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The New York Times calls Barbara Rogan “a passionate writer whose prose is as vivid as lightning bolts.” Now she delivers a mesmerizing tale of a long-hidden betrayal—and its deadly repercussions.


In the summer of 1972, on the night of their high school graduation, nine friends make a solemn vow to meet in twenty years’ time. For Willa Scott, flanked by her best friend, Angel, and her boyfriend, Caleb, the future is a canvas to be painted in bold strokes and bright colors. But the ensuing decades bring change and separation. Willa becomes a biographer, and she drifts away from Caleb and Angel.


Almost twenty years later, Willa, now mother of a teenage girl herself and recently widowed, looks up during a book signing and sees Patrick Mulhaven, the bad boy of Beacon High. He reminds her of their long-ago vow and persuades her to help track down their old group. It isn’t long before Willa discovers that Angel’s trail after high school is ice cold. It’s as if she dropped off the face of the earth. Convinced that something has happened to her friend, Willa begins a search that takes her back through the looking glass. What she thought were the idyllic friendships of her youth are revealed as a tangled web of deception, betrayal, and life-shattering secrets. As the reunion weekend approaches, Willa is convinced that someone has killed—and will kill again—to keep Angel’s whereabouts hidden forever. But when the people you know best are the people you know least, who can you trust?


Barbara Rogan has proven herself a master of subtly evolving fear, and Hindsight delivers a spellbinding story about the powerful—and sometimes murderous—yearnings of the human heart.
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HINDSIGHT





prologue



June 1972


In the beginning was the dress, and the dress was beautiful: a shimmering concoction of black and silver, strapless, formfitting, the sexiest item Willa Scott had ever owned in all her seventeen years, thanks to Angel, who’d taken her shopping and made her buy it. She’d had to smuggle it out of the house and change in the car, but it was worth it if only for the expression in their eyes as they looked up from the rocks and saw her coming. Patrick and Angel were there, Vinny, Travis, Shake, and Nancy. Two missing: Jeremiah, who wasn’t expected, and Caleb, who was. Patrick untangled himself from Angel and rose from the rocks, lurching toward her like a marionette. “Jesus Christ, girl, are you trying to break my heart?” She laughed and offered him her cheek. His lips brushed her neck instead, descended to her bare shoulder, and remained there until she gently pushed him away. There was beer on his breath but he wasn’t drunk yet.


A hot afternoon, late in June, sun streaming down on Beacon Hill. Unencumbered by houses or roads, its crest reachable only by a footpath that wove through dense, fragrant mats of low-growing juniper, the hill was their private spot, their place to hang out after and, often, during school. An outcropping of rocks overlooked the high school football field. Other kids knew about Beacon Hill, but they didn’t go there without an invitation, and few were forthcoming.


Below them, on the field, Willa saw parents and teachers gathering. “Where’s Caleb?” she asked.


“Who cares?” Patrick’s arms enfolded her. “I’m here, you’re here . . .”


“And I’m here, or did you forget?” said a sultry voice. Angelica Busky—Angel, they called her—pinched his ear between two scarlet-tipped fingers. “Down, boy,” she said. Patrick obeyed meekly, and Angel turned to Willa. “Foxy!” She unstrapped the camera attached to her wrist and snapped Willa’s picture.


“Look who’s talking,” Willa said, for Angel had somehow poured her bounteous self into a ruby-red flamenco dress, flared at the thigh and cut to flaunt the famed Angelic bosom.


Angel shimmied and the boys on the rocks let out a collective moan. She thrust her camera at Patrick. “Take us both.”


He staggered, clutching his chest. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear those words.”


“Our picture, wiseass. Like you could handle the two of us!” She flung her arm around Willa’s shoulders; Willa stiffened for a moment before encircling Angel’s waist. If ever there was a time to let bygones be bygones, surely this was it. They vamped for the camera and for the boys, well aware of the pleasing contrast they presented: Angel of the wild red hair, green eyes, and voluptuous body; Willa tall and slender, with dark blue eyes and golden hair that flowed like honey over her shoulders.


The others, too, had dressed for the occasion. Shake—John Shaker—and Nancy Weston were dressed alike as usual, in matching white bell-bottom pantsuits. Her hand was in his hip pocket, his in hers. Travis Fleck, in a sports coat and tie but no shirt, clambered monkeylike over the rocks and, under the cover of a congratulatory hug, rubbed his tall skinny self up against Willa. She shoved him off. Willa was no prude, no matter what Angel thought, and never minded the occasional friendly squeeze or hug; but Travis was always so sneaky about it. Vinny, looking after Caleb’s interests as usual, shambled over and removed Travis by his scraggly ponytail. He offered Willa a joint.


“Those your graduation duds?” she asked, accepting a light. Vinny wore jeans and a tie-dyed Grateful Dead T-shirt with the left sleeve rolled up to hold his Camels and reveal a pumped bicep.


“Hey,” he said defensively. “It’s a new shirt. Where the hell’s Caleb?”


“Dunno. I thought he’d be here.”


“They’re starting,” called Patrick, and they joined him on the rocks to watch their class graduate without them. Two by two, they marched onto the field, the class of ’72, ushered in by the high school band. As strains of music wafted upward, Willa glanced at Shake, who played first sax. He was watching the band with an unguarded, forlorn look that disappeared the moment he caught her watching. “Man,” he said, flashing his dimples, “look at those turkeys. Best part of busting outta this joint is never having to wear that fuckin’ band uniform again.”


“Fuckin’ A, man,” said Nancy, his loyal acolyte. Angel and Willa exchanged glances, allies still when it came to Nancy. Girlfriends came and went, but Angel and Willa were the only girls who belonged in their own right: a crucial difference, in their eyes.


“Nah,” Patrick said. “Best part’s never having to deal with that asshole Grievely again.” It was Donald Grievely, Millbrook High’s principal, who had barred Patrick from the graduation ceremony, ostensibly for his little prank with the audiovisual projector—a cut from Deep Throat spliced into a ninth-grade sex-education filmstrip—but actually because Grievely had been spoiling for one last shot at busting his balls. Of course once Patrick was banned, his friends were bound to boycott. All or none, that’s how it was for them, with Jeremiah as usual the exception.


“Hell yeah,” Vinny said, “but I gotta tell ya, my mother was pissed. She was looking forward to seeing me graduate.”


Patrick peered up at him through a shock of black hair. “What you talking about, man? They were never gonna let you graduate.”


“So? She didn’t know that.”


Travis laughed, spraying beer through the gap between his front teeth. “Your mom didn’t notice you were failing every subject?”


