostracized!”

Good books are like Rorschach tests. What each person finds on the page depends on what she’s brought along with her. I know very little about the daily lives of these women. I see most only once a month, but I feel as if I know more about their values and concerns, more of what matters to them and who they are, than I do about many of my longtime friends. All of that is via the books we read, the ideas that fill our monthly meetings.

Think about it: we were ten adults squabbling about a woman who lived—fictionally—a century ago, in a vastly different culture. It was delicious. It was fun. It was amazing that we could care that much about Edna’s suicide and what led to it.

I’d once had a student whose mother was Vietnamese, a woman who spent her childhood trying to survive, not perusing Western classics. She’d married a U.S. soldier and moved to Philadelphia with him, and now, she was catching up on U.S. culture via her children’s assignments. So when her daughter’s class read Romeo and Juliet, so did she. And she was heartbroken by its ending, had expected, her daughter told me, that “they would work things out and move to a nice house in the suburbs.”

But the women in this luxurious living room were not immigrants who’d never before seen works of Western literature. And in truth, we weren’t arguing about Edna’s decision to drown herself or Kate Chopin’s writing style or about Victorian social systems, no matter the words whirling around the room. We were talking about our systems of belief, our confusions, and our blind spots.

We munched away as the discussion went on. Helen was an exemplary hostess. Tonight, even while she spoke, she simultaneously refilled wine glasses and passed platters holding cheeses, miniature calzone, and fruit.

Someone once again mentioned Edna’s suicide, and once again, Helen exploded. Something was gnawing at her tonight. Maybe it was the stress of remodeling for more than half a year. “Suicide was a cop-out!” she said. “A way for Chopin to end the book. But it’s stupid. If you’re going to die—literally or metaphorically— might as well go down in flames, not do yourself in. Stand up for something—fight for something.”

“Fight for what?”

“What she believed in. What she wanted! Confront the hypocrites. Do something for change! Then she could have left if she was so unhappy. Gone off the way her lover did, to a new country where things are different. Or stayed and defied them all. Maybe even said hello to her kids once in a while.”

“Can we slow down, back up, and talk about the book?” Denise asked. “I have reviews and commentary.”

“We are talking about the book.” Helen surprised me with the chill that had entered her voice.

“I don’t see what’s wrong about discussing our reactions,” Tess said. “It obviously struck nerves, so maybe—”

“But Denise did all this work—” Clary tried.

In their partnership, Helen leaned toward the visionary end of the spectrum, the designs and fabrics, and Clary was the one who handled the cold, hard facts of doing business. It was in character that Helen would declaim and Clary would try to get us back on track.

It was in character for us that her attempts had no effect.

Helen looked at her partner with unfocused eyes, as if all she’d registered was noise, not words. “Nothing’s changed, either,” she said. “No offense, Denise, but politicians preaching hypocritical family values are as oppressive to women as Edna’s society was. Why aren’t any of them saying ‘impregnate a woman, go to jail’? It’s all about punishing females men have treated rottenly.”

“This isn’t about today’s value systems,” Denise said. “Edna’s personal was not the political.”

“But it was, it is! It always is!” Helen said.

“Really, Helen,” Clary murmured. “Can’t we listen to—”

“Can’t you see it yourself? That’s what it’s about! Men looking for women to blame through the centuries. And they still are. But what if Edna had spoken up instead, let other women hear new ideas? I wanted her to be brave.” She sipped her wine and seemed to visibly cool down. “Sorry,” she said. “Some things infuriate me.”

Denise smiled brightly at me. “You’re quiet tonight.”

I hadn’t realized how much of an observer rather than participant I’d been until she mentioned it. “I was thinking about what Helen said. One of my classes is reading The Scarlet Letter, so that idea of looking for a woman to blame through centuries—”

“The Scarlet Letter.” Susan interrupted me with enormous authority. “The Colonial variation on the theme—but Hester didn’t die. She went to live in Europe and got rich, didn’t she? So there goes your theory, Helen. And then there’s Polly Baker.”

At mention of the name, all side conversations stopped for universal groaning.

Susan looked stunned, but she shouldn’t have. Last meeting, she’d told us much more than anybody wanted to know about Polly Baker, the heroine of a practical joke once played by Benjamin Franklin. Polly supposedly was a Colonial woman tried for fornication after the birth of her fifth illegitimate child. At her trial, she spoke on her own behalf so eloquently that one of her judges married her. Together, they produced fifteen more children.

People took Polly seriously for nearly two centuries, and now she supposedly had an important role in Susan’s unfinished mystery.

“You told us about her. We listened. And listened. Don’t start!” Although Roxanne delivered the lines in humorous fashion, it was obvious she meant it. We all meant it.

“But she’s relevant!” Susan said. “Love outside of marriage, punishment—except she triumphed.”

“Susan, she never existed.”

“I say we rename our group the Polly Baker Memorial Reading Circle and be done with it,” Tess said, provoking applause. “I mean what else do we have in common?”

“Well, some of you have workmen in common,” I said with a smile, hoping to get us off a debate about Polly Baker. The flagstone for Helen’s solarium hadn’t arrived, so the contractor had moved his crew to Tess’s house, where they were enclosing and insulating a porch. I was aware of such details because they made me aware of how different my life felt from some of my book-club mates’. Mine was free of building materials. That felt significant.

“No, seriously,” Tess said. “We’re different ages, different jobs, different lifestyles, different tastes in reading and men and politics— but we all always have Polly. Apparently.”

“You’re making fun, but I like it,” Susan said, head high. “We could have pins and T-shirts made. She’d be our mascot.”

“If you’d finish the book.”

“Can we please talk about this book?” Denise asked. Her eternal politician’s-wife politeness was wearing thin. “Let’s get back to Edna.”

By now, interest was lagging. Two women examined the fabric on the newly re-covered sofas. Susan and Clary looked annoyed; Tess, who worked with the mentally unstable and was therefore comfortable with uncontrollable groups, looked bemused; and Denise kept checking her watch.

At which point, Helen sighed and had another hearty dose of white wine. “I’m glad I don’t have to drive anywhere tonight,” she said. “And I apologize for taking the floor or the soapbox and ruining the discussion. How about if I get coffee and dessert while you all talk? Without me in the room, there’s a chance you’ll get to hear all that stuff Denise prepared.”

I offered to help. The house was so large, the kitchen seemed a commuter-train ride away. A long way to carry ten coffee cups and, if Helen was true to form, almost as many varieties of sweets. Susan also joined us.

“You girls,” Denise said. “The Three Musketeers.”

Which we were not, but earlier in the evening when we’d been up on the roof, Susan had made a comment—I couldn’t even remember it now—that made Helen and me laugh. And Denise had commented about that, too, as if we were a clique. “Right back,” I said, and followed Helen through a series of gorgeous rooms.

From then on, we did actually talk about the book. Sometimes even in turn. And listened to Denise’s research about Kate Chopin’s life and philosophy plus critiques of this work—the damning ones when it was first published and the reconsiderations eighty years later when the work was rediscovered. And then we talked again about personal reactions to Edna’s comfortable but closed-tight world, her short climb out of it, and then her downward spiral.

Finally, we planned the next meeting. We were reading the newest Barbara Kingsolver, in which I was pretty sure nobody killed herself for the sin of having had sex.

The evening nearly over, Helen’s mood grew less dark. She lifted her coffee cup in a toast. “Here’s a promise,” she said. “Next meeting, I will not get on my hobbyhorse, whatever horse that might be. I promise that I won’t say a word.”

Unfortunately, she kept her promise.


Two

I WAS HAVING THE SORT of dream we only dream of having. I was at a picnic beside a light-sparked lake. I wore a long white summer dress. My feet floated above the lush grass, and I was being discreetly adored by a man with deep, dark eyes.

I was Edna at the start of her romantic dream. Edna, thrilling to new love, to music overheard, unaware of the dark edges of the picture, innocent of how her story would end.

A discordant blare rocketed me from Edna’s world to mine. Nobody I would accept as a friend would call at this hour. It had to be the champion of dawn chatterers, my mother, and I definitely did not feel like an early-morning session with her. It was possible that I’d had too much wine the night before at book club.

Nothing like getting depressed before you’re fully awake.

The noise had stopped. Mackenzie must have picked it up.

Couldn’t be my mother, I remembered. She had talked my couch-potato father into joining her on a cruise. He’d agreed, because having your hotel float along with you was as close to not-traveling as traveling got.

But ship-to-shore phone calls had to be prohibitively expensive. Plus, there currently wasn’t even a major nagging issue. We’d reached détente. She’d finally understood that I was neither leaving Mackenzie—in pursuit of further education or further men—nor, in her terms, “moving forward” with him. And most heretical—that I was not upset about the status quo.

“Mom,” I’d said in desperation, “I’m happy with my life. Happy teaching. Happy with Mackenzie. Happy single.” And I was. After much upheaval and blithering, life felt balanced, in place, and quite fine, thank you. Mirabile dictu, she heard me.

Unfortunately, hearing it shorted out her hardwiring. She was programmed so that all circuits led to marriage, all roads (after she dusted, resurfaced, and decorated them) to the altar, the sole location of Happy Endings. All else was prologue, not the story itself. At a loss as to what happened next, she set out to sea.

I put the pillow over my head, a signal to Mackenzie that no matter who was on that line, I wasn’t taking calls at this hour.

He didn’t ask. I opened my eyes and saw the man sitting on my side of the bed. His bright blue eyes were a shock—a part of me was still in that humid dream with the dark-eyed man.

“Time to get up,” he said. “You heard that alarm.” He placed a mug of coffee on the night table. He looked great, as fine an image of a paramour as had been the dark-eyed dream man. White suit or white terry towel-wrap, it’s all the same if they provide coffee in the morning.

“Delicious,” I said after a sip. “My thanks and compliments to the chef.” I relaxed into real life.

“Have a good time last night?” he asked, standing up. “Sorry I couldn’t wait up. I was wiped out.”

I summarized the evening’s highlights while I watched him dress, put on his public persona. “Helen seemed odd,” I said. “Overly agitated about what Edna should or shouldn’t have done.”

“Did you remind her it was fiction?”

“Interesting what buttons fiction can press,” I murmured. He was moving close to warp speed. “In a rush?” I asked.

“Pretty much.”

“Then I’ll see you tonight. I’ll be home. Book club meets but once a month.”

He bent and kissed my forehead. “Bad timing. I promised to meet an old buddy for dinner. Used to work together, but he quit and went to law school.”

That was something Mackenzie had once talked about doing.

“He just got married.”

That was not something Mackenzie talked about doing.

“Remarried. Re-remarried. This is his third.”

“What an optimist.”

“For a smart guy, he’s incredibly stupid.”

“I take that to mean you know his new wife.”

Mackenzie shook his head. “But neither does he. He never does, till it’s too late. He did this last time, too. Meets somebody and goes gaga. She says she wants to get married right away, he signs on, and then all the stuff he would have learned by dating her, he gets to learn about in divorce court. Incredibly expensive. But here he’s done it again.”

“I hope you won’t let him know how you feel about this marriage.” About any marriage. The word had hardly ever been spoken in this household, except by my mother, and then only via long distance. We’d surely never had an actual discussion of the institution, and till death do us part meant he’d stay with me until another homicide made him rush off.

