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PART I


DORCAS




CHAPTER 1

It is Ruth Kauffman—“Rootie Kazootie” in the 1954 Juniata High School yearbook—who phones Dorcas with the scandal.

“Are you planning on coming home anytime soon?” Rootie asks. “For Easter, maybe?” Her Pennsylvania inflection tugs down the end of the questions. “Because I thought I’d better warn you: your mother’s creating kind of a furor around here with her, uh, erotic paintings.”

Dorcas, grading seventh grade book reports while watching a TV report about troops returning from the Persian Gulf, shuts her eyes. Her mother is eighty. Dorcas has expected that any day she would get a call that Lavinia had broken a hip or suffered a heart attack or a stroke, and Dorcas would rush back to do whatever was needed. But she has not anticipated anything like this.

“Oh,” she says cautiously. “Maybe you should tell me what happened.”

Rootie outlines the basic facts: the opening of the 1991 annual Art League exhibit with the elite of Juniata eager for more scenes of Amish life that have won Lavinia Buchanan an enthusiastic following since she took up painting several decades ago; instead, a dozen erotic paintings, many with nudity—frontal male nudity—everyone deeply shocked, Lavinia defiant, even haughty.

Dorcas can’t imagine what’s going on. “She seems all right otherwise?” she asks.

“Oh, yes. But maybe you ought to talk to her.”

“I will,” Dorcas promises. “I’ll talk to her.”

As soon as she gets Rootie off the phone, Dorcas calls her mother. Lavinia’s voice is strong.

“I was thinking of driving out next weekend,” Dorcas says. “If it’s all right with you.”

“Of course it’s all right with me,” Lavinia snaps. “Why wouldn’t it be? Good excuse to have a ham. Unless you’re on another of those diets.”

“Ham’s fine. I’ll see you Thursday evening. It may be late, unless I can get someone to take my classes.”

“I’ll wait supper for you,” her mother says. “Be careful driving.”

Dorcas considers calling Gus Minor but hesitates. She’s trying to break her Gus habit—Gus, who proposed three days before Christmas and then changed his mind nine days later, on New Year’s Eve. “I’m not ready,” he said. “I’m sorry, Dorcas. Let’s just go back to the way we’ve been. Is that too much to ask? That we just care about each other?”

“Yes, it’s too much to ask!” she’d cried, hurt and furious. But after a few weeks of misery, she caved in when he called her, agreed to have dinner, and then allowed things to creep back to where they’d been, which was nowhere.

Instead of Gus she phones Barbara Lambert, her former neighbor, who has been listening to her Lavinia tales for twenty-five years and her Gus Minor stories for three. “It’s my mother,” Dorcas says. “Apparently she’s started painting male nudes. And exhibiting them. In Juniata.”

Barbara lets loose a raucous laugh. “Well, good for her! So what’s the big deal?”

“She’s an icon in Juniata,” Dorcas explains. “Icons don’t go around shocking people.”

“Lavinia is a gem,” says Barbara. “My mother reads the obits and complains about her leaky bladder. She hasn’t had a new thought since Eisenhower was president. You should be grateful.”

“But this is a scandal, Barbara. It’s not funny!”

Barbara laughs again. “You’ve already called Gus, I suppose.”

“No. Not yet.”

“Then don’t. I say this as a friend.”

“The friend who introduced us.”

“My mistake. I’ll regret it to my grave.”

Ignoring sensible advice, Dorcas dials Gus. She gets a busy signal, meaning, probably, that Gus’s son is on the phone. She has tried, fruitlessly, to persuade Gus to get call waiting. On the fourth or fifth try, she reaches him and repeats Ruth’s story.

“Are the nudes male or female?” Gus asks, as though he’s conducting an art seminar or taking a case history. “Discreet or full frontal?”

“Both. I don’t know the pose, Gus.” The idea that her mother might be painting penises is more than Dorcas can handle.

“You should have her meds checked,” Gus advises.

“But what if it isn’t her meds? What if she’s going senile or something?” She wants Gus to comfort her, to reassure her, but she can tell that he’s distracted. She pictures him at his desk, fiddling with his pens, arranging them by size and color.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” he says. “When are you going out?”

“Next weekend.” She wonders if he’ll want to see her before she leaves, but he says, “Have a safe trip, Dorcas. I’ll talk to you when you get back.”

[image: Images]

On the corkboard above her desk hang two brown paper circles, pinned there months earlier. One day last winter, hoping to change the course of her life, Dorcas sat on her living room floor with a dinner plate from her wedding china, a brown grocery bag, a pencil, and a pair of scissors. A half-empty glass of red wine stood within reach. The exercise was the idea of her therapist, Dr. Wellborn, whom she’d started seeing when her relationship with Gus had seemed permanently stalled. One thing was already clear: Dorcas should never have picked that china. It was too formal; it didn’t suit her at all.