“Fuck you, man.” Vinny stepped back from the spray. “You think it’s easy flunkin’ all your subjects?”


“Quit yer bragging,” Angel said. “You passed shop.”


“Couldn’t help it, could I? I’m just too good with my hands.” He reached for Angel, who evaded him easily and went to sit with Patrick. Willa peered down the hill. Where was Caleb, anyway?


“They should’ve given you a special award,” Travis said, “for the lowest GPA in school history. You should’ve been the counter-valedictorian.” A joke, but he kept his distance. Vinny was the reason no one ever messed with them or invaded the hill, his friendship their collective umbrella; but it barely stretched to cover Travis Fleck, designated hanger-on and purveyor of essential substances.


“The retrotorian,” Willa offered. “You could’ve made a speech like Jeremiah, only everything he says, you say the opposite.”


Vinny struck a valedictory pose. “Ladies and gentlemen, teachers, parents, and fellow students, fuck you all very much for coming.”


Below him on the field, Jeremiah Wright was striking a similar pose at the podium. When Patrick had gotten banned from graduation, Jeremiah pled his case to the principal and, when that failed, gamely offered to join the boycott. He knew, of course, that they wouldn’t let him, and they knew he knew, but he’d done the right thing by offering and they accepted that, as they accepted and forgave so much for Jeremiah. He was the valedictorian of their class; he had earned the right to speak for all of them, the bad boys and girls on the hill as well as the good ones below.


They nestled in among the boulders and listened in a haze of weed, the sweet hot whisper of summer on their necks, freedom’s nectar on their lips. But the same breeze that so faithfully delivered the scent of juniper from the hillside scattered Jeremiah’s words like dandelion seeds. Only a few reached them, high on their hill. Future. Promise. Never forget. At the end of the speech, he turned their way and raised his arm in a closed-fist salute: for Jeremiah, a gesture of the utmost defiance. Patrick leaped to his feet and waved back, and the others followed. The seated graduates, following this exchange, spotted them now for the first time, silhouetted against the setting sun. A murmur ran through their ranks; a few brave souls cheered, while, scrunched in his seat on the makeshift podium, the principal fumed. Willa threw kisses, Angel snapped pictures, and the boys saluted their classmates with beer cans.


A rare moment, charged with magic; even as it unfolded Willa knew that it would stay with her forever. All that was missing was Caleb, and suddenly he was there, striding gracefully up the crest of the hill, tall and lean, in a white shirt and khaki trousers, a headful of amber curls. He walked straight to Willa and kissed her on the lips, a long, soulful kiss. Now Willa’s happiness was complete. She looked at Angel from the shelter of Caleb’s arms and when their eyes met, she smiled triumphantly.


The others reacted to Caleb’s arrival as they always did, by grouping themselves around him. If Jeremiah was the star atop their Christmas tree, Caleb was the trunk that held them all together. And he’d come bearing gifts, two bottles of champagne and a bag of clear plastic cups. Vinny uncorked the first bottle with a pop that could be heard down on the field. They drank to each other, to good times and undying friendship, to the past and the future. They finished one bottle and opened the next; they drank and grew merry, while below them on the field, the ceremony droned toward an end. Patrick turned on his radio and “Sympathy for the Devil” drew them to their feet. They began to dance. Willa danced with every one of the boys, each dance a good-bye, because tomorrow, much against her will, she was leaving on a summer-long trip to France. The boys were going on a cross-country jaunt in the ’57 Chevy that Vinny and Patrick had spent two years rebuilding. Willa had begged her parents to let her go with them, but of course they couldn’t wait to tear her away from her friends—as if physical separation could make a difference to what they meant to each other. Her only consolation was that Angel wasn’t going either.


After dark, Jeremiah turned up with another bottle of champagne. They danced on. The hill was lit by a full moon and the gentle strobe of fireflies. Willa tried to save the slow dances for Caleb, but Patrick claimed one and would not be denied. Patrick was wiry and strong, not much taller than Willa. He held her close and it was obvious what he was feeling.


“Willa,” he said, slurring slightly. “I’ve failed, Willa.”


“How have you failed?”


“The one thing I promised myself I’d do during high school, the thing I wanted most, I didn’t get.”


“Oh, really? What’s that?” They’d been flirting forever, she and Patrick; only this time, he wasn’t playing.


His arms tightened around her, hands splayed across her back. He kissed the hollow behind her ear, heedless. “I think you know.”


Angel was dancing with Jeremiah. Jeremiah was talking earnestly, but Angel wasn’t listening; she was staring at Willa, who felt the heat of that scorching gaze. If Patrick made a fool of himself tonight, Angel would blame her; she would think it revenge. “Come on, Patch,” Willa murmured, removing an exploratory hand from her ass. “I thought we were past this.”


“How could we get past what we’ve never gone through?”—a pretty nifty notion for someone as drunk as he was acting.


“Have you forgotten Caleb and Angel?” Willa said.


“This is bigger than all of us,” he said. It felt bigger, she thought, suppressing a giggle. Angel said he was hung like a bull, and she ought to know. Patrick’s hand dipped downward once again, and suddenly Caleb was there with Angel at his side. “Wrong girl, pal,” he said, not unkindly, and extricated Willa from Patrick’s grasp. With the ease of long practice, Angel latched on to Patrick and bore him away.


When they could dance no more, they flung themselves onto the rocks to catch their breath. An outsider, had one been present, might have been reminded of seal pups exhausted from playing in the surf. Jeremiah opened the last bottle of champagne and poured it ceremoniously, serving the girls first. “Here’s to the three most beautiful women at Millbrook High. Ladies, it’s been a privilege.”


Then Angel stood and raised her glass. She was a sight to see, a flame on the hill topped by a blazing cloud of hair and a pale face awash in moonlight. “I have a toast,” she said with a faint, inward smile, looking from one face to another. “Here’s to doing the right thing.”


There was a moment of silence. Willa was struck by the oddity of such a toast from Angel, who prided herself on never doing the right thing. She glanced at Caleb, but his face was turned aside.


Jeremiah was the first to speak. “Here’s to knowing what that is,” he said, and their laughter dissipated the tension that had sprung up from nowhere. Angel sat back down beside Patrick, who put his arm around her. Shake produced his harmonica and started playing a blues tune, sweet and sad; and Angel, recognizing the song, joined in.


“‘Frankie and Johnny were lovers


O Lordy, how they could love


They swore t’ be true to each other


Just as true as the stars above


He was her man but he done her wrong.’”