“This is the third wedding gift. Luckily, his wives keep stripping him of all his earthly possessions, so I can keep on giving the same thing.” Another nose-tip kiss. “You’re not upset about tonight, are you? It was the only time he had. I didn’t want to make it couples, because I’m not eager to meet this one. I’ve met the other two—both pretty, needy, not the brightest bulbs, clingy, and twenty-two. This new one’s twenty-two, as well, and I’m sure all the rest is the same, too. He’s a devotee of the if-at-first-you-don’t-succeed, try, try-again theory.”

“No problem.” I liked that we each had autonomy, that there was no guilt in having our own schedules, friends we saw on our own. The status quo was a pleasant, undemanding, in fact consoling, equilibrium we’d reached after a few years of ups and downs about where our relationship was headed, how it was doing, and whether it should exist at all.

My mother’s face, her expression doubtful, hovered above the bed. I blinked, and she was gone.

“You’re the greatest,” Mackenzie said.

I don’t trust that phrase. In general, I’ve found it to mean I’ve been tolerating something I shouldn’t have been.

He sat down on the side of the bed again and took my hand, studying it as if it were a brand new artifact. “I’ve been thinking.”

It’s odd about thinking. It’s a good thing to do, and hearing that someone you care about has been doing it should fill us with joy, but it does not. Instead, it combines with being “the greatest” and produces tensed neck muscles and a sense of imminent doom.

Mackenzie saw my expression change and laughed. “Nothing bad! In the light of Tom’s wives, I’m grateful you’re nothing like them. That you’re you. I’m happy we’re…well, we’re here. Where we are. Together. Easy. Nobody pushing for anything else, anybody else. You and me, the way we are—this is good.” He stood again. “I won’t be late. Maybe I can fast-forward him through the courtship and wedding details. I’ve heard it all before.” And then he did, indeed, leave.

I sat drinking my coffee and digesting my early-morning compliments, wondering why the latter stuck in my throat.

Why was Mackenzie so deliriously happy with my reluctance to be married? With our nondiscussions of it? He was happy because I didn’t push or nag him into his friend Tom’s follies. Happy because I wasn’t the idiot girls Tom kept marrying.

It wasn’t great being terrific in comparison to ninnies, it wasn’t ego gratifying being the greatest out of a field of wretched non-greats, but it was nice that Mackenzie was a happy man. Happy with me. That we were a happy twosome, because I was happy, too. I had what I wanted, too. I knew that because I had told my mother just that countless times.

I was happy!

Nonetheless, thoughts about my—our—his happiness made me first uncomfortable and peeved, and finally, totally, inexplicably, disgruntled.

How could he say such a thing? Feel such a thing?

It was one thing to consider our arrangement satisfactory, to be contented with it. But it felt like a whole other thing—an infuriating thing—to think about it and become ecstatic about not being married to me!

Happy.

Which he so obviously was.

What a lousy thing to wake up to.


Three

PERVERSITY WAS OBVIOUSLY THE THEME of the day. Perversity and annoyance. My annoyance with Mackenzie fed right into my annoyance with my students’ low-keyed behavior, particularly my fourth-period class, the one right before lunch. Their stifled yawns and mechanical responses to all remarks about The Scarlet Letter made me yearn for the noisy babble that had irritated me the night before at my book club. Enthusiasm, even when slightly berserk, was preferable to apathy, even if, as now, the indifference is good-natured and tolerant.

I should have been grateful for that. It was spring, the semester was running out, they could have raised all manner of hell and gotten away with it, but that wasn’t their mood today. But instead of gratitude, I rankled at their expressions.

The most interest they showed was when the PA system squawked its way into the middle of what I was saying, and a boy whose voice broke almost each syllable asked the swim team to meet in the front hall immediately after school.

I wished the swim team would take the PA system along with them and drown it.

None of my class was on the team. We didn’t need to hear the annoyingly blurry blast of sound. It wasn’t much of a team anyway, but Maurice Havermeyer, headmaster of Philly Prep, was determined to boost our school’s athletic reputation. “Go, Philly,” the pathetic adolescent said in a voice with no inflection, except when it cracked. “The office wants to remind you this year, every grade level’s outstanding athlete will receive a special Philly Prep trophy. Remember Dr. Havermeyer’s new school motto: ‘Mens Sana in Corpore Sano.’ Which means ‘a sound mind in a sound body.’ Thank you.” We heard him say, “Where’s the switch? How do I turn it off?” He wasn’t going to last long as an office aide, even though he had pronounced the Latin relatively well.

Should I tell the kids the motto wasn’t Havermeyer’s and wasn’t new? I looked at my motley crew. Perhaps, having given up on the sound minds, Havermeyer was settling for relatively functioning bodies.

The kid found the off switch. End of excitement in the classroom.

I couldn’t understand their not liking The Scarlet Letter. It wasn’t difficult going and it was surely a story of passion and civic wrath— a story with sex at its core—that should appeal to a teen. But sometimes I wonder whether the kids I teach are capable of empathy. Too often, they are the diametric opposite of my book group. They’re unwilling to venture into another person’s psyche, particularly if the person is, to them, “foreign” in age, situation, or historical period. This doesn’t bode well for the future of the world.

Poor Hester Prynne. As if it weren’t bad enough that the Puritans treated her like dirt, so did my contemporary kids. Bubbling with hormones and longings themselves, they nonetheless dismissed Hester, not as a sinner, but as worse—irrelevant. “That was then and this is now,” their uninvolved response said. “Why should anybody care?”

The weather wasn’t helping, either. My classroom windows were open, so that full-strength eau de spring encircled each and every student. Me, too, I admit. Thinking was difficult in the sweet, druggy atmosphere, and if any of it was going on behind those glazed faces, it most surely wasn’t about the effect of Puritan mores on an unfortunate young married woman.

I wondered what—or who—filled each mind in front of me. Times like now, as I looked at a room’s worth of faces, or if I paused in a hallway between classes, I became aware of how many lives and stories were crammed between the walls that defined us, how everyone’s separate trajectory crisscrossed the others’ in an endless emotional cat’s cradle.

And each hour, teachers like me tried to weave all those strings into a single tapestry featuring Hester Prynne or algebraic theorems. As if Philly Prep Student were a species, with each member having the same qualities. No wonder the attempt so seldom worked.

Spring whispered tolerance—on my part, too. Teenagers and seasons were what they were, and what sense would making a ruckus about it be?

We successfully lurched through the hour, and only once did I backslide and wonder whether a single word, let alone idea, had gotten through to 90 percent of the class.

As they stampeded out, I marked my book where we’d ended the discussion today and made notes of topics to reintroduce. Nothing like false optimism to get one through her days.

I gradually became aware that a student was still in her seat, dawdling with her book bag. “Any problem?” I asked. I smiled and waited, briefcase in hand.

She flushed. “I’m sorry. I’ll be…I’m just…”

“Take your time.” Her flustering confused me. This was not Petra Yates as I knew her. She was a pretty youngster, and unlike most of her classmates, she seemed to accept the idea that she was attractive. Not that she’d say so, of course, but she wasn’t scrunched and bowed and hangdoggy the way too many of her classmates were, hiding their bodies and faces. Nor did she flaunt the many charms nature had bestowed, but there was a whiff of general, all-purpose defiance that made me sure it was a lot easier being her teacher than her parent. Except for now.

She dropped her pocketbook, a lumpy fabric sling that clunked to the ground, sounding as if it contained scrap metal. “Sorry!” she said. “I’m such a…I keep…I don’t know what’s wrong with me!” She looked perilously near tears.

I tried to lighten the atmosphere even though I couldn’t imagine how it had gotten so dense—was I that much of an ogre? “Better hurry or you’ll miss lunch,” I said mildly.

“Could I stay here instead? I won’t touch anything. Please? I don’t feel like being with…I feel…I just need to…” I thought she might have just crossed the line between looking near tears and producing them, but while her bottom lids glittered, she made no move to swipe away the moisture.

I looked more closely. Aside from her nose, which had become rosy, she was pale and drawn, with dark circles under swimmy eyes. Several of my students had that look now—the pollen count was way up. But Petra wasn’t sniffling. “Something is wrong, isn’t it? How do you feel? Are you well?”

She backed off a step. “I’m fine,” she mumbled before gulping three times, then inhaling deeply, letting the air slowly escape.

“I’m not so sure of that. Maybe the flu? How about you have the nurse check you out. I’ll walk you.”

“I’m fine. Tired. Please, could I sit here during lunch?”

The day before, I’d had to wake her up at the end of class. Unfortunately, that wasn’t sufficiently unusual, especially in spring, to have made it stand out in my mind until now. The point was, she’d been lethargic for a while.

“If not the nurse, then promise me your family doctor.”

She rummaged in her oversize bag for a tissue, with which she blew her nose and wiped at her eyes. “Sure,” she said. “But really, I’m fine.”

“I don’t think so. You’ve been groggy in class lately.”

“Spring,” she whispered, but not as if she truly believed that was a reason.

“You’re not—” I stopped myself.

Her eyes widened. “Not what?”

“Taking anything? Some…substance that might make you sleepy?”

“You think I’m on drugs? Or alcohol?” she said. “In the morning? In your class?”

I had, but now I grabbed for a face-saver. “Antihistamines,” I said. “Some of them make you drowsy.”

“I’m fine,” she repeated, but she looked almost too tired to utter the words.

“Maybe you’re not eating enough. Are you dieting? Maybe that’s what’s dragging you down. Skipping lunch and all.”

“I’ll leave,” she said. “Sorry I asked.” She headed for the door, feet dragging.

“Petra, listen to me. You’re not yourself. Your parents must be concerned, too.” Not enough, I thought. Why weren’t they keeping their child home, getting her whatever medications she needed? It had taken me too long to see that she was ill, but I could understand my being slow on the uptake. I had over a hundred teens to monitor, and I saw them for less than an hour a day.

“Don’t bother my parents about this. Please?”

“If you’re this way at home, I wouldn’t think anybody else would have to tell them a thing.”

Petra’s mother had died ten years earlier, and her father had married a woman who accompanied him to school conferences, but I felt she did so for reasons other than Petra’s welfare. She’d corrected me when I referred to “their” daughter. “Petra is Bill’s daughter by his first marriage,” she’d said crisply, interrupting me. It seemed clear she’d married him, not his children, even though they’d been about five and three at the time. But in truth, that moment’s roughness had been the only unpleasant impression I’d gotten. An ordinary couple, at least one of them sufficiently concerned with Petra’s welfare to show up at every open house and school night. And here was the girl, blue-ringed eyes wide with fear at the prospect of “bothering” them, telling them she was ill, as if this were something she’d caused—

It hit me from all directions that perhaps she had caused the situation.

Her paleness and exhaustion.

Her expression when I mentioned the cafeteria or lunch.

Her emotional distress about Hester Prynne.

“Oh, Petra,” I whispered, “are you?…”

She didn’t answer, but looked me in the eyes, so that her answer was clear. “Please,” she whispered. “I can’t…they can’t know.”

I had hoped that I was wrong, that I had jumped to conclusions. But her expression told all. It wasn’t my misconception. It was, quite literally, hers.

