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YOUR LIFE WILL BE YOUR OWN
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WINTER BEFORE LAST, a tealeaf reader at a psychic fair looked into my cup and said she saw me living in a house with many beds and a big-mouth blonde. At the time it meant nothing to me. I was sharing a one-bedroom apartment in Manhattan with a balding, malcontent boyfriend of twelve years, who said we’d get married if I conceived his child or when he felt like it. Since I was looking for literary prophecies—that I’d write a best-seller or at least find an agent—and because my tea-leaf reader wore, in a room full of gauzy peasantwear, a knock-off Chanel suit, I moved on to another booth.

Six weeks later, Kenny took me out to dinner at an expensive chef-owned restaurant and told me he was ambivalent about us. I said what I’d been saving for such an occasion—that we were common-law spouses by now and he’d better get over his ambivalence.

“I met someone,” he replied.

There went twelve years: my youth. In three months, he was married.

So at forty-one, feeling like eighty, I was looking for something—a job, a friend, a hiding place where I could live out my days—when I overheard a stranger on the subway confide to her seatmate, “There are no guarantees in this world, but chances are that people who take out ads in the New York Review of Books aren’t idiots or crooks.” I bought my first issue and read the personals for laughs, circling one or two that didn’t ask for “pretty” or “vivacious” before my eyes wandered into “Share.” And there it was, my answer, my job, my tea-leaf destiny:

Book in progress? While you’re at it, why not share my Cape retreat? Gourmet kitchen, beach rights, wild blueberries. Considering lap pool. Roomy and peaceful: your life will be your own. Write me about your spectacular self. Room and board negotiable in exchange for services. Include writing sample. Box 8152.

“Harriet Mahoney,” I heard between the lines, “your troubles are over. Box 8152 will cure everything that’s been wrong with your life.” I could see myself, a better me, at this Cape retreat: at my typewriter, sharing thoughts and kitchen privileges with a kindred soul, baking wild blueberries into muffins.

In the past, I would have signed up for a course on pouring my heart into a cover letter, but I figured even prophecies had expiring deadlines. I had to write the letter of my life, threading my frayed self through the eye of the employment needle into the Yes pile; to find the silver lining in the fact that I’d spent my thirties unofficially engaged to a spoiled child; to put a good face on my B.A. in English from a defunct women’s college, my two unpublished novels, and a string of secretarial jobs where I had learned to clear the paper path in all makes of copying machines.

So I wrote that for twelve years I had successfully shared quarters with a challenging roommate, that I was intelligent, considerate, and neat. I sent a laser-printed chapter from my first novel, American Apology, along with its best rejection letter (“competently written, at times even affecting”) and a short story that my writing group insisted The New Yorker should have taken.

Although dozens of people applied, people with Ph.D.s and hardcover contracts, it was my letter that Isabel Krug liked best. “I didn’t want any big shots,” she told me later. “No prima donnas. You sounded normal.”

She liked the “secretary” part. She wanted someone to ghostwrite her story, and she figured if it were a simple matter of channeling her voice through someone else’s fingertips, why not a blunt set that typed 105 words a minute?

Over the phone she asked without apology how old I was, if I’d been in jail, if I had AIDS or the HIV virus, if I’d be squeamish about male visitors, and if I drove a stick.

It wasn’t a tone I could stand forever, but it was offering what I needed. Assuming I had beat out the others on the strength of my prose and my suddenly spectacular self, I accepted ecstatically. Without meeting Isabel Krug. Without asking who else lived in this Cape retreat. Without asking what her story was.
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WORK IN PROGRESS
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KENNY HAD SAID he was sorry about the apartment but, God, this thing, this awesome, unqualified, brave new love was so huge that he needed all his closet and floor space. How soon, in other words, could I move out?

I dug in, slept on the sofa, snapped his head off with every word of relocation counseling. He produced the lease to remind me that my name was nowhere on it.

I said, “You can’t evict me. I work for eleven lawyers.”

He said, “Please don’t make me change the locks.”

To save face, I set a date and collected cartons. I demanded he reimburse me for everything we had purchased jointly, down to cleaning fluids, spices, potting soil, and bottles on which we’d paid deposits.

“What about going home?” Kenny tried. “That might give you some time and distance.”

I said no. Not at my age; not to my parents, who’d take me in, all right, but in the spirit of weary pet owners collecting their repeat-offender dog from the pound.

“There’s a trend,” he said. “I wouldn’t hesitate to live with my parents if circumstances dictated it.”

“What about my work?”

“It’s a job. You could get another one closer to them.”

“I meant my writing. My new novel.”

“Oh, that,” he said.

I couldn’t go home to my parents’ house because I was secretly writing about them. After years of crafting stories about love between quiet people, the kind of love that small English movies celebrated, I had written a high-concept story about how my parents married each other twice. The night I read it, my classmates applauded. One person said, “Brava!” Someone else said she could see Eli Wallach playing the father.

“So what do we do with it?” asked our workshop leader.

“Send it out?” I asked.

“Eventually. Read me the last sentence again.”

I did, fingering the beads around my neck the way I’d seen women authors at readings do: “Arthur set down the tray gently so the apple-scented tea wouldn’t overwhelm its vessel, and, with ineffable sadness, departed Charlotte’s lightless room.”

I didn’t look up, but heard the purrs of approval from the backs of the other writers’ throats.