Angel had a husky, tuneful, been-there-done-that sort of voice informed by her idol, Janis Joplin. Shake’s harmonica alone was pleasure enough; many of Willa’s finest moments had been played out to its music. But combined with Angel’s voice, the classic folk ballad of unfaithful lovers brought tears to her eyes. Never again, for as long as she lived, would she hear that song without remembering this night. When the last notes died out, there came a silence, and in the silence an acknowledgment that this was how it had to end. For end it must, their time together, this private good-bye. June nights were chilly in the hills of northern Westchester. Other parties beckoned, other people; and there were couples among them who craved a private hour in between.


“All good things come to an end,” Jeremiah said. “So they say; and I’m beginning to see it’s true.”


“This isn’t the end,” Angel said. “It’s the beginning.”


“It’s the end of the first stage and the start of the second,” Caleb said. “We build on this. What we have together, no one can take away. This is the foundation.” He raised his glass. “To all of us, till death do us part.”


“To us,” they echoed. It was the signal they’d been waiting for. One last round of hugs and farewells as they gathered their belongings and then someone—later on, no one would ever agree on who it was—someone said, “Let’s make a vow: Twenty years from today, wherever we are, whatever we’re doing, we meet again, right here on Beacon Hill.”


Given the prevailing state of maudlin drunkenness, this was a proposition that could not fail to persuade. And so it was solemnly resolved and sworn to over a layering of hands, Vinny’s proposal for a blood oath having been overruled by Jeremiah, who wanted none of his blood: Come what may, come heaven or hell, they would all meet again in twenty years.
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January 1992


They offered to send a car. Willa refused; she hated being driven. The people sent to fetch her inevitably took upon themselves her entertainment through chatter, which in turn obliged her to hold up her end just when she felt least sociable. Far better to make her own way in peace. That afternoon, she drove to the station and took the Metro-North from Chappaqua into Grand Central station. Mid-December, and already it was snowing; all the more reason to be glad she wasn’t driving. There were delays, and the ride took fifty minutes, which she spent working on her speech. Despairing over it, really, reading it again and again with growing horror. It was the same talk she’d given last year when her book had come out in hardcover, but now every line reeked of irony.


Willa knew she shouldn’t be doing this. She wasn’t ready; it was too soon. But Judy Trumpledore had gotten on her case—Do you good; about time you got off your butt—and it was pointless arguing with Judy. It wasn’t that she didn’t know the meaning of the word “no”—she was an editor, after all—it was that she tended not to hear it.


In Ardsley, a man entered the train and sat beside her, though there were plenty of empty seats available. Wall Street type, presently morphing from lean and hungry to fat and smug; married, without a doubt. Willa looked him square in the face. “I wouldn’t sit there if I were you.”


This remark seemed to encourage rather than deter him. “Why not?” he asked, flashing dimples that, amortized over a lifetime, must have been worth a thousand lays.


“They say it’s not contagious, but who the hell knows?”


She got her seat back. Returned to her speech, slashing and cutting. Too bad she couldn’t cut it all. Be calm, she ordered herself, and obediently took a few deep breaths. Leaning her head against the cold glass, she repeated Judy’s words like a mantra: “Never underestimate the human capacity for self-absorption.” Willa’s story was four months old, longer than the memory span of the average New Yorker.


At Grand Central she took the number 4 downtown express to Union Square. It was Willa’s conviction that no one could say he knew a city who did not know its underground. She saw the subway as the city’s circulatory system, its veins and arteries; the passengers as platelets. She took pride in her ability (the product of a good memory and a misspent youth) to navigate the subways, which she continued to do long after the need was gone. Simon had hated it. “My clients ride the subway,” he would say, as if that in itself were sufficient reason for his wife to avoid it. Willa had spared his feelings by not telling him.


She emerged from the subway into a blast of cold air and a dazzle of white. A thin blanket of snow covered Union Square, and more was falling: thick, slow flakes that landed on her eyelashes and the hair that streamed out from under her brimmed hat. No one’s going to come out in this, she thought, and her spirits lifted.


The signing was at a small, independent bookstore called Illuminations, a popular spot for Village residents as well as NYU students, among whom, according to Judy, a Compton-Burnett cult had blossomed. Turning a corner onto East Fourteenth Street, Willa was confronted by a plate-glass window full of her books, not just the new one but the two earlier biographies as well, dozens of copies in hardcover and paperback, along with a blowup of the cover of her latest, Family Secrets: The Poison Pen Novels of Ivy Compton-Burnett. Beside it was also a poster-size portrait of the book’s author.


Willa cringed at the photo and tugged the brim of her hat down over her face. That god-awful glam shot. Judy had made her do it. The only good thing about it was that it looked nothing like her, so no one ever recognized her from her jacket picture. They’d posed her to look like the heroine of some soppy romance: standing barefoot on a windswept jetty, long dress blowing, hair tousled, nothing but sky and sea behind her. Simon had loved it; so he’d said. Kept a framed copy on his desk, faced outward. Simon had been very supportive of her career. Whenever they went out, he’d introduce her as “my wife, the authoress.” Writer, she’d told him, again and again. Author if you must. “Authoress” is patronizing and archaic. And he’d promise to remember, but the next time he introduced her, he’d say it again: my wife, the authoress.


Judy was standing just inside the revolving door, peering out with a worried look. When she spotted Willa, her face lit up and she waved. Willa stepped into the revolving door. As it opened into the store, she heard a babble of voices and glimpsed a dense knot of people milling about with wineglasses in their hands. Panic seized her; she kept turning and emerged back on the sidewalk.


Judy followed her out. “What are you, nuts? It’s freezing out here.”


“I can’t do it, Judy.”


Judith Trumpledore, publisher of Trumpledore Books, an imprint of HarperCollins, was a short woman, expensively dressed, with a figure that at their age bespoke considerable effort. She had wavy black hair, sharp features, intelligent gray eyes, and a nanny-like certitude. “Sure you can,” she said, seizing Willa’s arm with a grip of iron. “It’s like riding a bike. Where’d you come from, anyway? I didn’t see a taxi.”


“I took the subway to Union Square. You don’t understand: The speech is a disaster.”


“The subway? Jesus, Willa, I said we’d send a car.”


“What’s the big deal? We always used to.” Back when they were roommates, she meant, before Willa’s marriage and Judy’s ascension up the ranks; back when they were both newly minted editorial assistants at Harrow Books.


“And Nathan’s was our favorite restaurant. That was then, this is now.” Judy was still holding Willa’s arm, as if afraid she would bolt.