“What am I going to do?” Her eyes welled over. “I can’t…I don’t…”

I put my hand on her shoulder and guided her back to the desks. “Let’s sit down.” She looked likely to faint otherwise, even though I didn’t think women did that anymore. On the other hand, Petra wasn’t a woman. She was fifteen years old. A schoolchild. A pregnant one.

From our desks, we stared at each other. I sighed. I felt part of a sad but ancient ritual. How many women had sat like this through history?

“I wish I were dead.” Her voice sounded hollow.

“No! Oh, please, don’t think that way. Don’t let yourself think that—”

“Everybody would be better off.”

“Petra, that isn’t at all true, and this isn’t the end of the world. There are—”

“That’s what you think! What am I supposed to do—be a Hester Prynne?”

“This isn’t the seventeenth century. We aren’t Puritans.”

“I’m fifteen.” It was more moan than words.

“Are you positive about this?”

“I bought a kit. I bought two kits. They both said I was.”

“And you haven’t told your parents.”

“My father would kill me.”

I remembered the quiet soft-spoken insurance broker. “Oh, Petra, of course he wouldn’t.”

She looked directly at me now, her eyelashes wet with tears but her expression grim. “He said he would. He said it a hundred times. He said young people today have no morals and if any daughter of his—”

“It’s an expression, that’s all. Your father didn’t mean it literally.”

She looked at me and said nothing for a long while, and when she finally spoke, her voice was honed to a bleak edge, devoid of hope. She would explain her situation because I’d made it necessary, not because explanations could make anything better. “He says if my sister or me, if we ever…he said if we couldn’t control ourselves, if we…with boys before we’re out of his house, then he’d throw us out of his house altogether. That we’d have to live with my grandmother, his mother, up in the Poconos. He says he wouldn’t have any more to do with us.”

“Do you think he meant that?”

“I know he did, because Valerie would love getting rid of my sister and me, having my dad all to herself and her kids, so don’t think she’d stop him. And my grandmother—I’d rather die than live with her. She hates Patsy and me. Particularly me. Says my mother was a…a…that she trapped my father into marrying her and that we inherited her badness. She’s always quarreling with my dad about us, and then afterwards, when we’re home again, he gets into one of his fits about how we had better not prove her right, do we understand? My sister and me, we went there once for the summer—guess what, it was Valerie’s idea. It was the worst time of my life—she was always screaming about straightening us out, hitting us with belts and sticks because we were wild. My father didn’t discipline us properly, she said.”

“Did you tell your father?”

Petra’s expression was polite, but distant. “He said we must have deserved it. He never contradicts her even if he gets angry about what she says to him. He never contradicts Valerie, either.” She laid her head on the desk.

“How long ago do you think this happened?” She was wearing a baggy shirt and baggier jeans, and I had no idea what her contours looked like.

She sat back up. “I don’t think, I know!”

It took me a beat to realize I’d implied that she was constantly sexually active, and she obviously wasn’t. I felt old-fashioned, but still reassured and irrationally relieved. “March,” she muttered. “March third.”

Two months ago. “You haven’t mentioned the…the father.” I could barely shape that last when I knew it most likely applied to somebody who himself hadn’t finished growing.

She shrugged. “He doesn’t go here.”

“His school wasn’t what I was getting at.”

“Why? You think I should get married? I’m fifteen! He won’t care, anyway—he has a girlfriend, he goes to college. He doesn’t know me! I was at a party. Somebody brought whiskey. He was there without his girlfriend. I don’t know why or how things started and then…they kept going. I was sick later on. I thought…I hoped that maybe that meant nothing could have happened. I never saw him again. I just want to forget all about that night!”

I didn’t say any of the obvious responses, especially that forgetting was the one option she did not have. We sat, or I sat and she slumped, in silence. I could not think of what should happen next.

What a sadly appropriate name she had. Petra. Stone. For a girl caught between the proverbial rock and hard place.

Petra could remain silent, the way other girls had done. Starve herself and wear ever looser garments. And then what? No one could forget the news stories of young girls giving birth in motels and at proms, then killing the babies.

Or Petra could seek adult help. She could find a safe place for the pregnancy and find adoptive parents, although I wondered what the cover story would be to her father. It isn’t easy finding an alibi for being missing four or five months.

Or Petra could tell her father what was going on, and he’d banish her to her grandmother’s. I could even understand why he’d believe that the best course, although his daughter considered it justification for suicide.

But if Petra didn’t tell her father or her stepmother—who, she believed, wanted only to have her out of the house and gone—and get parental consent, then despite the laws of the land, the laws of Pennsylvania wouldn’t permit her to terminate this pregnancy, if that was what she wanted.

“I wish I were dead!” she said. Again.

That was twice. It didn’t feel like teen histrionics of the passing kind. Besides, I would never take a teen’s death threats lightly for a myriad of reasons, at the head of which was the memory of Addie Winters, an eleventh grader who last year had been thought to be posturing, overdramatizing her miseries. Until she drank half a bottle of vodka, took the family car, and rammed it at ninety miles an hour into a wall.

However stupid their adolescent reasons for ending it all seemed, they were their reasons.

“If I were dead, they’d be sorry. Even Valerie.”

“No. Bad, bad idea.” I took her hands. “This is serious, Petra, but it’s not the end of the line. This has happened to countless millions of girls. Life goes on.”

“Like my mother. I’ll be just like my mother.” She laid her head back on the desktop.

I could hear the received hate she now conveyed, and how their history had been told to Petra and her sister. Not with love or compassion or understanding.

Of course, Petra could run away to a more accommodating state like New York. But where? It was an enormous state, and as for the city—it didn’t feel savory, sending a frightened fifteen-year-old pregnant girl alone to that massive and overpowering place. But accompanying her without her parents’ permission would land somebody like me in jail as a criminal. It had happened already, made the headlines, made its point.

We were back to the rock. And the hard place.

“Petra.”

She pulled herself out of a near trance, but I saw that was about as much action as she was capable of taking. She had no more fuel, no more resources.

“Promise me one thing and then I’ll leave you, and you rest here as long as you like.”

She didn’t even raise her head from the desk, merely rolled it so that she watched me with one eye.

“Promise you won’t make any decisions about this—none—until tomorrow. Nothing will be worse tomorrow, so give me that time to think about all your options. To come up with a workable solution. Give it twenty-four hours. Promise me that.”

The eye, gray-green, and prehistoric looking, did not blink.

“Promise.”

She exhaled in a frustrated-sounding sigh, then, still not raising her head, said, “Okay.”

“That’s for real?”

She closed her eyes and it felt like a door had slammed.

That was about as much as I knew how to do at the moment. I wished there was a tribal council waiting under a tree in the village. A council of elder women, good and hardened souls who’d have accumulated more wisdom than I, who together would know things about the world and how this powerless girl could fit into it and save herself.

The closest thing I could imagine to that village council was my book group, with all its good-natured disagreements and detours that lay atop years of hard-won knowledge about how it was to be a woman. They’d laugh at the image of themselves as fonts of wisdom, but they’d nonetheless know—after lots of simultaneous thinking out loud—what a girl in this oldest of stories and dilemmas should do. They’d have a dozen solutions and opinions as to what should happen next.

But we weren’t meeting till another month was gone. That would be too late to ask.


Four

THE GOOD AND BAD NEWS about a high school is that it’s like life—one damn thing after another. There is no time for real reflection, for dwelling on any one class or event, so once lunch was over, my fears for Petra were pushed to the back of the bus by the next mass of humanity to enter my classroom. Almost immediately, I had to direct my antennae to whether Patrick’s jitteriness was due to hormones or controlled substances; what I was going to do if Nonnie Carter continued to lie about having given me her essay; and whether the shaky, immature-looking handwriting on Brett’s excuse note was really his mother’s, or his. After that class, another with its own set of concerns and amazements. A lot of hair issues that hour: Baby John, for so he insisted on being called, had sculpted his into a checkerboard pattern, and Cara had dyed strands of hers to replicate, she explained, what you see through a prism.

Of course, hairstyles aren’t actual problems—not when they aren’t mine—but the distraction and comments Baby John’s and Cara’s heads engendered were.

At times, I understand why conservative Muslims insist on the chador. Cover everything except slits for the eyes so nobody trips and falls. Only thing is, I’d want it on boys as well as girls.

And, of course, there were always and ever the semi-intelligible notices from the principal to his staff, notices that had an ever more pronounced edge of hysteria as summer approached. And there was always the glower and stare of Helga the Office Witch, with whom I had to deal at end of day because I wanted a word puzzle duplicated. Helga frowned, pulled her cardigan tighter across her front, and seemed offended by the request. Helga considered the marks teachers put on her pristine paper pedagogical graffiti that defaced her stock and insulted her aesthetic sense.

“I need it for Thursday,” I said. Two days’ notice to press one button—we dangerous, vandalizing teachers were not permitted to use the copy machine ourselves.

“I don’t know…” She let her sentence drift off into an imaginary world of incredibly weighty duties. “You need how many copies?”

“Twenty.” I controlled the urge to grab back the master sheet and say that I’d do the copying myself, at a commercial spot. I’d done that too often already. That’s her plan as she accumulates the world’s largest blank-paper collection.

She shrugged and sighed. You’d think I had asked her to carve the twenty sets in stone.

It was a further slide downhill with the journalism club after school. The InkWire’s current editor in chief was an elfin creature named Cinnamon Stickley, a name I thought cruel, but she apparently enjoyed. Cinnamon also emphatically wanted our final issue of the year to be completely devoted to “Philly Phashions,” detailed descriptions of what each student was wearing to the prom. This would be beneath even our lax standards.

Today was our second round of discussions about it.

“This is a student-run paper, isn’t it, Ms. Pepper?” Cinnamon’s gamin smile didn’t begin to hide the steel behind it. She was going to be one formidable whatever it was she intended to be. I was, in fact, suggesting topics like that—life beyond the prom and graduation—but apparently I was the only one aware that there was such a thing.

“A student paper with a faculty adviser,” I reminded her. “As in one who’d give advice. And I’m that one.”

“Advice is a suggestion, right? Not like law or anything.”

A smart cookie with a stripper’s name. That combination would spell doom for a whole lot of people in her future.

“So while we’re all so glad for your input,” she said, gesturing toward the various other editors who were playing “yes, Cinnamon,” “we don’t agree.”

I had a sense of déjà vu. I’d been through this—or something sufficiently close to this—before. Last spring, in fact. Or the spring before. Maybe déjà déjà vuvuvu.

We wasted two perfectly good hours in further democratic student-involved discussion. There are times dictatorship sounds irresistible, but at least we found a midground in which student plans and aspirations would be recorded, along with news of summer programs and a roundup of the year just past. I could live with that.

*

It was raining, and I didn’t have my raincoat.

Which, I suddenly realized, I hadn’t brought home last night. I raced around behind the school to my car. Then, damp and disheartened, I sat there listening to the motor, too lethargic to move on.

Every day, as I settle into the car alone, in that adolescent-free moment, I feel like I’ve just competed in an Olympic event. I am drained, exhausted, and stunned. Only the elation’s missing.

Going to Helen’s, stopping the car, finding parking, and retrieving my raincoat felt overwhelmingly difficult.

I told myself that as I was already damp, there was no point getting the raincoat now. Closing the barn door after, et cetera. Next outing, I’d bring along an umbrella and that would do the trick. And I’d stop at Helen’s when I had more energy.

Which was stupid, I answered. Really bad time management.