“Can you see it?” our leader asked. “In italics? A prologue? And then we turn the page to chapter one”—he had mimed this with a graceful turn of his wrist—“and read about Charlotte’s and Arthur’s lives leading up to this moment. How about that?”

I heard more approving murmurs all around me. I couldn’t imagine writing one page past these six about my parents; couldn’t imagine why people liked them more than Cecily Biggins or Maisie Trumbull or Emma Liversidge of my shopkeeper trilogy. But what a night! I jotted their comments in my margins for later savoring: “Has your usual clarity and optimism.” “Best thing you’ve done.” “The dishwasher scene is great!”

And this, unless I was dreaming: “Shimmers with potential.”

Kenny owned A Decent Bagel, Inc., and considered himself a writer since he had composed the slogan “Baking the best bagels in TriBeCa.” He used to evaluate my stories late in the creative process after they had been rejected by several magazines. “It’s not terrible,” he’d say—he who made bagels, not out of love but out of market research.

I tried to show him how a person can be constructive and positive in his criticism at the same time he’s finding fault.

“But what if it stinks?”

“Where does it stink?” I cried. “Show me the lines that stink.”

“‘Jelly-bean toes,’” Kenny read. “Wouldn’t that make the baby deformed? And here—why is the mother scrambling egg substitutes? Why not real eggs? You don’t give any reason.”

It wasn’t only what he said but how he said it: no delicacy, no credit for the good parts, no gradual approach to the bad. I said, gathering my pages to me, “Some people really liked this story.”

“Sure,” he sniffed. “And when it’s their turn, you’ll say nice things back.”

“You can always find something nice to say, even in the worst stuff.”

“But isn’t it kinder in the long run to say, ‘This really stinks. You’ll never be a writer, so why don’t you give up?’”

I’d say, “That’s not our job. Sometimes a person writes for other reasons, personal reasons, and doesn’t need outside validation.”

“So why go to a workshop? Why not just write in the privacy of your bedroom and keep it to yourself?”

“Because,” I said.

“Wouldn’t you want to know if you had no talent?”

He didn’t get it. I said yes, okay; I’d want to know.

Somewhere along the course of this downward spiral, he met Amy, a customer. Twenty-six years old. It started with a sesame bagel every day on her way to her job leasing lofts to artist-entrepreneurs. One macho morning Kenny said, “The usual, doll?” Reportedly, Amy had flushed with pleasure at being recognized as a regular and said yes. Soon he asked where she worked and why she never catered her staff meetings with A Decent Bagel’s bagels.

“You do that?” she breathed.

He gave her a business card. “We supply trays, napkins, cutlery, nova or lox, capers. … Everything but the holes.” He laughed as if it weren’t the stalest joke in his bagel repertoire.

“What does she look like?” I asked.

“Harriet,” he said. “You’re not hearing me. I didn’t fall in love with Amy right away.”

“When?”

“It took months. Months of seeing her every morning. Then she started coming in for lunch when I expanded the menu. We talked. She liked me.”

“But who made the first move?”

“She asked me if I’d sit down at her booth. I heard myself saying, ‘Can I see you some time? In the evening?’ She said yes like this— ‘Yessss,’ with this hiss of relief, almost like she’d been waiting and praying for me to ask.”

I asked how long afterward they had slept together.

“I promised myself I wouldn’t get into specifics or say anything hurtful. It isn’t necessary. Just know that we’ve practiced scrupulously safe sex from the beginning.”

All I could say was, “What about me?”

He looked puzzled—what about me?

“I have nothing,” I said.

“I’m forty-two years old,” said Kenny. “I thought you’d understand.”
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MOVING DAY
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ISABEL KRUG’S RETREAT, winner of two national awards for its team of architects, was the most despised house in Truro. It was more Malibu than Cape Cod, the only thing in sight not covered with weathered gray, or soon-to-be-weathered, cedar shingles. The nerve, it said; the sheer size and cost of me: cement cylinders painted white, big ones and small ones, as if client Krug had said to an L.A. architect, “Make me feel as if I’m living inside a toppled pyramid of canned goods.”

I saw it for the first time on a Friday in February when I arrived with all of my belongings. I had accepted the job, if that’s what it was, and agreed to stay a year minimum to help her write The Isabel Krug Story. My clothes, books, electric typewriter, and manila files were in my rental car; my mail was being forwarded. As I left the New York apartment, painters and floor refinishers were arriving to refeather Kenny’s love nest to Amy’s hypoallergenic specifications.

Isabel had mailed me instructions in aqua ink on scalloped stationery: “Rent a car if you don’t have one. I’ll reimburse you. I’ll have my man drive it back to Hyannis. That’s where the nearest car rental place is. The house is the big white cement one on the left with no windows facing the street (my neighbors hate it) don’t block the driveway.” I had analyzed her writing style and thought: short, choppy sentences; that’s why she needs me; it’s good that she knows this about herself.

The map led me by icy salt marshes toward water and sand, past an empty parking lot for Corn Hill Beach and up a narrow blacktop road to the highest stretch overlooking the bay, fully expecting my trip to end at the ugliest house ever built atop a dune.

“Oh, God,” I said aloud as I pulled into the gravel driveway. I didn’t hate it. It was huge and stark; the windows were flat caps of glass topping each cylinder in a twenty-first-century-lighthouse way.