Willa stared through the plate glass at the crowd inside. There must have been fifty customers in the store, which made no sense at all. Through pure luck, which occasionally runs good as well as bad, the publication of Family Secrets had coincided with a reissuing of several of Compton-Burnett’s out-of-print novels; consequently her own book had been widely and generously reviewed. Nevertheless, literary biographies are hardly the sort of books that attract crowds; there couldn’t be this many people in New York who’d even read Ivy Compton-Burnett, much less a book about her. “Who are they all?” she asked.


“Friends, fans, a bunch from NYU. I told you, Compton-Burnett’s hot.”


“Did you publicize this thing?”


Judy laughed at her accusatory tone. “Guilty. We ran an ad in the Times and sent invitations to some friends of yours. This may come as a shock, my dear, but most writers like publicity. They have the odd notion that it sells books.”


“It’s not that I’m not grateful. It’s just—”


“Enough, Willa. Let’s go. Chin up, chest out, march.”


Inside, someone took her coat, and someone else produced a glass of wine. Judy hovered by her side, but by now there was no need; Willa had made the switch to full authorial mode. Many faces were familiar: there were colleagues of Simon, as well as people from Harrow Books, where she’d worked, and HarperCollins, where her books had been published. Some of them had been to the funeral; none of them had seen her since. “How are you?” they all asked. There was concern but also, unmistakably, curiosity. Willa hid behind a Plexiglas smile and moved quickly from one to another.


Manny Schultz, her literary agent, emerged from the crowd to envelop her in a massive bear hug. He smelled of wool and snow and pipe tobacco. Willa was amazed to see him. Publicity was the publisher’s concern, and Manny made a point of never going to his authors’ appearances. “If I crave pontification,” he would say, “I’ll listen to the pope.”


“What are you doing here?” she said.


“If Mohammed won’t come to the mountain, the mountain must go to Mohammed. You owe me a book, my sweet, and I will have it.”


“You should twirl your mustache when you say that.”


“I don’t have a mustache.”


“Then you should cultivate one.”


He smiled but stayed the course. “Are you working?”


“Of course.” She looked past his shoulder at the rear of the shop, where a podium and some thirty chairs had been set up. Most of these were taken; booksellers were hastily adding more. “Excuse me, Manny, I think they’re ready for me. You played me,” she said in a different voice to Judy as they moved off. “It’s a goddamn coming-out party.”


“You had to come out sometime,” said Judy, practical as always. “Are you working?”


“I meant to slink out. This is a freak show.”


“It’s a show of friendship and support. Why look a gift horse in the mouth?”


“I’ve never understood that expression. If someone gave me a horse, first thing I’d do would be to check its teeth.”


“You’ve been reading too much Compton-Burnett,” Judy said, and handed her over to the owner of the store, a tall, thin, flustered man whose name Willa had missed.


She sat in the front row, smiling politely throughout his introduction, as if he were speaking of someone else. The usual inaccuracies, things puffed up to sound so much grander than they were. “Formerly an editor at Harrow Books, Ms. Scott began her series of remarkable literary biographies when she moved to the country. Publishing’s loss was literature’s gain.” Assistant editor was as far as she’d gotten, one step above entry level for well-brought-up girls with Ivy League credentials. She’d been noticed, though, given books to edit, and slated for promotion until her pregnancy grew evident; and that was the end of that. Publishing, it was often said, is a great field for women; childless women is what they meant, though that usually went unsaid. Judy Trumpledore stayed single and chose her lovers judiciously. She got a promotion; Willa got a baby shower.


Her salary was a pittance and likely to remain so. Simon’s practice was thriving, and ever since she’d gotten pregnant he’d been agitating to leave the city. Growing up in suburbia, Willa had vowed never to return. But she never went back to Harrow after her maternity leave, and six months after Chloe was born, they moved into their first house, a small Victorian in Chappaqua, a twenty-minute drive from where Willa had grown up.


A burst of applause; she’d missed her cue. The owner looked at her expectantly. Willa rose and made her way to the podium. She adjusted the mike, opened her folder, and raised her eyes to the audience. Every seat was taken, and there were people standing on the edges and half hidden among the stacks. A sea of faces, familiar and half familiar, studied her through eyes opaque with hidden thoughts, dense with speculation. Willa’s poise shattered; suddenly she could not bear to be looked at in this knowing way. Then Judy caught her eye, and something in her look reminded Willa of who she was and made it possible to begin.


“Ivy Compton-Burnett took to novel writing relatively late in life, at the age of forty, when she burst forth onto a stage dominated by contemporaries such as Virginia Woolf and Anthony Powell. Critics were astounded by her work, scandalized, enthralled. ‘Aeschylus, transposed into the key of Jane Austen,’ the London Times wrote. She was compared to a surgeon, her novels to scalpels, but in fact her method was more akin to vivisection than to surgery. Compton-Burnett sliced into living families and laid them bare; they, like severed worms still ignorant of their plight, continued to go about their business while the writer went about hers.


“Her specimens were upper-class Elizabethan families of the utmost outward gentility, but what she exhumed from beneath that surface gentility would bring a blush to the cheeks of Harold Robbins. Incest, adultery, blackmail, matricide, patricide, infanticide—everything, practically, but genocide. Events on a large scale didn’t interest Compton-Burnett, who lived through two world wars without ever feeling the need to incorporate them into her fiction. Or not directly, at least. She was interested in power, without a doubt; totalitarian power and its various abuses were her life’s study. But she was drawn to work on small, exquisite canvasses.”


She paused for a sip of water. The next page was full of angry blue slashes. Already Willa had strayed into dangerous waters. Somewhere out there Simon’s colleagues were sitting, two of his partners and his secretary. Faithful Minty, who must have known: How dare she show her face?


“Her view of human nature was not benign. Compton-Burnett believed that most of us would succumb to strong temptation, that many did, and that the great majority got away with it. ‘There are signs that strange things happen,’ she told one interviewer, ‘though they do not emerge. . . . We know much less of each other than we think.’”


Willa soldiered on, somehow got through it. The audience was kind, the Q and A that followed blessedly brief. The usual questions: “How do you choose your subjects?” (“I don’t; they choose me.”) “How many hours a day do you write?” (“Since both my editor and agent are here today, I’d have to say between twelve and fourteen.”) And so on. Then it was all over but the book signing. Willa sat behind an oak table piled high with copies of Family Secrets. Beside her, a young bookseller asked names and opened books for her to sign. Willa used a simple blue Bic. The gold Cartier pen Simon had given her on the occasion of her first book signing was at home in its box. Someday she would give it to Chloe.


Simon’s secretary, Minty, third in line, fixed her with a wet-eyed look that brought out the beagle in her long, lugubrious face. “Willa, my dear.”