I hated these arguments I had with myself. Since I took both sides, I always lost. I put the car in gear and headed for Helen’s, which was at most four blocks away.

By now, Petra had become a thin glaze of worry atop whatever else had happened. I’d asked for twenty-four hours while I came up with a decent idea. Several of those hours were already gone, and I still saw only bad choices for her.

Helen’s street is one-way. I had to go past her block on a parallel street, so I could turn back in the right direction. Traffic was its usual late-afternoon clog, and with every stop and start, I regretted the decision to retrieve the coat. Naturally, as I crept along, the rain dwindled to near nothingness.

But finally I was there. Ahead of me on the opposite corner, I saw the short side of the yellow Dumpster that had become her “annex.” She said it had been there so long she was getting it its own address.

A patrolman was on the corner, and as I made my turn, I saw another one near Helen’s front door. Both wore slickers and plastic covers for their hats. Neither was doing anything in particular.

My first thought was that with them there, I couldn’t park illegally on the pavement, which had been my plan.

My second thought was slightly less self-centered. Something bad had happened.

My third was back to me and ridiculous. My raincoat had been stolen! As if my raincoat would be a prize in a house that was a treasure trove.

A block and a half away, I found a space that was at least 75 percent legal, and I hustled back toward Helen’s. As I approached, the front-door sentry straightened up. I smiled and pointed at the door. “I left my raincoat here last night,” I said. “I’m here to pick it up.”

He smiled. I must have been a pathetic sight, rain running off my hair into my eyes. But not sufficiently pathetic to let him bend the rules. “Sorry, ma’am,” he said. “This wouldn’t be a good time.”

There was no better time for a raincoat than when it was raining, but I didn’t point that out. “Should I wait?” I asked.

“No, ma’am.” His smile looked painful, the grimace of a man trying to appear good-natured when he is not. He remained planted at the base of the three marble steps leading to Helen’s front door.

“Then could somebody else retrieve it for me? It’s in the hall closet.” I had no idea how I’d describe my tan raincoat in a way that singled it out from the Coulters’ undoubtedly tan raincoats. By the amount of crumpled tissues in the pockets?

“Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry.

“Could you tell me what’s happened here?”

“No.” He didn’t even pretend to be sorry about that one.

I didn’t know what to say. I had a million questions, of course, but there was no point in offering them up to this man. “Well, then…thanks.” I expected him to say, “For what? I haven’t done a damn thing to help you,” but amazingly, he didn’t.

I was halfway down the block when I heard, “Hey, hey, you!”

I looked back toward the policeman.

“Not there, here! My house, my house! Don’t make me shout!” She was across the street, huddled on the top step of an entryway, wrapped in an afghan, holding an umbrella. Had she not been adamant about the “my house!” business, and had not Delancey Street short shrift for squatters, I would have assumed she was homeless.

She waved me in to her, closer. “I saw it.”

I crossed the street. How lovely that even Helen’s most elegant of streets had its resident busybody. That’s what I’d like as my next career. And on a great street like Helen’s.

“Yes?” I said again.

“Up there at that house? On the corner?”

I nodded.

“She fell.” The woman was tiny, shrunken looking, and her face—the half I could see under the umbrella—was seared with wrinkles. She could have been pulled from a fairy tale, except for the orange and purple afghan. “I was going to the store, and I reached that corner and saw it happen. Like that.”

“Fell? Who? Where? Like what?”

“Like that.” She angled one hand down, fingers pointing to the street. “Boom. The lady of the house, they say. I couldn’t tell.”

I could see so little of her except for her umbrella, that I felt as if I were talking to a toadstool. “When was this?” It felt long ago the way this woman was telling it.

Her mouth turned down. “The police asked me, too, like I would know the very minute. I don’t go by watches, I go by my stomach. I was going to the store to get bread. My son’s wife, she knows I like a sandwich for my lunch, but she leaves for work and never remembers to buy my bread.”

“The police—why are they…was she badly hurt? Did she break a bone? Did you see her trip? Was it down the front steps?”

“Slow down, Missy. I don’t hear so good anymore.” And then she spoke as if I were the deaf one, slowly, each word overenunciated. “She. Fell. Off. The. Roof.”

“My God!” I looked up at the rooflines stories above my head. I was beginning to understand the police entourage, but I didn’t want to believe what this woman was saying.

The umbrella she held shook from left to right and back again. “Fell into her own Dumpster. I didn’t go over, was too afraid. Besides, what could I have done? I’m old. I screamed, nobody came, big surprise, so I went to the store two blocks away and called the police from there. And bought bread for my sandwich while I was at it.”

“Is she…please, do you know if she’s…all right?” The one thing I knew for certain was that she wasn’t “all right”—but I couldn’t make my mouth say either alive or dead. Those words were too freighted.

“All right? She fell three stories—or I think her house is four—into a Dumpster! Probably hit it coming down, because there was blood on the sidewalk—even I could see it when I went up there later, and my eyes aren’t too good.”

I was glad I hadn’t walked around the corner, hadn’t seen more than a blur from the car when I turned. “Is she…alive?” I whispered.

Nothing. I wondered if she knew it wasn’t raining anymore.

“Is she alive?” I repeated, more clearly.

She tilted her umbrella back so that she could look up at me more directly, and her maze of wrinkles rerouted themselves into a combination of incredulity and annoyance.

“Was that a stupid question?” I muttered.

“I sure think so,” she said, keeping the umbrella tilted as she studied me. She must have caught something in my expression. “Oh,” she said. “Oh, dear. You know her?”

I nodded.

“Then what would I know? I’m just an old lady sitting on her steps. She’s probably getting all better right now in the hospital. Don’t you worry yourself.” She stood laboriously, cataloguing what parts of her didn’t work “so good” anymore, folded her umbrella, said good-bye, and unlocked her front door.

I stood there, afraid to walk, because doing so would mean I’d accepted what I’d just heard, that it was real, that I was pulling it in and making it just one more piece of my life, and then, moving on.

But the old woman turned just before she entered her house, looked at me. Her crackled old voice grew soft at the edges. “Best get going, dearie,” she said. “I’ve lived a long time and what I know is that’s what you have to do. There isn’t any other choice. One foot in front of the other, again and again. It’s the only way.”


Five

THE LOFT DID NOT FEEL welcoming when I finally reached it. In fact, it felt cavernous and stale, and I resolved to fully furnish it. It needed its sharp corners and soaring ceilings softened by homely, homey objects, especially at a time like this. Now, in its large emptiness, I too clearly understood vulnerability and loneliness.

I made myself tea with honey, as if I were ill, and then I glanced at the mail I’d brought up with me. Nothing much in the way of companionship there. Bills, circulars, a coupon mailer, and a postcard of a generic palm tree and sandy beach from my parents. As my father had undoubtedly already muttered, just out of ear range of my mother, the scene might have been of Florida where they live rather than whatever port this was.

I turned on the TV for the sound of a human voice, but the voice I heard identified itself as Roy Stanton Harris, champion of some mythical patriarchal paradise. “Okay, girlies,” he said. “You brainless females, I know what’s best for you.”

Okay, that wasn’t what his ad actually said, but that’s what I heard. Even though he spoke with such charm and was so attractive, he infuriated me.

I turned off the set, but I still needed to talk to somebody. Not sure precisely who that would be—I hated bothering Mackenzie, assuming he’d even be reachable—I lifted the receiver.

It beeped. I keep forgetting to check for messages these days, now that we no longer have a machine with a light that blinks a yoo-hoo! Now messages are secretly stored inside the phone. All a person needs to do is lift and check.

This person forgets more often than not.

There was one message. Susan Hileman, sounding unnaturally subdued and taciturn. “Call me as soon as you can. I’m at the office.”

She knew. Susan’s normal tone is as bouncy as her red curls. This tone said she had bad news she didn’t want to leave on a machine. Besides, as with most of the other book group members, I had little contact with Susan outside the monthly meetings. She’d probably never left me a message that didn’t have to do with what we were reading or where we were meeting.

She picked up while the phone was still on the first ring, and when I identified myself, she exhaled so emphatically, it was a sonic boom in the earpiece. “Thank God! I’ve been—well, I’ve just been. I thought teachers got home early! Listen, I’m glad you called back before I had to leave, because—”

“I know.”

“Who told you? We made a chain, like for book group, and you were my call, so who—”

I explained about my raincoat, about the police, the old lady across the street. It was a rough sort of comfort to have such mundane facts to relate, because it was impossible to talk about the real subject, to talk about Helen.

I could feel the pitiable limits of responses available, none of which felt as if it were up to the gravity of the situation, of its meaning or meaninglessness. “I don’t know any details,” I finally said. “Do you know what happened exactly? Or how?”

“The roof garden railing was temporary—chicken wire, remember? She kept us all away from it last night, so how could she forget today? But apparently, she leaned against it and fell. Four and a half stories.”

“What was she doing up there?”

“Checking some work, as I understand it.”

“But I thought no work was going on. The crew’s at Tess’s house.” I stopped myself. “Sorry. I’m talking as if that matters. As if I’ll explain why it isn’t possible that happened, and then it will turn out that it didn’t happen.”

“Clary called me,” Susan said after a pause. “She started a book group chain. Also other chains, for other parts of Helen’s life.”

I was impressed by Clary’s efficiency, and I stifled thoughts that it might be cold of her. Unemotional. Untouched. Some people had businesslike habits ingrained, I reminded myself.

“You call Tess, she’ll call Louisa, and that’s it,” Susan said. “This is awful, isn’t it? I’m so upset, I keep crying. I mean I don’t know what to do. This feels…impossible.”

“Her poor daughter. And Ivan. He must be devastated!”

“Probably would be, if anybody could find and tell him.”

“Meaning?”

“He isn’t in Cleveland where he said he’d be. At least not at the hotel he said. Never had a reservation.” She dropped the matter-of-fact, no-inflection tone she’d adopted. “Damn but I hope the explanation isn’t as tawdry as it sounds like it’s going to be.”

“I’m sure it isn’t. He dotes on her. Don’t read things into this. There is undoubtedly a boring explanation. Somebody had the wrong information, or his plans changed and Helen knew but it wasn’t worth repeating to anyone else. Not everything is suspicious, Susan. Not everything’s mysterious. This is real life.”

“I never said!”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply…” I did mean to. Susan’s imagination is hyperactive and there’s no Ritalin for that. I think the fertility of her brain is what keeps her from ending her books. She invents alternative scenarios, comes up with ever new options.

But that was neither here nor there. What was here was Helen, dead.

“What about Gretchen?” Susan asked. “She surely needs her father! She’s with Clary, it isn’t as if she’s abandoned, but still…it’s horrible, his not being reachable at a time like this.”

“Poor girl. This is such a shame for her...”

We could as easily have said, “Whush, whush, whush.” We were making noise to stave off that time when we’d have to hang up and be alone with our bad thoughts. Eventually we faced it and hung up.

I sat and thought about Helen. I could see almost any one of the rest of us becoming so distracted that we ignored the rickety temporary fence, but Helen was the least nibbertigibbety of us all. And she was intensely involved in every decision concerning the reconstruction of her house and was unlikely to lapse into sudden daydreaming while inspecting the work on the roof.

On the other hand, she hadn’t been herself the night before. Preoccupied. Agitated. Antagonistic. Maybe she hadn’t been thinking clearly.