I loved it. I thought of Diane Keaton’s house in Sleeper. I imagined the rain hitting the glass ceilings and me writing my best prose ever to that sound. If there was landscaping at all, it was in the way the sand drifted against the foundation and the beach grass whipped in the wind. There were no silly green lawns or window boxes, no rail fences planted with beach plums. I’d take pictures and send them to my parents, to the writing group, maybe even to Kenny. I’d write, “Here is my new dwelling. I sleep in the tower marked with an X. The work is fulfilling. The ocean is my backyard.”

She yelled, “It’s open.”

There was no doorknob on the curved steel door. “The Jetsons,” I thought. Then I noticed hinges to my right. I pushed with my shoulder and the door opened. My first interior view reminded me of movie locations and Sunday supplements: glass wherever there was ocean, blond wood wherever there was floor, spiral staircases wherever ceiling disappeared into cylinders.

And inspecting me from an immensely long, flesh-colored satin couch, a telephone receiver to her ear, was the mistress of the house.

“Harriet Mahoney?” she said.

I nodded and stepped forward. She was bigger than I had expected, and younger, maybe my age; not old enough to be my boss or own this house or have a dowager’s name like Isabel. Her vanilla-blonde hair was pulled back tightly and knotted at her neck in the style of the perfectly featured who don’t visit hairdressers or own hot rollers. Her pink face, I guessed, had lately become more round than oval. Her eyes were large and light amber; later I would learn that for dress-up they became swimming-pool blue or broccoli green. She was wearing iridescent black leggings and a tunic in a shiny, nubby fabric that made my mother’s voice pronounce “shantung” inside my head. She raised a hand to stop me and mouthed that she’d be right off. I backed up and stood by the door; I focused on her large earrings, which were in the tree-ornament family, while she watched me back.

“That’s what I have an agent for,” she snapped into the phone.

I could feel her evaluating my mail-order baggy sweater over my one-size-fits-all denim skirt above my navy blue opaque knee-highs and penny loafers—which five hours ago seemed a perfectly reasonable outfit to wear on moving day on Cape Cod in winter. Her gaze traveled up to my graying hair which, until that moment, I had believed lent me character and substance.

“I really have to go,” she said.

I waited for a signal—a smile, anything—that would have made me feel less like the meter reader and more like a professional who had arrived at the appointed hour on the appointed day. Suddenly, Isabel Krug rolled her eyes and wagged her head back and forth, mocking the rhythm of her caller’s speech. I smiled. She pointed behind me, jabbing the air.

My stuff? I mouthed.

She nodded vigorously, pointed then beckoned: Go get it and bring it in.

She was standing in the doorway when I came back with the first load, two suitcases and a sleeping bag. “Did you think you wouldn’t get a bed?” she asked, kicking the bag with her silver-sandaled, pink-nailed foot, her voice teasing, a notch friendlier than its telephone version.

I smiled weakly. Why the hell had I brought my old bedroll from Camp Win-Jo-Bar?

“You look like a good egg,” she said.

I said I was a good egg. The sleeping bag was for … who knows? I had always brought my sleeping bag to the Cape. And besides, I was moving in. These were my belongings.

“What were you doing on the Cape?”

“Vacationing. But ages ago. With my family.”

“Where?”

“My mother says it was Dennis or Dennisport.”

“That sounds right,” said Isabel. “Are they still alive?”

I said yes, living in Brookline, Mass. Retired. She asked what they were retired from.

“Mahoney’s Donuts.” I didn’t tell her everyone’s favorite Freudian fact about me—that on top of doughnuts, my old boyfriend made bagels. I raised my suitcase-laden fists: where to?

“You choose,” she said.

I followed her down a hallway, past the curved white glossy plaster of the interior wall, up a semi-circle of stairs to what she was calling “one possibility.”

“It’s sweet, isn’t it?” she asked.

Instantly I said, “I’ll take it.” It was the inside of a cylinder, pale gray walls, pale gray carpeting that looked like thick velvet, and a gray-tinted glass dome for a ceiling. The bed, bureau, and night table were the color of driftwood. The bedclothes were a festival of natural fibers—cotton, wool, silk, mohair—all flavors of the same pale gray. The bathroom was another cylinder, tiled in metallic silver-gray from floor to ceiling, the floor in aquamarine. Everything else was gleaming stainless steel: toilet, a second toilet-like fixture, a pedestal sink, a fan-shaped bathtub, towel bars.

I doubled back to the bedroom and stared at the generous bed, at its piped linens and pillow shams, its duvet, its extraneous throw pillows that were smocked and edged like a handmade trousseau. I said, “I can’t imagine I could like the other possibility more than this.”

“It’s bigger,” said Isabel, “and it has the most outrageous bathroom. C’mon.”

She led me out the door, back down the steps, past my humble baggage to an opposite wing.

“Were you ever married?” she asked over her shoulder. “Or are you now? I forgot what you told me.”

“Neither.”

“Are you gay?”

“No,” I said. “I just ended a twelve-year relationship. With a man.”

“Whose idea was that?”

“His,” I said.