“Hello, Minty,” Willa said, briskly yet with an air of having only just remembered her name. Minty got not only a signature but also an inscription, a quote from Compton-Burnett: “‘It is better to talk honestly.’”


She signed the next book, and the next. After a while she stopped looking up. “Who would you like it signed to?” she heard the bookseller ask for the twentieth time.


A man’s voice replied, a voice so tantalizingly familiar that a chill ran through her. “To the fool on the hill,” the voice said. Willa looked up. The man before her was a stranger until he smiled; the moment she saw that cocky smile, she knew him. “Patrick,” she cried, thrusting out her hand; the table was between them.


“Hello, Willa. Lovely as ever, I see.”


He was older, of course, and better dressed than she’d ever known him to be, in a tweed jacket, sweater, and khakis. Fine lines radiated from the corners of his eyes, but the eyes themselves were unchanged, full of mischief. His hair was shorter but still dark, with the same stray forelock slanted across his forehead.


“This is a surprise,” she said, and felt herself blush. He laughed, and her numbed heart contracted in a spasm of yearning for the old Patrick, the old Beacon Hill gang. More than friends, they were the gold standard against which all subsequent friendships had been gauged and found wanting.


He’d wanted to surprise her, he said. He’d planned it that way. “From the moment I saw the ad in the Times, I anticipated this meeting.”


“What if I hadn’t known you?”


“Impossible,” he replied with perfect confidence.


“It’s been a long time.”


“You proved me right yourself. And people don’t change that much.”


No, she thought, we just get to know them better. So Compton-Burnett said, in one of the passages Willa had blue-lined in her speech: “Familiarity breeds contempt, and ought to breed it. It is through familiarity that we get to know each other.”


The people behind Patrick were growing restless. The little bookseller placed an open book before her, and Willa bent to the task. “To Patrick,” she wrote, “nobody’s fool.” That part was easy, but how to sign it? Love? For a man she hadn’t seen in ages, had never even known as a man, but only as a charming, feckless boy? Fondly? That was cold. Finally she signed it “Your Willa,” and felt the blood rush to her cheeks as she held it out to him.


But instead of taking the book, he grasped her wrist. His hand was warm, or hers cold. “I’m taking you out after this.” Although it was a statement, not an invitation, something in his look as he waited for her answer recalled her old power over him.


Willa glanced aside. Judy and Manny were beside the podium, heads canted together, talking intently. They meant to take her somewhere and double-team her. She turned back to Patrick, who had not budged, though the line exerted its pressure.


“I’d like that,” she said.
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He didn’t ask where she wanted to go but led the way briskly to a little basement joint off Thirteenth Street, improbably named El Cantino Szechuan. A sign in the window touted “the world’s finest Cuban-Chinese cuisine.”


“Only in New York,” Willa said as she picked her way down the steps to the entrance.


“I wandered in here my first night back,” Patrick said. “Best grub I’ve had in years, plus they let me run a tab. I love saying, ‘Put it on my tab,’ don’t you? It’s like ordering a martini shaken, not stirred, or walking into Rick’s and saying, ‘Play it again, Sam,’ which, as a matter of fact, no one actually says in the movie. I eat here every night.”


“The same restaurant every day?”


“Sometimes twice a day. I am nothing if not loyal. Besides, Consuela here has adopted me, haven’t you, Mamacita?”


The large, dour woman behind the counter simpered and turned girlish in his presence. “Hola, Professor,” she greeted him, ignoring Willa. She led them past a long bar to a booth in the rear of the restaurant, which was larger than it looked from outside but sparsely populated; the only other diners at the moment were a party of three, two young men and a teenage girl trying hard to look older. Scenic posters of China were hung haphazardly along the walls. The subdued lighting surely owed more to economy than any attempt at atmosphere. Patrick ordered wine and waved away the menu. “Estamos en tus manos, Mamacita.”


Then they were alone. Patrick looked at Willa and she looked back, each marking the passage of time in the other’s face. It was strange to see a face at once so familiar and so changed. Though she could still see the boy in him, Patrick had acquired a man’s opacity. He looked solid, successful; he’d grown into his self-confidence. She was glad to see him, but there was something sad about it, too, like meeting Peter Pan all grown up. As for herself, she was grateful for the dim lighting.


“Feels like old times, doesn’t it?” he said. “Or like a wrinkle in time.”


She smiled at the reference. The book of that title by Madeleine L’Engle was one of many finds they’d shared with one another. Each of them had had a passion. Books had been hers, movies his. “It does,” she said. “So much so, I keep waiting for the others to arrive. What are you doing here?”


“Teaching film at NYU. Just started in September.”


“So you are a professor!”


He laughed at the look on her face. “Don’t blame you for being surprised. I’m amazed myself. I keep waiting to be unmasked.”


“How did it happen?”


“Pretty much by accident. College suited me. Didn’t want to leave so I kept on going. Ran out of degrees after a while, and found myself unexpectedly employable.”


Willa’s parents used to call him a bum and a hoodlum. One day, they’d predicted, he’d be parking her car, if not stealing it. Now she regretted that they weren’t on better terms; she’d have enjoyed calling them up and gloating.


“I wasn’t surprised by what you do,” she said, “only that it’s such a perfect fit. Life rarely works out that way.”


“Yours has,” he said.


She stared at him. Was he mocking her, the life she’d settled for: truncated yearnings in a Town & Country setting?


“I mean,” his voice less certain, “you always wanted to be a writer.”


“I wanted to write novels. Instead I write about novelists.”


“A fine distinction.”


“No,” Willa said, “a salient one.”


“Are you married?”


“Widowed.”


He blinked. “I’m sorry.”


“I have a daughter. Chloe’s almost fifteen.”


“Fifteen,” he said, in a reminiscing tone. “Driving all the boys crazy, if she’s anything like her mother.”


“She’s not, thank God. How about you? Wife, kids?”


“No kids. Married, sort of.”


A flat silence followed. A world of heartbreak in those words: not hers this time, some other poor sap of a woman. “Sort of.” Was that what Simon used to say when asked?


“She teaches at UCLA,” Patrick said. “Wonderful woman. Hates New York as much as I hate L.A. We’re like Woody Allen and Diane Keaton, geographically incompatible.”


Willa nodded but said nothing. There was an element of judgment to the silence. For the first time, she had looked at Patrick through grown-up eyes and found him wanting.


He seemed familiar with the look. “I saw this T-shirt the other day,” he said. “It read, ‘If a man speaks in the forest and no woman hears, is he still wrong?’”