I wished Mackenzie were home. Or anybody. Anything.

Actually, anything was, but the cat was completely occupied by his five P.M. nap and wasn’t swayed by my need for companionship.

I remembered I was supposed to make a call as part of the chain. Except I couldn’t remember whether I called Tess or Louisa, and she was Clary’s sister, so surely she already knew, even if I was supposed to call her.

I was making excuses. I decided that I’d call them both, starting with Tess. How woefully different I was from Clary Oliver, who’d efficiently organized the spreading of the sad news, who would have remembered who it was she was supposed to call. On the other hand, why hadn’t she called her own sister? Maybe she disliked Louisa as much as I did.

After hearing my news, Tess said nothing for a long time. Then, her voice tight, she said, “I can’t believe anybody could be so stupid as to put up a fence that weak.”

I’d expected something more profound from a psychologist. “They assumed nobody would be up there till the brick wall was up,” I said softly.

And then, as if she heard herself, she sighed loudly. “Sorry. I’m having trouble absorbing this. I guess I’m looking for somebody, something, anything, to blame. As if that would make it better.”

“I wish I could think of anything that could.”

We did some more of the whush-whush-whush platitudes, and then Tess seemed to regain her balance a bit. “I’ll bet everybody’s as lost about this as the two of us are,” she said. “What if…it would be good if we got together—whoever wants to—to talk as soon as possible. The sooner the better. Tomorrow night seems good.”

“Group therapy?” I wasn’t sure about this idea. It sounded too…too something. Not Helen-ish at all. Not book-club-ish.

“We’ll talk, remember her, deal with our feelings about this horrible accident. We all feel the impulse to make contact at times like these. We could help each other.”

I certainly shared that need to communicate, make some kind of contact with other people who would understand. I couldn’t think of any objection to Tess’s idea, and not only agreed, but offered the loft as the meeting space. We made rudimentary decisions about time and food—everybody would bring whatever she felt like, if anything at all. Funeral food. Folding chairs. Then we, too, hung up. I had a job now—I had to phone two people with the specific plan, which I then did, commiserating and repeating that time-filling talk.

I also had another job. I had to clean the place. It seemed frivolous and shallow to worry about such things now. But on the other hand, it beat thinking about Helen’s death.

In fact, cleaning filled time and gave me purpose, which is, perhaps, why it used to be so popular an activity with my sex.

I plumped pillows, ran a dust cloth across the oak table, straightened a stack of unread magazines, dry-mopped the floor, polished the bathroom.

And then, I was out of steam and surfaces. I tried to mark papers, but couldn’t focus on anything but Helen. That hideous fall. The way everything can change in an instant.

I tried to read a magazine. I turned pages, ripped out the cardboard inserts and ads so that the pages would lie more smoothly, and then I gave up on that, too.

When the phone rang, I grabbed it with unwholesome eagerness. I knew it was one of us—the book group woven tightly together because of this tragedy. It might even be somebody notifying me of what I’d already notified someone else. The circle would go round and round because so were we—spinning in the absolute confusion that follows having assumptions and expectations irrevocably snap.

This time, it was Louisa. I’d never called her, but she knew. She sounded subdued and unlike herself. When Louisa speaks, it’s generally in overlong, staccato bursts. Luckily, most of the time, she’s silent. Louisa is Clary Oliver’s younger sister, and I think that’s the only reason she’s in the group. She’s like a dim copy of her sister, and it’s possible she’s spent her life being angry about that, because all her energy seems to go into grievance collecting and self-pity. She’d outdone her sister only once—by having three divorces to Clary’s two. But Clary was a successful and self-supporting businesswoman, and Louisa had spun through half a dozen fizzled career plans. She was currently a consultant to nonprofits, but I had heard Helen once refer to Louisa herself as a nonprofit and, another time, as a business liability. It was assumed by everyone that Clary supported her and her children, and it was further rumored that Helen resented the time, energy, and resources given over to Clary’s younger sister.

“Did you hear?” she asked. “About Helen?”

This was late to be asking, and I was surprised that she’d call me, consider me a possible source of comfort. “It’s dreadful.”

“My sister is sick about this. Do you believe it, though?”

“Believe what?”

There was a moment’s missed beat. Then Louisa spoke again, even more slowly. “Then you didn’t hear. You don’t know.”

She paused. She paused longer. She knew something I didn’t, and she had to be sure that was perfectly clear. Her need to establish tiny footholds of power wherever, however she could was one of the many reasons I didn’t like Louisa.

“Okay,” I said. “Obviously, I don’t. What is it that I don’t know?”

She cleared her throat. “Helen’s death,” she said. “It wasn’t an accident. She did it on purpose. Helen committed suicide.”


Six

LOUISA EXHALED DRAMATICALLY. I EXCLAIMED, expressed shock, horror, confusion. Louisa exhaled again. I could almost smell her cigarette’s smoke through the receiver. Despite the horrible and somewhat urgent nature of her call’s content, she was going to insist on being begged.

I obliged her. “Why would you say that? Helen seemed the last person who’d—that roof garden was unfinished. Remember how she kept us away from the fencing last night?”

“Which only shows that she knew it was dangerous, don’t you see that? So why would she go out onto it today—”

“Because she was working with—wait a minute. You think she committed suicide because she went up there knowing it was unfinished?” That made no sense.

“That’s not what I’m saying at all!”

“Then say what you’re saying, Louisa. Please. And why you’re saying it.”

“I’m saying it because it’s true. Helen left a note. Clary found a notebook in her desk. A little loose-leaf thing she used like a scratch pad. Recipes, notes to herself, lists. And this long thing about shame and disgrace—”

“This thing—she wrote it or was she quoting it?”

“It wasn’t like she had quotes around it or anything, or Clary would have said. It said about how what she was going to do would upset her family and how she hated to do it, but she had to hope they’d come to understand that she had no other choice.”

“No other choice?” The worst of all possible short sentences.

“That’s exactly the way I heard it. No other choice.”

I was dumbfounded. I pictured Helen last night, so alive, so charged up. “But she…Helen was upset last night about Edna’s suicide in the book.”

“I think that was because the author made her do it—a plot device, that’s what annoyed her,” Louisa said.

I suddenly couldn’t remember clearly what precisely Helen had said, and then I thought, and almost convinced myself, that maybe she overreacted to what Edna Pontellier chose to do because she herself was becoming obsessed with the same act.

“Don’t act like I’m making this stuff up, Amanda! Clary told me!” The hysteria-edged staccato was back. “That’s what Helen’s own handwriting said, unless you’re calling my sister a liar.”

I really didn’t like Louisa, and her reactions were off center. I didn’t dignify her stupid challenge with an answer. “Whatever that writing meant—would a person work all morning, looking normal—”

“We don’t know if she was. Maybe she was upset all morning, too.”

“Anybody say so?”

“I don’t know if anybody’s asked. I only know what I told you. I thought I was doing you a favor, telling you. Why all these questions?”

“Still and all—it seems too…to go to work, then take a lunch break to go home and leap off the roof?” I asked her to repeat what she remembered of the message. “In a notebook,” I said. “That isn’t the same as leaving a note.”

“Who cares what it’s in? What it says is what matters. I’m sick about this,” she said. “Yesterday afternoon, Helen and I had a major…she’d just about ruined my life. She’s—she was on the board of the preschool and my Jared was not admitted and I’m sure she had a hand in that because she was angry about a loan I had to get from Clary, and—”

“Please,” I said. “Please.” Who cared right now about Jared’s preschool choice? How could she go on this way?

“It isn’t my fault if my ex hasn’t come up with one support payment in the last—”

Louisa actually had two topics. Her children and how badly every person she’d ever met had treated her. She emitted another smoky sigh, and I pictured her staring ceilingward, watching her exhalation trail up and around the room. “I could see how upset Helen was last night. She wasn’t herself, and I felt bad about causing it, but a mother has to protect her children, doesn’t she?”

“Thanks for calling me,” I said, eager to be rid of her. “I’m sorry it was such awful news, but—”

“But the thing is,” she said, “it was a fairly…it wasn’t a…I was furious, Amanda. You can understand. I may have gone overboard, said things…” She let out a small wail. “He’s my child! This is about his entire future! Her vindictive power play…but even so, what if I drove her to this? This level of despair?”

This was another of the many reasons I didn’t like Louisa. She was the absolute center of the solar system and everything was about her, even somebody else’s suicide.

“I’m sure you didn’t drive her to anything. Whatever happened has nothing to do with—”

“I hated how we’d left it,” Louisa said. “So I called her this morning, and I’m sorry, but my temper got the best of me again. I said some bad things. I…shouldn’t have, I know. Repeated rumors. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“Rumors?”

“About her personal life. I’m not going to make the same mistake and repeat them again.”

Ivan, I thought. Ivan who wasn’t where he was supposed to be. Ivan. His name in that context felt like a deadweight, pulling me down.

“I just…I made things worse. And then, three hours later, she did this horrible thing! We never got to make peace, to set things right. This is on my conscience forever and—”

“You need closure,” I said, although in normal circumstances I wouldn’t have used that term, that idea, except for doors. “That’s exactly the sort of thing Tess is hoping for from tomorrow night’s get-together. It’ll be good for you, and I’ll see you then.”

I hung up and pushed Louisa from my mind. There wasn’t any room for her anyway, only for Helen, who was ballooning into every crevasse, pushing against my skull—white noise, white light everywhere, but nothing I could identify or hold on to.

Was this possible? Could a woman’s will to live so suddenly give way?

What did we know about anyone, if something like this could happen the day after we’d been together, exchanging ideas?

I was standing in a large, safe room in the waning light of afternoon. All the walls and windows were intact and sealed against the outside world, and my feet were planted on solid ground, but I braced myself against the side of the range, held on to its edge because if I let go, I was sure I was going to slide across the floor and become what I kept seeing in front of my eyes—a body hurtling through space.

I couldn’t stop thinking of Helen. I hadn’t known her well, but I’d admired what I knew of her. She had competency—a rare and undervalued commodity. She made her life fit, turning her artistic bent into a successful commercial venture while raising her daughter and maintaining a solid marriage.

A seemingly solid marriage. I hoped somebody had located Ivan by now, and I hoped still more fervently that his mysterious whereabouts had turned out to be innocuous.

But Helen. Helen had juggled home and career—hers and his, to some extent, hostessing for Ivan’s business events as well as for her own. She was attractive, fit, and always wonderfully put together. She’d organized the book group, years before I joined it, because she made time for books, she’d said with an embarrassed smile—rising extra early so that she could read for pleasure every day—at five A.M. That in itself was proof enough for me of exceptional qualities.

I couldn’t believe any of what I’d perceived was an act. She was a woman trying hard—and mostly succeeding at—taking on the world on her terms. This was not in any way my picture of a suicide in the making.

And she’d hated Edna’s suicide. Not just as a literary device, a way of ending a book. She’d had contempt for the woman, or at least for the author who’d allowed such an end to pretend to be a solution—but no matter how visceral Helen’s reaction had seemed, how from her heart, even I could hear how weak an argument that would sound like. That was fiction. This was real life.

Helen was dead. It hurt to think it.