She paused for a few seconds, cursing softly as if in solidarity, then continued down the hall to a creamy-red door. As soon as she opened it I said again, before I could stop myself, “I’ll take it.” The walls looked like petrified sand, like indoor dunes. The bed was built on a platform of raisin-colored wood; raisin-colored leather formed a fitted quilt. The carpeting was raisin-colored velvet. The art on my dune walls was signed and numbered. Sliding glass doors led to a private deck, a private hammock, and what felt, by this point, to be a private ocean. She led me into an adjoining half-glass pyramid. “You get used to showering in front of glass, unless you worry about every pervert with binoculars,” she said. The floor was sand-colored stone, and there was a drain in the middle. I got it: This was the bathroom, all of which was a shower. You stood there naked and turned on these wall jets and there you had it. The sink and toilet seemed to be carved from boulders. (Dear Group, I arise at first light with the sound of the ocean in my suite. It’s made of indigenous materials so I feel as if I have invited the sand inside. As the great orb rises, I take my coffee out to my private deck and stare at this glorious panorama before I actually commit words to paper. I wish all of you could see it, and could have a setting like this in which to write. With fond regards to all, Harriet M.)

“Like it?” asked Isabel.

I nodded, too awed to say what was already worrying me: How would I ever leave a room like this and what would I go back to?

“Good. It’s yours.” She opened and shut a few empty drawers, slid a mirrored door back and forth, then put her hands on her hips. “Now what?”

“Is it too soon to unpack?”

“It’s yours,” she repeated. “Move in. Take it over. Throw your clothes on the floor. Is this everything, these two bags and the junk in the foyer?”

I said, “This is everything, pretty much,” neglecting to say I used to co-own a good deal more, but had divested.

“If you need something, ask me,” said Isabel. “I have more shit than I could wear in a lifetime.”

I said thanks, but that probably wouldn’t be necessary. I reminded her about the rental car: She had said in her letter that “her man” would drive it back to Hyannis.

“Oh,” she said. “Did I?”

“Do you have a butler?”

“A handyman/driver,” she said. “Pete.”

“How will he get back from Hyannis if he drives my car there?”

She laughed, put her arm around my shoulder like best friends heading outside for recess, and cried, “How the hell do I know?”
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“Good Portuguese fishing stock,” Isabel announced as she introduced me to Pete DaSilva the handyman, embarrassing us both on the spot. “It’s a great combination, don’t you think: olive skin, white teeth, big brown eyes—plus he never sulks.” I didn’t think so: Pete was not handsome. He saved me from agreeing or disagreeing by telling her to cut the crap. He welcomed me to Truro. How did I like it so far?

I said, “The house is amazing. I never dreamed I’d live in a house like this.”

He smiled and said, “You’ll grow into it.”

Isabel said matter-of-factly, “So far I like her. She’s very thoughtful. She’s worried you’ll get stranded in Hyannis.”

“No problem,” said Pete. “My cousin’s following me in his cah.”

“Everyone on the Cape is his cousin,” Isabel murmured.

“Why do you think every guy I bring here is my friggin’ cousin?”

“Because they all look alike and all have the same name!”

Pete slid his baseball cap down to his nose and back again and exhaled slowly. He took my keys and asked if we needed anything else in the big city.

Isabel squinted at some Roman numerals inlaid above the fireplace. “What time does the Anne Klein outlet stay open till?”

“She just got here,” said Pete. “She’s not gonna feel like traipsin’ back to Hyannis.”

Isabel asked hopefully, “You like outlets?”

I nodded, wanting to be the perfect employee-companion.

“She needs stuff. She only filled two suitcases.”

Pete said, “Why don’t you go next week once Harriet gets settled. She can drive you.”

“Or sooner than that,” I said.

“Want anything else while I’m out?” asked Pete.

“Like what?”

“You set for suppah? Want me to pick something up?”

“Thanks, anyway, but I can’t think of a thing,” Isabel said convincingly, as if she operated in an ordered universe where shopping preceded eating.

We drank wine, very good red wine, as soon as I hung up my coat and put my toothbrush into its new sandstone holder. We sat on the satin sofa where I had first seen her. It was dark outside; someone other than Isabel had drawn the drapes and made a fire.

“I can’t believe you’ve never heard of me,” she said, but pleased, as if charmed by a rare moment of obscurity. “Don’t you read the newspapers? Didn’t you wonder why I was writing a book?”

I said, “Everyone I know wants to write a book.”

“Guy VanVleet?” she tried again. “That doesn’t mean anything either?”

I repeated the name.

“Shot dead in his bed?”

Be cool, I thought: We’re talking about a murder, I’m going to collaborate with a murderess; I’m going to be the housemate of a murderess. I asked hoarsely if this crime were known outside this room or whether we’d be breaking the story.

“It was front-page headlines everywhere—Wife Kills Millionaire Husband. Every variation on that you’ve ever heard.”

“You?” I asked. “You’re the wife?”

“I was there,” she said, “but I didn’t kill him. I was an innocent bystander.”

I said I didn’t understand. What was she doing there exactly?

Her eyes told me I had disappointed her. She said, “Guess.”

“Committing adultery?” I asked delicately.

“What else?” she replied.

Pete, she told me, had been part of the crew that built the house. “We liked him and he designed his own job—handyman, watchman, driver. Whatever needed to be done indoors or out. When the house was finished last year, he stayed.”

“And it’s worked out?”