Willa laughed. Let him keep his secrets, she thought. They weren’t kids anymore, to spill out their hearts to each other. As she had no intention of expanding on her own situation, she had no right to pry into his. “Do you like teaching?”


“I do, actually. I seem driven to fulminate, as you may recall. I’m sure I talked your ear off, back in the days.”


“You introduced us to some of the best films ever made. Bergman, Malle, Truffaut . . .”


“Ah yes. Jules and Jim.”


“My favorite.”


“Of course. It was our story.”


She stared. “What do you mean?”


“Best friends in love with the same girl—sound familiar?”


“Sure. It’s an old story; Truffaut didn’t invent it.”


“You broke my heart, you know,” he said, so simply and matter-of-factly that Willa could not believe or even pretend to believe he was joking.


She said, “You were crazy about Angel.”


“Apples and oranges,” he said with a shrug.


Men. She turned away. Across the room, one of the boys was kissing the girl, while the other, believing himself unobserved, watched with a complicated blend of vicarious satisfaction, frustration, and longing.


“Dumplings,” a voice said. Consuela balanced a tray on one massive hip as she transferred dishes to the table. “Refried rice and beans. Beef with peppers, very hot. Watch out.”


Willa, who for months had been eating dutifully but without appetite, was assaulted by an aroma so deliciously earthy that her mouth began to water. She filled her plate and Patrick filled his, and they ate in the most comfortable silence she’d shared in ages. No need to make conversation; it was only Patrick, after all, spouting his usual line of nonsense. Because surely it was nonsense. They’d been friends, close friends, nothing more. They’d flirted, but so what? If they’d given academic credit for flirting, Patrick would have made valedictorian in place of Jeremiah.


When her plate was empty, she leaned back and smiled. “Was I right?” Patrick asked, refilling her wineglass.


“You were. Excellent grub; thank you.”


“Don’t say that. It makes me feel you’re about to leave.”


“I do have a train to catch.”


He started to speak and stopped. Their eyes held. His were free of guile. We’re adults now, they said; we can do what we want. But he had no idea what she wanted.


She excused herself and went to the ladies’ room. Tiny, two stalls and a single basin. The girl from the other table was there before her, fixing her makeup in the cracked mirror above the sink. Behind the bright red lipstick and thick mascara was the soft, unformed face of a child. This girl couldn’t be much older than Chloe. Willa had a sudden impulse to speak to her, warn her. Careful, she wanted to say. They seem so sweet, but they’ll break your heart. She waited for their eyes to meet, but, though the room was so small they had to squeeze past each other, the girl never looked at Willa. Too old, too worn, a nonperson to this child.


When she returned to the table, the plates had been cleared and Patrick was drinking a cup of coffee. There was one for her as well, covered with a saucer to keep it hot. A small gesture of consideration; it was a measure of Willa’s instability that she needed to blink back tears. Simon used to do that. Every Sunday morning she’d wake to the smell of coffee, his and hers. And by the time they got around to drinking . . . but she wouldn’t think about that now, or ever.


She took a sip, the strong black brew as bracing as a slap on the cheek.


“Regular okay?” Patrick asked. “We’re not at the decaf stage yet, are we?”


“Not quite.” Willa glanced at her watch. She’d already missed the nine-fifteen. Didn’t matter; Chloe was spending the night with a friend, and the trains ran every hour.


Eventually the conversation turned to the old Beacon Hill crowd. Willa’s parents had sold their house and moved to Palm Beach during her freshman year in college; between obligatory visits to them and her deepening involvement with Simon, Willa had gradually lost touch with her old friends. Patrick hadn’t spoken to any of them in years but knew more than she did. Jeremiah was a lawyer in Washington, he told her, and Vinny owned a garage somewhere in the Bronx. Shake had married Nancy shortly after high school and last Patrick heard he was playing in a band down in Maryland. Neither of them knew what had become of Travis Fleck. That left Caleb and Angel, but where those names should have arisen, there came instead a hole in the conversation. What cause Patrick had for discomfort, Willa did not know; she had her own. Her parting from Caleb had been bitter. And from Angel there had been no parting, no good-byes, bitter or otherwise. They had quarreled; there had been a rupture, followed by a long, unbroken silence.


She asked finally—how could she not?—“What about Angel?”


“I’ve no idea. I haven’t seen or heard from her since high school.”


“Neither have I,” Willa said. They stared at each other in disbelief. “How is that possible?”


Patrick shrugged. “She ran away that summer, and as far as I know, she never went back.”


“I know she ran away, I heard about it when I got back. But she’d run away before, and she always went home eventually.”


“Not this time. She wouldn’t have dared.”


“Why not?”


“Smashed up her old man’s car, didn’t she?”


It came back to her then, the story she’d heard when she returned from France. A week or so after graduation, Angel had fought with her father, stolen his keys, and smashed up his car on her way out of town. The cops had found the car, but no sign of Angel, who was presumed, by the lack of blood, to have walked away from the crash and hitched a ride. But was that a reason to break forever from the only parent she had?


“Busky loved that car,” Patrick said. “It’s the only thing he did love. He’d have killed her.”


“But then why not get in touch with you, with us?”


He scowled into his empty cup. “For years, every time the phone rang, I expected to hear her voice. Never happened. But I thought for sure she’d reach out to you, sooner or later.”


“She never did. I tried to reach her for a while, but at some point I stopped.” That point was right around the time that Simon came into her life; Willa had gone from hoping Angel would visit to dreading it. “I figured if she wanted to see me, she knew where I was. We’d had that fight, you know, at the end of high school. And I guess she never forgave me.”


“I seem to remember that you were the offended party.”


Willa bit her lip. “Offended” wasn’t quite the word. She’d been stunned. How could you? she’d asked over and over, until Angel finally exploded. “Why are you making such a big fucking deal of it? Haven’t you learned anything these past two years? You might be smart in the classroom, girl, but in real life you’re a fucking moron!”


“I was,” she said. “But she was angry at me, too, for making such a fuss.”


Patrick frowned. “Angel had a temper, God knows. But it wasn’t like her to hold a grudge.”


“Maybe she just gave up on me.” Even now it hurt to say it. A lot of staying power in old wounds.


Then Consuela returned with a pot of coffee. There was a silence, not quite as easy as the ones they’d shared before. “What about Caleb?” Willa said at last. “Are you in touch with him?”


“He dropped me years ago,” Patrick said indifferently, but with a faint aroma of old bitterness.