I made myself dinner and it sat in front of me, cooling and coagulating while I stared at a TV show I couldn’t have described two minutes later to save my life except that there were people roughly my age, looking like they were having a lot more fun than I was even though they were complaining that they should have been having a lot more fun than they already were.

I sat, curled into myself on the sofa, until Mackenzie bounded into the loft. I’d been waiting for him, so consumed with the miserable events of the day that I was stunned by his ebullient greetings, how hyperalive he seemed, wired and thoroughly enjoying life.

“Am I ever glad to see you!” he said. “I have just heard the chronicles of hell, the fleecing and emotional torture of Tom the Man, although, of course, that’s all in the past, says he. This bride is ‘a little bit immature’ but she makes him feel ‘alive.’” He flopped down on the sofa next to me and leaned close.

It seemed too cruel, too inappropriate to tap his shoulder and say, “Excuse me, I have news of a rather more serious character.” There should be some protocol for that, some early-warning system. But if there is, I didn’t know it, and so instead, I let him ramble on.

“I never had the heart to suggest that he’d said the same thing about the recently shedded missus. I felt like a secret hoarder in the war of the sexes—I knew I’d go home to somebody wonderful, somebody who was nothing at all like Tom’s women. Not any of them.”

“Damned with faint praise,” I said.

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

I knew he hadn’t, and I was flattered and glad to have him go on. I just couldn’t seem to express that sort of feeling right now or tell him why I couldn’t express those feelings right now, tell him about Helen. Helen alive, Helen hurtling, Helen gone.

“A guy who can’t live with or by himself. He said as much.” By now, Mackenzie was doing his sofa stretch, legs straight out to the ground and arms above his head, hands clasped. It’s an almost unconscious end-of-day routine for him, as if he’s shucking the accumulated tensions and irritants of the day, physically expanding until there’s no room for them in his system. It stretches just about every muscle, and normally even gives the viewer—when the viewer feels normal—a small lust-lurch, because it provides a full and unimpeded view of his excellent physique.

But there are few things as incomprehensible as a happy person when you yourself are miserable, and so my peevishness turned his stretch into flaunting himself. And worse, releasing his day’s tensions while I held mine inside like an undigestible hair ball.

“Mackenzie,” I said. “Listen up. I’m glad you’re in such a great mood, but—”

“I do go on, don’t I?” He straightened himself back into a sitting position. “Your turn. How was your day?”

I felt like a rain cloud about to dump its contents on poor C.K. Mackenzie’s undeserving head. “I’ve had some horrible news.”

He was all contrition. “I’m so sorry! What happened? To whom? What?”

I have to say that his ability to listen when so requested was perfectly honed.

I took him through Helen’s story stage by stage, including meeting the old woman who had witnessed Helen’s fall. And finally, I told him about Louisa’s call and the latest announcement, that Helen had been a suicide.

He nodded, he actively listened, he looked concerned and upset and whatever else I would have wanted, and I should have been able to relax, but I couldn’t. Instead, tension gripped a clenched fist on the nape of my neck.

I knew why.

I didn’t buy Louisa’s explanation, no matter what notes Helen had written. But I also knew how Mackenzie was going to react to my saying so. If I did. Which I would, because keeping my mouth shut is not one of my more practiced skills. “I can’t believe it,” I blurted out.

“No wonder. It’s staggering news. A friend, somebody you saw last night—”

“I mean it literally. I can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?”

I shook my head. “Everything I know about people—about anybody—makes it impossible to believe either idea. She shouldn’t have been up there. Her work crew was at Tess’s, not at her house. Why leave work to go up there? And suicide doesn’t fit. I saw her furious that even a fictional woman would try to solve a problem by suicide. She was so emphatic that she seemed silly—a woman beating a dead Edna, if you’ll pardon me for what I was thinking. But given her abhorrence for what the woman in the novel did, it’s impossible to believe that the very next day she’d think it was a good idea.”

“So you’re sayin’ it couldn’t have been an accident, and it couldn’t have been suicide, despite the note.”

“The so-called note was in a notebook—a three-ring notebook. Who knows who it was for or what it meant?”

He nodded. “Despite that.”

“Guess so,” I said. “Or…”

His expression was suddenly hard edged. “You suggesting foul play?”

Now he’d tell me I was a fool, that the police know best. I waited, ready to pounce when he warned me off from the world of thinking.

Except he didn’t. What he did was wait, along with me.

“If I did…you seem as if you aren’t…well, aren’t you going to tell me I’m being crazy, or ridiculous?” I finally asked.

“Why would I? I haven’t even heard your complete reasoning process yet.”

“You always do.”

“A man can learn,” he said gently. “You’ve been right before.”

The planet shifted gears. “You’re—you’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“You’re paranoid.”

I looked directly at him.

He smiled. “I’m waitin’,” he said. “I’m listenin’.”

For once, I was speechless.


Seven

BY MORNING, I REMEMBERED PETRA. There is nothing quite as miserable as going to school when you’re the teacher and you haven’t done your homework. When you haven’t kept your word. I wanted to hide at home rather than face Petra with nothing except sympathy and concern. I assured myself that given the profound shocks of the preceding day, there had been no time, no reservoir of psychic energy to give over to my student’s problems. I reminded myself that I was human, that a friend had died violently the day before. I explored every guilt-assuaging alleyway I could imagine, but I still knew I was letting Petra—and therefore myself—down.

I slowly entered the building and made the obligatory stop at the office to empty my cubby of the daily directives and ads from textbook companies. Next to me, Shelly Traynor, who also taught English, read a message and sighed.

“What’s up?” I asked softly.

“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t mean to…it’s this note about Gretchen Coulter. She won’t be in for a while. Her mother…it’s awful. She—”

“I know.” Poor, poor Gretchen. I wondered if her father had surfaced yet.

“She has learning problems as it is, with the dyslexia.” Shelly sighed again. “Turned off to school because of them, and I thought we were making real progress that she could hold on to over the summer, but now I don’t know what to do, how to help her.”

She wasn’t the only one grappling with those very words, and I couldn’t think of any instant solution that wouldn’t further intrude on Gretchen’s troubles. I shook my head sympathetically, wished her well, and trudged up to my room.

The closer the end of term comes, the more thoroughly I tend to plan out a week’s lessons. This is not done out of competency, but pure terror of what else might fill the yawning vacuum of summer-hungry adolescents. Luckily for me, the week was mostly in place, and nobody noticed—or at least commented upon—my robotlike behavior or the irony of teaching a unit on clear communication while I broke my silence with a mumble, and that, only now and then.

Yesterday, they’d each been given the picture of a complex quilting pattern and had written a description of what they saw. Today, their descriptions, minus the pictures, had been redistributed, and the class was trying to follow their classmates’ written directions. The results were entertaining and exotic patterns that had nothing to do with the originals. A lesson in miscommunication, but with good humor. There were occasional groans, but more often giggles.

Only a small part of my mind awaited the results of the exercise. The rest, most of it, was divided between Helen’s plunge from her roof and the thought of Petra arriving and finding me without answers.

My second-period class was also midway through a writing project. Theirs was called Abnormal Psychology. They’d recalled or invented vignettes of odd behavior, which they first described on paper and then for the class. We had many raised eyebrows, laughs, and nods of recognition—every family has someone who’d qualify—but after a discussion yesterday, the class was moving on from thinking of these people as merely “weird.” Now, they were to describe the behavior and then “analyze” its causes. They were making up histories and situations for their characters, and they seemed fairly captivated by the process. Except, of course, when interrupted by the PA system.

This time, the urgent! flash! stop the presses! interrupt every single room in the building! message was that Littering Was Bad.

My jaw clenched painfully, but it took all that pressure to keep me from saying what I wished I could say about the interruptions.

Dr. Havermeyer and his mouthpiece Helga lacked all impulse control. He had a thought—littering is bad—and boom! He had to announce it to the world. In the head, out the mouth. He must have been a joy of a student.

Then it was time for Petra’s class. They arrived, but she did not. I stood in my doorway, hoping to see her race in, and fearing it at the same time.

While I stood there, a girl came to my classroom door and, with no expression on her face, scanned the room.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

She pressed her lips together, looked at me sideways, then tilted her head in an attitude of consideration, started to shake her head, stopped, and bit her bottom lip. I wondered how my last class would have described and analyzed her behavior.

“You’re Miss Pepper,” she said.

I already knew that.

“I’m Bonnie Kramer. Petra’s friend.”

“Do you expect her?”

She shrugged. “Not exactly. Well, I wish, actually, I wish, but I thought she might be here, that’s why I came over, but—”

“She isn’t.”

Bonnie half turned. “Well, then, I guess I’d better be—”

“What’s going on?”

Bonnie looked at me appraisingly. “She told me that you know. That she talked to you. Told you. That you would help her.”

“Where is she? She promised not to do anything till we talked,” I said. “Please, tell me what’s going on.”

“I went there this morning, like always. I live around the corner, and she’s nearer the bus, so I always stop and ring the bell and we take the bus together, but this morning, Mrs. Yates answered the door and asked me why I was there. I didn’t know what she meant—I go there every day, and I said so. And Mrs. Yates goes, ‘She said she was sleeping at your house.’ And I realized I just made a real mess, so I tried to make it better. I said sure, she was at my house but she forgot her notebook, and could I get it. I couldn’t think of anything good.” Bonnie blinked back tears.

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. She’s screaming, ‘That little bitch, where did she really go?’ and ‘I wonder how many other times she’s lied to us’ and on and on, and I made everything really bad. What’ll happen to her if she ever comes back, and if she doesn’t, then what’ll happen to her? Where would she live? What would she do?”

“Back up, could you? You spoke to her yesterday. You knew she’d spoken to me, right?”

Bonnie nodded. Inside the room, the herd had realized that nothing was stalking them. That in fact, I was rooted at the doorway, my attention elsewhere. And so they had begun gamboling in the meadow. “Excuse me,” I said. “Wait here. I’ll be a sec.”

“I have math now.”

“I’ll write a note. Please.”

It was my sad duty to put a damper on the merriment. I stood in front of them, my roll book and a notepad clutched against me, and I reinflicted Hester Prynne on them, an essay about which characters in the novel were or weren’t moral. And then I hurried back to Bonnie, one eye still on them as they moaned, groaned, and settled in to writing. It was all an interesting charade since I knew these papers weren’t going to count for much, if anything, and I also knew that they knew it. And, I suspected—they knew that I knew that they knew.

But with a collective sigh, we played our roles. “Now,” I said to Bonnie. “You were talking. In person? On the phone?”

“On the way home. And when she came over, we talked more.”

That seemed to constitute a full report for Bonnie. I prompted. “And? How was she? What was her mental state? Did you think she might run away? Did she say anything that would hint where she might have gone?”

Bonnie shook her head. “She told me about talking to you. She was sort of glad she had, and sort of sorry? I remember she said that. And she told me about questions you asked, and that she told you about her grandmother who is awful—I once went up there with her and her sister. She was afraid you were going to make her tell her parents.”

I didn’t know how to respond. I hadn’t even known what I’d say to Petra. I’d been so worried about saying the wrong thing. But this sudden flight had me stymied. Without doing a thing beyond offering to help her sort things out, I’d managed to make her more desperate. “Were you there? At that party?”