“Are you kidding? He can do anything. Even stuff he hasn’t done before, he figures out. Plus everybody trusts him so I get built-in community relations.” She lowered her voice to confide that the house was considered among the locals to be “way out”; that sometimes they cracked jokes to Pete about how’s life in the Hamptons.

“Maybe because it’s original,” I said, “and they’re used to a certain Cape Cod look.”

“You can say that again: If it doesn’t have shutters and a trellis over the door, they think it’s in bad taste.”

I looked around the stone, glass, and white room and back to Isabel. “How could anyone not think this is beautiful?”

“You’d be amazed what people like. I was amazed every day.”

I didn’t examine that. I assumed she was telling me about life as a rich woman, as a hostess, a shopper, a giver of gifts and a patron of the arts.

“You do a lot of entertaining?” I asked.

“None,” said Isabel. “It’s too much trouble. Besides, who would come?”

I told her I hadn’t been one for entertaining either, but of course I’d never had the room. “Any other employees?” I asked. “A cook, maybe? Someone who keeps house?”

“Pete’s mother used to clean for me—she’s a cleaning genius, but she went back to school—way the hell up in Bridgewater, so she cut back to once a week. I don’t need a cook because I don’t eat. Not in any meaningful way.”

“Oh,” I said, wondering, if that were true, why she looked so ruddy and well-fed. It was at least seven o’clock and food had not been mentioned.

“You can. You can cook your little heart out. I have this drop-dead kitchen that my architects insisted on for resale value. It’s got the best view in the house.”

“Do you eat an evening meal?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Occasionally for social convenience. Otherwise, cereal, Lean Cuisine. Yogurt. Tuna fish. My feeling is, what’s the point? It’s fuel. Why waste time shopping and cooking when life is so short?”

I said I wasn’t a great cook, but I did enjoy my meals. Would my regular observation of mealtime undermine her personal philosophy?

“Regular—meaning three a day?”

I nodded, unsure.

Isabel smiled a brilliant smile—a smile that put a whisk in my hand, and a knife and a fork in hers; a smile that asked, When do we eat?



4
“IN WRONG PLACE AT WRONG TIME”
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I HAD A recurring dream in my childhood: I’d walk into my bedroom closet to the small attic door inside, open it—something I was afraid to do when awake—and find a hidden suite of rooms, sunny and beautiful, which made our small house something of a magical duplex.

Isabel’s kitchen had a similar effect on me. I had missed it on my trips between the car and my new room, had thought about it briefly when the wine appeared, and had assumed there must be an efficient, prize-winning galley around one of these bends.

I was wrong about that. I had missed it because I had failed to look up while I waited for Isabel to get off the phone, up into the skylight that made her foyer an atrium. There was the suggestion of a black and white kitchen, which looked from below like a balcony café at an upscale mall.

I could see even at night that the upper level was its own world: the harlequin kitchen in gleaming black and marbled white, the master suite with its two penthouse lofts, the dim glow of Provincetown up the coast, and a deck designed by a student of the tides.

Isabel’s room was a shrine to herself, or at least to the story she wanted me to tell. Newspaper clippings floated magically on its curved mauve-woolen walls. There was no desk or work table. Her bed, covered in sheared sheepskin the color of eggplant and littered with celebrity biographies, appeared to be her office. I approached the most crowded wall to read the particulars. “VanVleet Friends Say Dead Man, Wife ‘Perfect Couple’”; “Nan to Cops: ‘I Lost My Mind.’”

“Who’s Nan?” I asked.

“The wife.”

I moved slowly from clipping to clipping (The Star, The Arizona Republic, The New Orleans Times Picayune, The Detroit News, The Sacramento Bee, The Akron Beacon Journal) until I found one (The Trenton Times) that mentioned her in a headline. “‘In Wrong Place at Wrong Time,’ says Isabel.”

“Wow,” I said. She was following on my heels, gauging my reaction to each headline. “Wow what?” she asked eagerly.

“Your name …”

“You know how it works: When someone dies in your bed—or you’re in their bed as the case may be—it’s news. You become infotainment. Remember Alexandra Isles, von Bulow’s girlfriend? She wasn’t even involved with the case, and it still made her career.”

“You were in bed with”—I checked a caption—“Guy VanVleet when his wife shot him?”

“Through the heart.”

“Were you hurt?”

Isabel shook her head as if to say, Regrettably not. “Have you ever been shot, or did you ever hear a gun go off at close range?”

I said I hadn’t—

She touched my arm. “I swear to God, I thought I was being shot—the noise was unbelievable. Horrible.” She shuddered happily.

“But you didn’t actually get injured?”

“Not physically.”

“Did his wife just happen upon you, or was it premeditated?”

“That,” said Isabel, “was the crux of the case. She claimed that she came home and found her loving, faithful husband in bed with a voluptuous younger woman and she freaked out.”

“Is that true?”

“She barged in on us—she was supposed to be at a parents’ weekend at Colby—aiming her big revolver at us, swearing like a marine. Guy jumped out of bed like a schmuck and she shot him at close range.”

“What about you?”

“I could’ve been killed, believe me.”

“Was she shooting at you?”

“She might as well have! The bullet went right through him and out the other side and, luckily, into the grass cloth. I didn’t find that out till later but she could’ve killed us both with one bullet.” Isabel fell to a crouch then jumped up, lunging at me. I screamed, which made her smile as if she liked my contribution to the reenactment. She went on, with me the stand-in for Mrs. VanVleet, “I ripped the gun out of her hand, ran into the bathroom—remember I’m stark naked—hid the gun, came back out, dialed nine-one-one.”