Willa was amazed. Although she herself had moved on, she’d retained a notion in the back of her mind of her old friends going on as before, together. Logically, it was no surprise that after twenty years (Is it really twenty years?) they had drifted apart. Still, she would have expected some of those relationships to have endured; Caleb and Patrick’s in particular, for they’d been the closest of friends from kindergarten through high school. “What could have happened?”


“Ask him,” Patrick said with a shrug. “Last time I saw Caleb was his mother’s funeral. My mom phoned to tell me she’d died. I took the red-eye from L.A. to be there. Shake came, too; skipped a gig to make it. Caleb never spoke to us. No, I lie: He said one sentence, ‘Thanks for coming.’ Then he shakes our hands like we’re strangers and turns to the next guy in line.”


He was good at that, she remembered. The last she’d seen of Caleb was his back. Junior year, he’d hitchhiked all the way from Miami after receiving her letter; made it to the campus by ten o’clock the next morning. Willa was crossing the quad with Simon when she saw Caleb striding toward her, the edges of his long coat flapping like wings. People made way for him. Willa dropped Simon’s hand and waited.


Caleb halted in front of her. The sun had bleached his hair and darkened his face. Caleb didn’t spare a glance for Simon, though he must have known who he was. Her letter was in his hand. He wadded it up and tossed it at her face.


Simon sucked in his breath and stepped up. Willa grabbed his arm. “No—this is between us.”


“What the fuck, Willa,” Caleb said. “You can’t do this.”


“She already has,” said Simon, who’d never met Caleb, his absentee rival.


Caleb kept his eyes on Willa’s face. “Fuck off, man.”


“No, you fuck off,” Simon said. “You got your walking papers.”


Caleb finally looked at him, a measuring look followed by a smile Willa knew all too well. The two men were about the same size, Caleb a bit taller, Simon a bit heavier; to look at, they were evenly matched. But she’d seen Caleb in action and knew what would happen if they fought. Simon’s humiliation would make for an unpropitious start to their impending marriage.


She pushed between them. “Let me talk to him,” she said to Simon. “He has a right to hear it from me.” He didn’t like it but she insisted. Simon backed off far enough to give them some privacy but remained, watching Caleb’s every move. Willa led Caleb to a bench out of the flow of pedestrian traffic. She sat down; he stayed on his feet, pacing before her.


“What did you expect?” she said. “You didn’t want to be with me yourself, but you can’t stand it that I’ve found someone else.”


“I didn’t want to be with you?” he said furiously. “I worked my ass off for you! Everything I did, I did for you.”


“Spring break you went to Mexico. Last summer you didn’t even bother to call. You left me hanging. What were you thinking? Did you suppose I’d wait forever, play Penelope to your what’s-his-face?”


“We had an understanding. What difference does it make if we’re apart or together? We belong to each other; we’re two halves of a whole.”


“Meaning you get to do whatever you want for as long as you want, while I sit at home knitting stockings.”


“You want to fuck some asshole lawyer, go right ahead. It’s not like I’ve been a monk all this time. All I’m saying is don’t forget where you belong.”


Over his shoulder she saw Simon watching them. The contrast could not have been more striking: Caleb in sandals and dreadlocks, his only concession to the northern winter the floppy black overcoat that looked like a castoff from a Marx Brothers movie, slung over a body so tense it vibrated; and beyond him, in the background, Simon, impeccable in his Burberry coat, hair slicked back, as solid and powerful as the ivy-covered buildings around him.


And the only thing they had in common was the conviction that they alone knew what was best for Willa.


Willa stood at a crossroads and she knew it. She saw two paths, one marked “Simon,” the other “Caleb.” (There was a third, but it was overgrown and neglected and she didn’t notice it at the time.) Of the two paths she did perceive, the choice was obvious. If being with Caleb had been like shooting the rapids or riding out a tempest on a raft, being with Simon was clear sailing over moonlit seas, secure in her captain and her craft.


“I’ll always remember us,” she said. “You made me what I am. But I’m marrying Simon.”


“Marriage,” he sneered. “Is that all you want? A husband, two-point-five kids, and a house in the suburbs? Your mother’s life, that’s enough for you?”


“I want a man who’s with me in more than spirit.”


“What if I said I’d marry you?”


“I’d say you were a day late and a dollar short.”


He sucked in his breath, stood and stared. Willa held his gaze. Then, without another word, Caleb turned and walked away. With every step, his shoulders unfurled, his back straightened, his head rose. Women looked at him as he passed and he returned their looks. Before he was halfway across the quad she knew he had already put her out of his mind. She watched until he disappeared from sight. He didn’t look back.


So Caleb had walked away from Patrick, too. In an impulse of sympathy, Willa reached across the table and touched the back of his hand. Patrick misunderstood the gesture; his hand turned and captured hers.


It was awkward. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings by pulling away, but she didn’t want to hold his hand, either. Then Patrick, with a rueful laugh, raised her hand to his lips, kissed it, and let it go.


“So they’re both gone,” Willa said. “Maybe they’re together.” She meant it as a joke, didn’t expect his stricken look, still less the pang in her own heart.


Old betrayals never die. They just hunker down, like cancer cells waiting to recur.


“Unlikely,” Patrick said. “But we’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?”


“How’s that?”


“You know.”


And the astonishing thing was that she did. All evening long she’d waited for him to bring up their pact, and now he had. Twenty years from today, they’d said, wherever we are, whatever we’re doing. In June it would be twenty years exactly. “Will they remember?” she wondered.


“We did,” he said.


“But will they come?”


“Of course. Come hell or high water, we said; dead or alive.”


“We were wrecked.”


“We were always wrecked,” Patrick said serenely. “They’ll come.”
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“Why a widow?” Patrick asked. “Why a ghost?” No one answered. He gazed out at a class full of blank faces and eyes that slid away like minnows at his approach. How many of them had even watched the film he’d assigned? Half, maybe. The trouble with teaching a course like “Film and Society” was that it tended to attract a lot of non-film students looking for an easy way to fill their humanities requirement.


“Think about it,” he said. “Unlike real life, the world within a film is deterministic. There’s a reason for everything; nothing happens by chance. The Ghost and Mrs. Muir is a love story, one of the greatest in film history. Why construct a love story around a widow and a ghost?”


Still no takers. He picked out a kid in the back whose name he happened to remember. “Cruishank?”


“Don’t ask me, man,” Cruishank said, playing to his buddies. “It’s a chick flick; ask a chick.”


“That is so sexist,” said the girl beside him. “I can’t believe you actually said that.”