Bonnie’s eyes widened, and I got the feeling that she thought if she made them large enough, they’d hide her confusion while she decided whether to tell me the truth or not. Finally, with another tightening of her lips—the girl was going to have purse strings around her mouth way before her time—she nodded. “But I didn’t…I don’t like to drink. I didn’t know what was going on with her until weeks later when she…found out.”

“Did you know the other people there? The…boy she was with?”

A head shake. I couldn’t tell if that was true.

“You have no idea where she’d go?”

Another head shake. “I can’t believe you can know somebody that well—my best friend! And then they disappear. Like you didn’t even know them at all.”

I thought about Helen, secretly suicidal, and I wondered how many times in life we had to keep learning and relearning the basic truth that everyone is a mystery.

“She wouldn’t go to her grandmother’s,” Bonnie said, “and her other grandparents live out in California so where would she go? I think she ran away. Just away.”

I pictured the girl on the street, in a shelter. I pictured her in too many situations, all of them bad and bound to get worse. There are, in fact, fates worse than death. “She may get in touch with you,” I said. “And if she does, please tell her to come back, to—”

“But that’s it! I’ve ruined everything. Her parents know she didn’t sleep at my house. They know she lied. They’ll go nuts! I’d have to tell her, warn her, wouldn’t I? That her parents know and they’re furious—and if I told her—then she’d never, ever come back!” Bonnie’s eyes flooded and she shook her head, angrily. “I did the worst thing. I did just the worst thing,” she said. “All day long that’s all I can think about, what I did.”

“You stopped at her house. There’s nothing to berate yourself about. If she gets in touch, tell her to call me.” The words came out of my mouth of their own volition. I hadn’t known I was going to say them. And once I had—and they took on supernatural quality, floating over to Bonnie who then looked at me through moist and suddenly adoring eyes, as if I possessed special wisdom, the ability to save, to heal the sick, and to work miracles—I was the one who felt sick. I was the one who thought I’d just done the worst thing.

Bonnie was too young and naive to ask what I’d do when and if Petra called. She simply accepted. I was about to fail two girls, instead of just one.

“Here,” I said, ripping a page from my notepad. “I’ll write you a late note for your math teacher. But take this, too—” And I wrote on a second sheet. “—my home phone.”

It shouldn’t be like this, was all I could think of as I watched Bonnie walk away. Nobody should have to run away from home. Nobody should have a home so terrifying and cold. Stone, they’d named her. Petra, stone. Maybe it was wishful thinking on their part, the hope that she’d be just like them.


Eight

OUR IMMEDIATE IMPULSE HAD BEEN to huddle together, shield ourselves against the specter of Helen’s death. But twenty-four hours later, when the book club members emerged from the elevator into the loft, each hesitantly bearing a casserole or covered bowl, facial expressions and body language said, “Why are we doing this? What did we have in mind?”

With death instead of a book to discuss, we lost all our self-assurance. It was so much easier dealing from the intellect than from the heart, which has no language. We were sheepish and tongue-tied. Why we’d thought that by congregating we’d come up with the wisdom and comforts we craved, I don’t know. Through history, people have searched in vain for what to say about, what to make of death. Revelations weren’t likely to occur just because my group was grieving.

Judging by expressions and uncomfortable silences and the overfussing with the dishes they’d brought, I knew I wasn’t the only one feeling inadequate because I didn’t know what to say and do. In another culture, it would have been easier. We would have fallen upon each other and sobbed, wailed, keened. That used to seem primitive to me. I now recognized it as astoundingly pragmatic, perceptive, and wise.

Our awkwardness wasn’t only about Helen’s death or Helen. It was also about how afraid we are to admit we’re afraid. For all our grown-up status, for all the things we do and all the roles we play in life, the knowledge that we aren’t in charge of a whole lot that’s important is terrifying—and not something we like to let out of the bag. So we smiled and put our collective sustenance on the table, where I’d set out plates and forks and napkins. And we eddied around, making small talk like people at a dreadful cocktail party.

The feeling persisted that I should do something, that I was the hostess—although that wasn’t exactly true. I was more the venue provider, which sounded so chilly and distant that it didn’t even serve as something I could tell myself for reassurance, so I hostessed up, urging everyone to help herself to food, and with heaping platters balanced on knees, we settled around the room on the borrowed folding chairs.

Mackenzie emerged from where he’d been holed up in the bedroom. “Won’t bother you ladies,” he said in his soft bayou-edged voice. “Wanted to express condolences. From all I heard, Helen was an impressive woman, and I’m sure everybody feels her loss and will for a long time.” He poured himself a glass of wine and, after much urging and waitressing by the group, amassed a plateful of offerings and retreated to the bedroom.

He’s gorgeous,” Roxanne said the second the bedroom door shut. “And, oh, that Southern accent.” There was much agreement and further embellishments about his hunkiness and my luckiness.

I appreciated the sentiments, although I admit the hungry expressions on some of my dear friends’ faces worried me. I believe Louisa Traverso, she of the three failed marriages, actually drooled.

The accolades continued. I was glad the awkward silence had been broken, although I found this effusiveness excessive. No need to be so very effusive in their praise, or to so lovingly catalogue his fine attributes.

They made him seem like a great purchase I’d made, a clever investment. Or an especially adorable pet.

And then, just as abruptly as it had begun, it ended, and the stilted silence returned. This time, it felt like shame in new attire. We weren’t supposed to be ogling a handsome man; we were supposed to be mourning, eulogizing, doing something about a dead friend.

“What we have just witnessed, ladies, is the life force in action,” Tess said, putting us back on course. “Isn’t it nice to know that despite how sad and rotten and upset we are about Helen, it hasn’t extinguished our pilot lights altogether? I say hooray for it.”

It is good to have a shrink around.

“I’m so upset,” Roxanne said, breaking the ice in which we’d set the dead woman. “And shocked. I’ve known her forever, but I must not have known her at all. That frightens me. I don’t know what it means.” She looked down at her fingernails, ticking one tip against the other. We waited. She made her tick, tick noises. Then she lifted her head again and spoke more forcibly. “I’m sorry, but she did not seem depressed Monday night.”

There was a round of murmurs, all agreeing. “Not depressed,” was repeated softly. “Not suicidal!” more loudly.

I was glad to hear my gut impressions seconded. Nobody had found Helen quite herself Monday, but nobody thought that a tirade against suicide dovetailed into committing suicide the next day. Nobody suggested that Helen had felt irresistibly drawn to replicate Edna’s actions.

My suspicions surfaced again, but this did not seem the time to broach them, since nobody else was moving from disbelief toward what I thought was believable.

“But there was a note,” Tess said. “This is so difficult to absorb or believe, but then there’s the fact of the note.”

“She wasn’t depressed, but she wasn’t herself either on Monday,” Clary said. “She was so jumpy!” She stopped, her eyes growing first wide, and then overflowing. “I didn’t mean—how could I have said that word! I didn’t mean…” She shook her head and bent over to find tissue in her bag.

“Please,” Tess said. “It was just a word. And she did seem hyped up, overly upset about the book and Edna’s behavior.”

Clary cleared her throat and seemed to have almost regained her composure. “Listen, I meant to say…the truth is, I can only stay awhile,” she said. “Ivan’s devastated, and I promised I’d—”

So Helen’s husband was back. Clary didn’t offer an explanation for where he’d been and nobody asked. At least not out loud.

A polite cough broke the brief silence. “I can’t stay either,” Denise said. “I wanted to be a part of this, but in truth, I shouldn’t be here at all. I’m supposedly out in Villanova with Roy Stanton, but I said I’d be late. Zack’s at the helm.” As she said her stepson’s name, a fleeting frown, very fleeting—Denise seldom showed even slight displeasure—darkened her expression.

I was continually surprised by what a political animal she was. Being arm candy, a professional smiler for an ambitious man, sounds appalling to me. I hadn’t known her before her marriage, but people said she’d been strongly committed to women’s rights. Now, her expressed beliefs were cloned from her husband’s, so far to the right and so antifeminist that it was incredible she tolerated, let alone embraced such notions. Apparently, she’d vowed to love, honor, and adopt his driving ambition as her own.

None of us, including Denise herself, talked much about Roy Stanton or his campaign in book group. One night a month, etiquette trumped politics.

“Zack’s very take-charge, very enthusiastic, but still, he’s new to it, and young. I shouldn’t stay long.” This time, Denise managed not to grimace as she said her stepson’s name.

I’m not sure I could have been as noncommittal about Zachary Harris. Aimless has become an old-fashioned word, but it described the obnoxious young man wandering through life with only the enormous chip on his shoulder as company. His mother had died right before he entered Philly Prep, and a whole lot of slack had been cut for the grieving child, so much that for six years, he used that slack as a hammock in which to sulkily doze away his days. And when he wasn’t aimless, he was aimed in the wrong direction, involved, I’d heard, in petty crime and unsavory pursuits.

But now, five years after high school, he’d turned around. He’d been infected by the same congressional lust as his father, for whose campaign he now worked. According to Denise, suddenly and completely, he’d found his place in life. Some discover religion. Others discover politics. Whatever works, works.

“What I meant,” Clary said, “was would everybody mind if we more or less…discussed whatever it is that we came for? I mean…Helen. Now?”

Her sister, Louisa, sat picking at her cuticles. Sooner or later she’d find a way to turn this into a this-is-all-about-me session, but for now, she was quiet, which was good for everything except her cuticles.

“How’s Gretchen?” Tess asked.

Clary shrugged. “Exactly as you’d assume—devastated, stunned, bereft, needy—and afraid she provoked this. Apparently, she’d been nagging for some computer system—I’m not sure what. And Helen had really gotten mad. Told her that she had no idea how hard life was, and what a bad time they were going through. Gretchen didn’t know what Helen meant. I assured her that all marriages hit speed bumps, that things were tense at work, and that she, Gretchen, had nothing to do with what her mother chose to do.” Clary gulped, put her hands up, signaling that she was empty now, that she’d said all she knew, and her chin was out pugnaciously, as if daring us to contradict her, or to mention her glittering eyes.

I had a mental image of Gretchen, the child in pain, and saw her blur and be Petra, as well. It hurt even imagining what either of them was feeling. I redirected attention to Helen, not her child. Not anybody’s child. “Clary?” I asked. “How about you? You see her every day. Did you have any inkling she was suicidal? Did you see her that morning?”

Clary sighed. “I wasn’t there that morning. I had an appointment in Jersey. She was gone by the time I got back.” She frowned. “I mean she’d left the office.”

“Would it be horribly wrong to ask whether business problems could have overwhelmed her?” Denise leaned forward, earnest and worried.

I love questions like that. If it was horribly wrong to ask that, then how should we react? By shouting “yes!” and stomping out? Punishing her with silence or the dunking stool? The question was awkward, given that Helen’s business partner was not apt to reveal serious problems.

Clary obviously also felt stymied. She cocked her head, looked to the distance, and said only, “I can’t imagine why.”

A nonanswer.

When nobody followed up on that, Clary burst into tears. “Sorry,” she said. “Sorry. This isn’t like—I just can’t—”

My own eyes stung and I looked down, as well. The entire room grew quiet, but this time, it felt appropriate, like a meditation, a necessary one.

Clary sighed raggedly. Then she dabbed at her eyes and looked at Susan. “Know what? Helen was a fan of yours. In her book—the book that had the note also had a lot about your Polly Baker story.”

“Polly? Really?” Susan looked delighted.