Stark naked, I thought, in front of a complete stranger; accomplishing all that without clothes and without apparent embarrassment. I couldn’t move on without asking, “Did you get dressed at some point?”

“I think so. I must’ve grabbed a robe—I remember seersucker. When the cops showed up, she was a zombie. But that was after the fact. And guess who they took to the station for questioning?”

“You?”

“Me. The victim of circumstances. The only eyewitness. Nan, on the other hand, the murderess, got a sedative and a team of cops to stand outside her door all night.”

“Where was this?” I asked.

“Where was this?” She stared for a long few seconds. “It depresses me how fast this stuff fades from the public’s memory.”

I said that was understandable; there were so many of these incidents competing for the reader’s attention.

“Still, I’m counting on people staying interested long enough to buy my book.” She stared at a clipping, frowning. “One of the problems is it never got a name, like ‘The Wood-Chip Murder’ or ‘Long Island Lolita.’ Greenwich has no sense of humor.”

“Is that where you lived at the time?”

“He lived there. He sneaked me in for the weekend since his wife was allegedly in Maine.”

“Were you in love with him?” I asked.

Isabel raised her index finger into the air. “That,” she said, “is a very insightful question. Not that I can answer it. But I’m relieved, frankly. It shows that you can get right to the heart of things.”

She flipped the light switch, as if our work were finished. I decided my question had been such a success that I’d let it resonate over the corn chowder and get the answer another time.

“You’re a genius,” said Isabel. “It’s a talent, creating something out of nothing. It must come from the same part of your brain as making up stories.”

I dodged the compliment. “This is cafeteria corn chowder. The real thing needs bacon and potatoes.”

“You make up a list and I’ll send Pete to the A & P when he gets back.”

“Tonight?”

“Aren’t supermarkets open at night?”

“Tomorrow morning’s fine.”

“No, unh-uh. This is a guy who used to spend seven or eight days out on a boat, night and day, rain or shine. That’s why he was such a find—anything I ask him to do is easier than what he was used to.” She was stirring the pot of chowder with enthusiasm, like a child assigned a grown-up task. “His father died at sea, a typhoon or something. If that hadn’t happened, Pete would be on the boat this minute. You don’t change careers, you don’t even go off and have an identity crisis when you’re a second-generation Portuguese-American fisherman. Not unless your father dies and takes the boat with him.”

“Is that what happened?”

Isabel shrugged. “It was before I moved to Truro.”

“Does Pete talk about it?”

“His boss told me, the builder.”

“Does he live in?”

“Most nights,” said Isabel.

I must have looked as if I was straining for nonchalance, because she said, “Don’t give me that look. I know better than to bed my handyman.” She grinned. “Even though I’d have to be dead not to have thought about it.”

“I wasn’t thinking that.”

“C’mon. You’re a writer. You’re supposed to look into people’s souls, aren’t you?”

“Sometimes.”

We carried our orange sponge-painted bowls to the shiny black half-moon bar that served as a kitchen table, overlooking the atrium. Once we were settled Isabel said “Your novel? The one you sent me a chapter of?”

“An American Apology.”

“Whatever. How come nobody published it?”

I explained that it was impossible to get editors to read stuff not submitted by an agent.

“I have an agent,” she said. “A big one.”

I asked how she found an agent before there was a manuscript. Isabel put her spoon down. “The days I testified at Nan’s trial? They carried it on Court TV, live, in every time zone.”

“So agents came to you?”

“Dozens. I had my pick.”

“What other writers does he represent?”

“Writers! This is not Stephen King’s agent; this is a Hollywood agent with an unlisted telephone. He represents celebrities on the theory that someday they’ll write their memoirs and people will line up around the block to get them autographed.”

“Wow,” I said.

“Name someone on a People magazine cover,” she commanded.

“Jane Pauley.”

“I mean someone sleazy. Think of divorce and litigation.”

“Donald Trump.”

“Exactly. And Burt Reynolds. And Bess Myerson. And— get this—Fergie’s American boyfriend.”

“Does this agent do fiction, too?” I asked.

“Fiction? Like the stuff you write?”

I said maybe I could talk to him some time, that maybe if our book did well, he’d take me on as a client.

Isabel wiped her bowl clean with a piece of the Portuguese bread I’d found in the freezer. “Lemme ask you—what’re you working on?”

“A new novel.”

“What’s it about?”

“My parents.”

She made a face. “What about them?”

I told her more or less the premise, that my parents had been divorced but remarried each other after my stepmother died. Then, instead of making my father just Arthur Mahoney, the doughnut maker, I had reimagined him into Arthur Mazel, a retired cantor. “A Room in the Cantor’s House” was my working title.

“And you think people want to read about a cantor?”

I said I thought it would add texture to the story. “Besides, my mother was Jewish—”

“And Jews buy books,” said Isabel. “Not the worst idea you ever had.”

“I have two themes,” I began, but Isabel interrupted. “Let’s have coffee and you’ll read to me. I’ve got instant hot water at the sink.”

I explained my policy against reading from early drafts, based on my negative experience with my ex-fiancé, the bad critic.