While they argued, Patrick sat back and zoned out for a moment. He was whipped. No sleep last night, too stirred up over meeting Willa, who had changed, but not in any way that helped him. He’d deliberately arrived late to avoid running into her; his first sight came as she climbed the steps to the podium, dressed in a fitted gray suit with a slit skirt and a belted V-neck jacket with no blouse. At that moment, Patrick had nearly lost his nerve. She looked like money and ice to him. If he hadn’t known her, he would have been smitten, but he’d have done his admiring from afar. Tough to approach, would have been his thought, and expensive to maintain. Women like her weren’t interested in men like him.


But he did know her; he knew her well. Old running mates, partners in truancy. Somewhere along the line she’d acquired the self-possessed, touch-me-not air of a grown woman. But whoever said that no man is a hero to his high school classmates might have added the corollary that no woman is unattainable.


He forced his attention back to the classroom, where the girl next to Cruishank was presenting her own theory of the movie as a feminist parable. “When Mrs. Muir first meets the captain, she totally defers to him. Even though he’s dead and she’s alive, he’s still The Man. I mean, come on, the movie literally shows her taking dictation. But as she gets out into the world, she starts gaining a sense of her own power, till finally she realizes that she doesn’t need a man at all . . . at which point the captain gracefully recedes into the twilight.”


“But he comes back,” Patrick said. “In the very last scene, as she’s dying, he comes back for her. How does that fit into your interpretation?” From the corner of his eye, he saw a hand waving. The student’s name was Stacey but Patrick thought of her as Lolita; she had the face of a child and the body of a woman, clad today in a tight pink sweater and a leather skirt the size of a man’s handkerchief. There was a butterfly tattooed on her right thigh, but Patrick, who’d been down that road before, kept his eyes on her face. He prided himself on never making the same mistake twice. Why bother, when there were so many new ones to be made?


“Yes, Stacey?”


“I don’t buy the feminist angle. To me, this is a story about a love that transcends even the greatest of barriers, death. And the last scene is the payoff for the whole movie; it’s what validates her choice.”


“So why a widow?” Patrick asked. “Why a ghost? Bear in mind that this picture was released in 1942.”


“World War Two. Men going off to war, women staying behind, both wanting reassurance that whatever happens, love endures.”


“Give me a break,” the feminist said. “You can’t love a ghost.”


“Mrs. Muir did.”


“That’s a fantasy. In real life, trust me, shit happens and people move on.”


“But do we?” Patrick asked. “Do we move on, do we forget? Young love, the first kiss, the first embrace: Do we ever forget those things? Or do they endure?” Talking more to himself than to them, for they’d hardly had time to forget; thinking of Angel, a double first for him: first kiss, first fuck. Could he forget her? He’d been trying for years, with fair success till Willa stirred the pot. Dangerous to exhume old ghosts. Willa, too, had been a first: his first unrequited love, creator of the synapse that linked love and grief. Forget her? Not a chance. Though his wives would surely disagree, Patrick considered himself a man of uncommon faithfulness; not in the dreary, technical sense of the word, but rather in that his affections, once bestowed, were bestowed forever.


After class, he ran up two flights of stairs to his office. He made a habit of running up the stairs; apart from the aerobic benefit, it got him away from any students who might be tempted to detain him. The door was unlocked, so he wasn’t surprised to find Barney at his desk, drinking coffee and grading papers. Patrick considered himself lucky in his office mate. Barney Glass, whose course on gay and lesbian themes in film was known to politically incorrect students as “Fag Flicks,” was a companionable, laid-back guy with a backhanded skill at departmental politics.


“Morning, sunshine,” Barney said, as Patrick helped himself to a cup of coffee from the pot on the filing cabinet. “We’re up bright and early.”


“I had a class. What’s your excuse?”


“Exams. And no, I couldn’t work at home. Frank has the world’s worst cold, and you know what a bitch he is when he’s sick.”


Patrick settled himself at his desk, facing Barney’s. “Some wife you are.”


“In sickness and in health, darling. Crankiness is another matter.”


“Please don’t call me darling.”


“Too faggy?”


“Too L.A.” Patrick tipped his chair back and propped his heels on the desk. He ran his hands through already disheveled hair.


“How’d it go last night?” Barney asked, with an air of remembering. “Did you see her?”


“Oh yeah, I saw her.”


“And? How’d she look?”


“Different.”


“Frumpish?”


Patrick laughed wryly. “Hot.”


“Married?”


“Widowed.”


“Uh-oh,” Barney drawled. “I smell trouble.”


“No trouble,” Patrick said, though he wouldn’t have bet a nickel on it.


“Old girlfriend, hot, bereft, and in need of consolation. This by you is no trouble?”


“She wasn’t my girlfriend.”


Barney threw up his hands. “Worse yet! She’s the one who got away.”


Patrick didn’t answer. It was true that there was something unfinished in his relationship with Willa, a jagged edge. She was a piece of shrapnel lodged too close to his heart to remove.
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Somewhere between the produce and the meat sections, Chloe disappeared. Willa turned from examining roaster hens to find her shopping cart beside her but her daughter missing. She didn’t worry at first. Saturday morning, the supermarket packed—Chloe must have spotted some friends and wandered off to talk. Willa placed the chicken in her cart and turned down the rice aisle. Wild rice, roast chicken, and a salad: nothing fancy, nothing like the meals she used to prepare when Simon’s clients and colleagues came to dinner, but it would do for a guest who had foisted himself upon her. He was up visiting his old aunt, Patrick had said on the phone. Could he come see her, maybe take her and her daughter out to dinner? “Eat here instead,” she’d heard herself say, regretting the invitation even as it issued forth; but what choice did he give her? He’d already taken her out once.


Finessed by her own politeness . . . her own conformity.


She turned the cart toward the frozen foods, keeping her eyes to herself. Wendell’s Supermarket served as town center in their little village. You never knew who you might bump into, or what they might say, or how they might look. There’s a fine line between sympathy and pity, and Willa’s neighbors were prone to transgress. After Simon’s death and all that followed upon it, she had avoided the danger altogether by ordering her groceries over the phone and having them delivered. Gradually she noticed that Chloe had begun finding excuses to hang around the kitchen on delivery days. Wendell’s driver was a good-looking kid of eighteen or nineteen, with spiky blond hair, a gold hoop earring, and dark, sultry eyes. Chloe said he was a drummer with a band that played at local sweet sixteens; Roy Bliss was his name. Two weeks ago, Willa happened to glance out her bedroom window to find Wendell’s red van still in her driveway, some fifteen minutes after she’d tipped the driver and shown him out. Coatless, hugging herself against the cold in her little Gap sweater, Chloe was leaning against the driver’s-side door, talking to Drummer Boy.
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