Clary nodded. “Helen must really have loved it. I mean writing it down, wanting to remember it.”

“Speaking of writing things down,” Tess said. “I thought of something we could do, something that would be nice. I’m assuming we’re all concerned about Helen’s daughter, and that I’m not the only one who feels useless in a situation like this. Gretchen doesn’t know me well, and she’d be uncomfortable if I went to talk to her or spend time. But a letter might be different. My mother died when I was around Gretchen’s age, and a few of her friends wrote down their memories of her. It doesn’t sound like much, but there have been so many times I reread those letters.…” She let the sentence dangle.

“Well, but—” Louisa was expert at objecting.

“I’ll find a pretty scrapbook,” Tess said, interrupting her. “We can put all the letters in it. Just write on one side of the page, is all. Whoever wants to—no obligations, but if you’re going to do it, do it as soon as possible. I think Gretchen could use immediate gestures of kindness.”

“What kind of things do you want in it?” Louisa sounded put-upon. “I’m not exactly a writer, you know.”

Tess was the calmest person I knew. I don’t know if this was part of her professional training, or if it came naturally, but where others rush to fill silence and say anything—and by others, I mean myself, of course—Tess waited while you could almost hear her thinking. What I found amazing is that almost always, her listeners were patient and did not themselves rush in to fill that space. “An anecdote,” she now said. “An opinion, an appreciation, a thought about life, why you’ll miss her, a photo. Whatever good things her memory triggers in you. Gretchen’s an adolescent; she lives in another country. Someday she’ll want to know her mother better as a person. She’ll want to see her with adult eyes. That’s all—we share our perceptions.”

“I didn’t know her that well,” Louisa said. Louisa probably didn’t waste her mental storage space on good or happy memories. She needed all of it for her world-class collection of grievances. “I saw her once a month at book club. And at my sister’s social events. And felt her presence, because of the preschool board she was on.” She pursed her mouth, and to her probable dismay, nobody encouraged her to talk about the heartache of not getting her kid into the right preschool. I knew she wanted to begin a sentence with, “I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but—”

“Can we have the memories, the letters, in by the weekend?” I asked. “I’ll be glad to help out, Tess.”

“What do we do?”

I shrugged. “We should have a central collection point. It could be Tess—”

“We’re at the shore,” Tess said. “Have to get the house ready for summer. Replace the rusted and the rotting.” She smiled at the mess she implied she would find. “However,” she continued, “I could get the scrapbook and my letter here before we leave Friday, and if you wanted to, the whole shebang could be ready by Monday.”

“That’s when they’re talking about a memorial service,” Clary said. “If the body’s released by then, which it should be.”

Two people suddenly realized they were leaving town the next day and wouldn’t be able to get anything down on paper beforehand. It looked as if Tess’s idea was going to be stillborn.

“Wait a minute,” Louisa said. “Just one minute. Forget the book.”

“But—”

“Let’s say it. A collective memorial. Right now. All together. We don’t need a scrapbook. Do you have a tape recorder? We could get it all down—”

I was horrified to acknowledge that a decent idea had come out of Louisa.

“I know how to splice tape,” I said. “Edit it. My class did a sort of radio play, and I learned how. So say whatever you like. Revise, don’t be inhibited. We can always edit it out.”

This was a pleasant, well-meaning plan.

It was also quite sad, because here we were, women who’d missed signs of imminent suicide, who hadn’t a clue as to why Helen jumped, convincing ourselves we could produce meaningful memories Gretchen could use to help define her mother, a woman we obviously hadn’t known at all.


Nine

LIKE MAKING THE SCATTERED PIECES of a jigsaw puzzle fit, we were to fuse a portrait of Helen for her daughter, for her daughter’s future. We had preliminary discussions about abiding by very un-book-club-like behavior, such as speaking in turn. We tested and retested the tape recorder, found it fine, made a large pot of coffee, and did everything possible to delay a project we were set on even though we knew it was futile.

“Might I go first?” Denise pointed at her watch face.

I suspect that most if not all the women were as delighted as I to have somebody take the lead and give this amorphous project a shape and direction.

Denise did so with her usual calm self-confidence. She identified herself to the tape and spoke softly. “I only knew Helen through the book group, so what most impressed me was what she had to say about life through the books we read. More than anything, I’ll remember her values, her ethical sense. She looked for the moral underpinnings of the story, to see if they were sound. I didn’t always agree 100 percent, but I respected her for her fine values.”

Denise sounded ready to launch into one of her husband’s campaign speeches about morality. Next we’d get to family values and how Helen exemplified them, even though Helen had been last seen ranting against men telling women what to do with their lives. But I caught my knee in midjerk and realized that Denise was right. Helen always looked below the plot for the underlying ethics and meaning. That’s what had gotten to her about The Awakening. Helen was a firebrand, crusading for causes she felt in the right and looking for reflections of them in everything, on the page or off.

Denise smiled, said that was about it, and left to rejoin her husband’s campaign.

“Two things for starters,” Roxanne said next. “First, Helen was a good friend. I don’t just mean to me.” She leaned closer to the tape. “I mean to whomever she was a friend. You could rely on her. You could trust her. You could have fun with her or be serious with her. That’s pretty special and much rarer than it should be.” Roxanne’s sweet little-girl voice felt just right at that moment, soothing and kind. “And second, I want to describe meeting your mother for the first time,” she continued. “She looked like she had a lamp inside her—she gave out light from some invisible source. That sounds crazy, but it was true. Every boy’s eyes were on her and that radiance that night, and, Gretchen, when I look at you, I see that light turning itself on, too.”

That was kind and selfless, given that Roxanne had been Ivan Coulter’s college love, dumped after he met the shining Helen. Of course, that was long ago. Nowadays, Roxanne was married to an oil-company engineer and was the Coulters’ neighbor and friend.

“Of course, Gretchen,” Clary began with no ceremony, “you know how close I was with your mom. Maybe too close to describe her. At first, in college, I was almost put off by her. She was so pretty, so smart, and so popular. Everybody loved her, and she dated half the campus. We once joked about her having dated every Tom, Dick, and Harry—except it wasn’t a joke. She was madly in love with a Harry right then. I didn’t know who it was, but I was sure he existed because I did personally know guys she’d dated named Tom Lester and Tom Peters and Tom O’Hara, and Dick Burton and Dick—you probably catch my drift. I think it was literally true.

“So there’s that. But so much more that I can’t describe—can’t even see clearly. Like when you look too closely at a newspaper photo and all you see are the dots that make it up, not what the picture’s of? She’s too complicated and maybe we have too long a history and it’d take too long for this tape, for sure.” Clary snapped off the tape and blew her nose and wiped at her eyes. She sat blinking and inhaling for a brief while, her finger held up as a signal she’d begin again soon. Finally, she cleared her throat and started the tape again. “We’ve been through rough times and good times. But what comes to my mind first was how decent a person she was, how good-hearted. Sometimes I guess I thought of her—and maybe you did, too—as being a worrywart or even sometimes as, well, a meddler. But it was concern that did it, a sense of fairness, a desire to make things right. I don’t want this to sound too goody-goody, because it wasn’t, necessarily. That trait didn’t always work well for making business decisions, but—” Clary inhaled and seemed to be choosing her words carefully, “—it was a good way to be a human being.” And Clary, whose motions were always quick, stood up, said “Gotta run, sorry,” and was gone.

“Listen, Gretchen,” Tess said into the tape, “your mother’s beginning to sound too much like a plaster saint and just a bit unbelievable, so I want to say that while everything everybody else said is true, she could be a real pain in the butt, too. She was human is what I’m saying. Which means that if you’re beginning to think that we’re all making stuff up that sounds good—now you know that isn’t true. Believe what we say.

“For me, I’ve seen your mother sad and upset and angry, but my personal mental photo, if you asked for one, would be of her laughing. Lots of times, lots of laughing. I remember when you were born, and, oh, how she’d laugh with pure joy just because you existed. So I think I’d add that to the picture of her, plus bravery. There were lots of times she stuck her neck out, when she believed in a cause and went for it. Do you remember her marching against the Gulf War—when she turned out to be the only person who showed up? Well, it was the wrong day, in fact, but march on she did. And then laughed at herself, too. That’s what I hold on to and you should, too, no matter what.” Tess sighed heavily, then grimaced.

I nodded to show that I’d cut that sorrowful sigh out, but I was controlling a sigh of my own. Her “no matter what” meant she accepted the idea that Helen had committed suicide.

“I admire your mother’s spunk.” Wendy Loeb had a self-assured, warm tone. As she spoke, she fiddled with the impressive engagement ring she’d worn for a decade. “She had guts. I met her years ago, through Ivan. The three of us were a partnership. We were going to build apartments in Devon and get stinking rich. But the project went kerplooey, and we got really poor instead, and in debt, and that might have scared off most women from high-risk projects, but not Helen. She paired up with Clary and wound up making another risky business work. And I found my footing again, too, and it all has a happy ending.” She stopped and put her hand to her mouth, eyes wide. I put my hands up to express, I hoped, that it was all right. An understandable slip of the tongue that no one would take to mean Helen’s death was a happy ending.

But she shook her head and said, “Turn it off,” and when we did, she was crying. “Erase that. It sounds horrible, it sounds as if I thought—you know how it sounds. Just because we had that awful time with the project—Helen blew it if you must know and it set me back years. But then, look, things turned out economically for all of us, including Helen most of all, but that makes me sound…and it’s all water under the bridge. It’s the past, it’s forgotten.” She puffed out a hard exhale, then nodded. I turned the machine back on.

“I meant she had guts, like I said. In the best way. The courage of her convictions. Standing up for what she believed. Trust me, business partnerships that go sour aren’t the best way to stay friends, but because of who she was and how she was, we did. I admired her, and I learned from her.”

When it was my turn, I realized that I’d known Helen less than anyone else, having been with her only a dozen times, a year’s worth of book club meetings. I said how smart I thought she was, and how thoughtful. “Maybe everybody else takes that for granted, because they knew her better than I did, but that’s what stood out for me. I always wanted to hear what she had to say because it was always thoughtful and heartfelt and that’s a pretty fine combination.” Something like that.

Then, as if we’d primed the pump, people started remembering more, funny or moving anecdotes, and the tape went on until suddenly Louisa, who’d been silent the entire time, leaned forward and in a tense, flat voice, said, “Your mother was civic minded. That sounds…I know how that sounds, but everybody else has said all the other things, anyway. But I mean she cared about a lot of things that weren’t just about her. The, ah, community. And—and I’m sure that she always did what she thought was best, no matter how it looked.”

For a second, I thought she was offering consolation for the suicide, but then I regained my senses. This was Louisa, and Louisa’s only topic was Louisa. She meant Helen’s possible role in not admitting Louisa’s child to the nursery school. This was Louisa being generous of spirit.

Roxanne piped in again. “I liked the way she was always looking forward. A kind of innate optimism. And she was interesting. We had an appointment we never got to keep, for a story she wanted me to sell. Something about her business, but—and this is a confession—Gretchen, generally I don’t find business, her business, all that interesting—but I knew she’d make the story interesting. She had that kind of a personality.”

We took a break so that everybody could think about whether there was more to add.

“When were you supposed to meet with Helen?” I asked Roxanne.

“Yesterday. Five o’clock.” Roxanne shrugged.
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