“What about just the beginning? You could read me the first couple of pages and I could tell you if it grabbed me.”

I said no, I couldn’t possibly.

“C’mon,” she wheedled. “I’m sure it’s great stuff.”

I paraphrased and summarized over instant coffee: “The novel opens with Frances Mazel’s funeral in a beautiful stained glass temple. Everyone’s there, including the widowed cantor, his stepsons Troy and Brent (I wanted to get across that Frances was the kind of shallow woman who gave her sons movie star names), also the cantor’s daughter from his first marriage and Charlotte, the cantor’s still-devoted first wife. The cantor sits between his stepsons; his daughter sits slightly apart. Everybody’s crying, even though Frances was generally disliked by the entire congregation. Troy rises to speak. He says—and this I pretty much stole from his actual words—that he knew his mother always seemed to be more Vogue than Good Housekeeping, more fur coat than bathrobe, more coq au vin than chicken soup, but that her heart was gigantic, that her clothes went to charity, that no two boys on earth were loved as much as he and his brother had been. More crying—he’s very handsome and looks a lot like Frances, who was tall and angular, but on a man it’s flattering. The stepdaughter is feeling ambivalent, which is symbolized by the seating plan, becauses she’s never really gotten over her parents’ divorce. Then the rabbi announces that following interment at Temple Bat Yam cemetery, friends and family are invited back to the Mazel house. Wife number one, Charlotte, who’s a little uncomfortable attending the funeral of a sworn enemy and adulterer, decides not to go to the cemetery because it might be in bad taste, since everyone there knows she hated Frances.

“I skip two lines, and the next thing you see is Charlotte walking up the path to a front door. (She volunteered to put out the pastries and plug in the coffee). She enters the front foyer: Her overall impression is blue, blue, blue, her least favorite wall color. (Her house is predominantly yellow, so the colors are metaphors for the two women). Straight ahead, there’s a staircase with a blue Bokhara runner.

“It’s the last detail she takes in before the feet, then knees, then torsos of two men come down the stairs: two punks smiling, swearing, looking pleased with themselves. The punks see Charlotte and yell, ‘Shit!’ Both jump the banister and run. As an afterthought, one of the punks backtracks, swings his pillowcase at her head, and knocks her out. That’s where I end the first chapter.”

“So far, so good,” said Isabel.

“Next the mourners arrive home. The stepsons enter the front door ahead of Arthur and spot what they think is Charlotte’s dead body. When the cantor sees her crumpled on the floor he falls to his knees, sobbing. One of the stepsons says, ‘Get off her, she’s breathing.’ The cantor snaps out of it. Now he’s worried about me. He keeps saying, ‘The boys called an ambulance. She’s not dead, honey. She’s going to be fine.’ Then the EMTs arrive and take her to Brigham and Women’s Hospital—”

“She lives?” asked Isabel.

“She lives. But that’s as far as I’ve gone.”

“This really happened?”

“I changed some stuff—names, the cantor motif.”

“Your mother got whacked with a pillowcase while everyone was at the cemetery?”

“It had a VCR in it.”

“And then they get back together?”

“Yes, eventually.” The cantor feels responsible for Charlotte, I went on, and insists she recuperate at his house. Pretty soon he realizes he doesn’t want her to leave. He hadn’t ever stopped loving her; it was just that he got seduced by Frances and was too nice a guy to turn her down.

“What about with Charlotte? Did the cantor bring the meals to her bedroom himself?”

I said yes—three a day plus her medications.

“This could be good,” said Isabel. “I’d put her in negligees, slinkier and slinkier ones until he can’t stand it anymore.”

I said I’d have to check with my parents first and see how faithful they wanted me to be to their story.

Isabel dropped her voice to a confiding whisper. “Do you think it’s good? I mean, really good. Like a best-seller?”

I said I didn’t know; my writing group thought it was the best thing I’d done. I, on the other hand, would settle for its getting published.

Isabel looked thoughtful. My theme? I wondered. My characters? My metaphors? My prospects? Then she smiled broadly.

“What?” I prompted.

“I guess I’m your writing group now,” she said.



5
THIS IS GOING TO BE GREAT
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I WOKE UP to the sound of a foghorn droning, and smiled to myself as soon as it registered—foghorn, fog, ships at sea. I was Shirley Temple sharing a lighthouse with Captain January, adapting myself to ocean business. I tried to go back to sleep, but was too enthralled with my luxurious setting to do anything but lie in bed and think. This house, this job, this new woman in my life, part friend, part employer, part celebrity. And Kenny, even: there was less tenderness around the edges of that bruise than there was a day ago.

I am pulling back my percale sheets, I said to myself. I am sinking my toes into a velvet rug that cost more than my college tuition. I am walking past sliding glass doors through which I see the land mass of Cape Cod curve around and become Provincetown; past a desk built by a cabinetmaker whose work is sold at the Museum of Modern Art’s gift shop—a desk where I’ll write a book which will say “with Harriet Mahoney” on the jacket.

I imagined my next postcard, an understated one to my parents, confirming that I was alive, but not in a house they’d want to visit too soon: “The drive took five hours and change. Stopped twice. I have my own furnished room and full bath. Weather has been cold and overcast with high winds, but the house is warm.”

Like toast, I thought. Like a buttery apricot Danish. I showered in the bright sunshine of my glass bathroom, wondering if I’d lose the urge to install drapes. Outside, below the soapy, nude me, I saw scruffy low bushes covering the ground—the wild blueberries I’d later discover—which I told myself would not accommodate walkers, joggers, or peeping Toms. Still, I was happy to see I could produce a curtain of steam between me and Truro after stepping under the hot water.

Pete had packed the black glass refrigerator with a fortune in groceries. He had shopped like a fraternity on the eve of the Super Bowl: pretzels, potato chips, corn chips, salsa, nuts, three colors of Cracker Barrel cheese, crackers, hot dogs, ground beef, cold cuts, bread, rolls, beer, tomato juice, cranberry juice, Clamato juice, ice cream, milk, Coke, and one jar of every condiment advertised on television. I didn’t see him around, nor could I hear any other signs of life in the house. I would soon learn that Isabel slept until someone else made the coffee, at which point she’d sweep into the kitchen wearing a caftan, lipstick, bracelets, gold lamé booties, and the smile of a gracious house guest.

“I told him to get a little bit of everything for starters.”

I jumped, but recovered and said, “Good morning.”

“He can always go back. Just make a list of what’s missing.” She sniffed the air happily. “Thank God you’re not a tea drinker.” She walked over to the coffee maker and watched it drip.

“He bought half and half, if you take that,” I said.

“I do, very light.” There was a moment’s standoff. I smiled and returned to my refrigerator inventory, saying in effect, “I’ll write and meal-plan and even cook in exchange for room and board, but I expect you to pour your own coffee.”

It didn’t temper her enthusiasm. “I see my life changing before my eyes: morning coffee, drip. Coffee breaks, drip, drip. Decaf after dinner, drip, drip, drip—”

“Did you know you have a cappuccino machine?” I asked.

“I do?”

“It’s in a box in one of the cupboards. I found it when I was looking for placemats.”

“Must’ve been a housewarming gift,” she said.

“Do you mind if we use it?”

“Mind!” Isabel yelled. “Mind? Cappuccino in my own kitchen? I didn’t know I’d experience such a thing in my lifetime!” She sat down at the shiny black bar and cupped both hands around her faux-marble mug. “This is going to be great,” she said. “I thought I needed a ghostwriter, but maybe what I need is a mother.” She took a sip and asked, “Any thoughts on breakfast?”

“What do you like?”

“Toast and marmalade? The drawer at the end of the island is a bread box.”

I sawed some slices off a new round loaf of yellow Portuguese bread, and put them into the space-age white toaster oven. While I waited, I worried silently. After a minute Isabel said, “Something I said didn’t sit right with you.”

I considered, I don’t mind cooking casual meals, but my understanding of my contractual responsibilities is …

Or, There’ll be mornings and some nights when I just won’t feel like … Finally I just repeated, “You said you need a mother?”

“I use the term loosely. My own mother slept until noon and never made anyone’s breakfast.”

I pictured servants and a beautiful young mother lighting tapered candles in a taffeta strapless gown, like one I’d seen Jackie Kennedy wear in a photo of her Georgetown years.

“Will you be telling me about your family and your childhood?” I asked.

Isabel said, “Of course. Every second of it.”

“Want to start now? I can get my tape recorder.”

“Sure.” She turned my wrist to see the time. “I’ll have my toast—the marmalade is in a white crockery thing—then give me ten minutes to run the bath.”

“Just ten minutes?”

“I meant, get your notebook and meet me in my bathroom. I’ll talk while I soak.”

“We can wait until you finish.”

She looked me up and down, and I sensed she had isolated just the character flaw she was probing for. “You’re not uptight about nudity, are you?” she asked.

I said no, certainly not.

“Good. I do some of my best thinking in the tub.”

I said fine, ten minutes. We’d eat, clear the dishes, and meet in her bathroom.

“Leave the the dishes. Costas will clean up.”

“Costa? Is that Pete’s mother?”

“Costas.”

“I’m sorry,” I said reflexively. “I thought it could have been short for some female Portuguese name.”

“Costas is Greek, a Greek man’s name. Not everybody in this house is Portuguese.”

“Costas,” I repeated. I pictured another Pete—dark-haired, dark-eyed, hardworking, helpful, another young fisherman taken in by Isabel when his ship went down.

There weren’t even bubbles in the bath to obscure her private parts from me, her acquaintance of less than twenty-four hours. It was not the lolling soak of Calgon commercials: this was Isabel soaping her wash cloth and scrubbing her armpits and crotch in a manner I hadn’t done in front of Kenny after a decade of intimacy. I sat on a wrought iron stool at the foot of the black marble steps, which led to her elevated, sunken tub. She talked and soaked, talked and scrubbed, then talked and rinsed, while I tried to be as casual about her nudity as she was, and while many Isabels bounced off the mirrored walls.

And there was no getting around her breasts, especially in the context of Isabel as tabloid paramour, as the woman Guy VanVleet died for. They were big. Enormous. They drooped from their own weight below the bath water, then surfaced on display, areolas the size of coasters. I wanted to ask if they were real, but decided that no certified plastic surgeon would have built these. Ordinarily I’d feel sorry for a woman with water-balloon breasts, knowing the burdens they imposed, but I could see that Isabel prized them and regarded them as my first research project, as if seeing them would help me write between the lines.
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