She palmed the bag smooth on the nubby beige carpet and drew a circle, using the china plate as a pattern. She cut out the circle and, with the foot of the wineglass as a guide, drew a smaller circle inside the larger one. She cut out that one, too. Now she had a plate-sized doughnut shape with a hole in it.

According to Wellborn, this empty-circle-within-a-full-circle was supposed to represent her life. “First you fill in the big circle with all the pluses you have in your life,” he instructed. “Blessings, you might call them. Then on the little circle you write the minuses, the things that are missing from your life.”

“The curses,” Dorcas said. “But what if there are more minuses than pluses? What if I can’t squeeze all the curses on the little circle?”

“The point, Dorcas, is that everybody has a hole in his or her life, ‘a hole-in-the-whole,’ and your therapeutic task is to shrink the h–o–l–e and expand the w–h–o–l–e.”

“How do I do that?”

“It’s all a matter of perception. Please try it, Dorcas. Start with ‘self’ and work out from there.”

“To where?”

“Oh, you know,” Wellborn said vaguely. “Family, friends, lovers, job, whatever.”

Last January, with her life laid out flat like a patient on a gurney, Dorcas began to work on the large circle, avoiding the ominous hole in the middle. GOOD HEALTH she printed in block letters. Her blood pressure was normal and she hadn’t caught a cold in three years—not bad for fifty-four. Near that she printed NOT FAT & NOT BAD LOOKING. She crossed it out and substituted FAIRLY ATTRACTIVE. Then she crossed out FAIRLY. No sense in being overly modest.

She reached for the wine glass, took a long swallow, and moved to another category: FAMILY.

Her daughter, Sasha, like herself, is divorced, which makes Dorcas uneasy about generational habits. Worse, Sasha lives on the opposite side of the continent in California, and Dorcas hardly ever sees her. On the other hand, with three thousand miles separating them, she and Sasha don’t get on each other’s nerves, the way lots of mothers and daughters do. The way Barbara’s daughters drive her up the wall. The way Lavinia often does—now, for instance, with these nude paintings. What can possibly be going on with her?

Her father has been dead for years, but her mother is in pretty good shape for eighty—or has been until now. Dorcas has no siblings with whom to argue but also none with whom to share the responsibility of an elderly parent who lives alone, a five- to six-hour drive from Connecticut, and who is now causing a scandal. She had printed LOVEY, Sasha’s name for her grandmother, and wondered if being an only child was a blessing or a curse.

Dorcas shifted her attention to the small “minus” circle. Her ex-husband lived less than ten miles away in Redding, Connecticut, with his new wife—actually not so new anymore—although Dorcas saw him only when Sasha came to visit. Alex Molnar didn’t fit into her scheme of things—she hadn’t used his name since they were divorced—but she decided to account for him by labeling him a “minus.”

FRIENDS. Now that was a good category. In addition to Barbara, she counted several people in her folk dancing group who often invited her to parties, as well as a group of teachers in her middle school who went out for dinner together once a month and sometimes took the train to New York to see a show. Revolving in distant orbits were friends she collected throughout her life and kept in touch with at Christmas and even saw occasionally, like Ruth, who will always be Rootie, no matter what she said. In the big circle, Dorcas represented them with a cluster of stars.

WORK was more complicated. Dorcas teaches language arts to seventh and eighth graders, most of whom believe that reading sucks and writing is an obsolete and therefore useless skill. Sometimes she can’t stand her students, except for the handful of bright, talented, funny kids who regularly turn up in her classes and make her feel as though it matters—as though she matters.

The school isn’t bad, but it could be so much better if they had a decent principal instead of the insecure bitch who shoots down every innovative idea, such as Dorcas’s proposal for a project that would have the kids researching and writing their family stories and would result in the publication of a nice little book. She is thinking of Aretha Jones, whose descriptions of her rambunctious family could probably end up as a novel.

“Focus on test scores,” the bitch principal had said. “That’s what matters. That’s what parents care about.” Remembering Aretha’s disappointment when the project fell through, Dorcas had written Aretha’s name on the big circle and the principal’s name, WONNE WILLIAMS, on the small circle of the damned.

She’s still a bitch, Dorcas thinks now, and that prompts her to pour herself a glass of wine. She knows she won’t get any more papers graded this afternoon anyway.

She has seven more years after this one until she can retire—seven years that feel like a prison sentence, her life ticking uselessly away, like Jacob in the Old Testament. 7 YEARS she had printed beneath Yvonne’s name and drawn a cage around the words.

And when the biblical seven years were up, then what? She’d been careful with her money, her townhouse was paid off, she’d made some good investments. She had lined up a row of [image: Images] on the large circle. She planned to do a lot of things: all those books she’s been intending to read someday, for one thing. Getting her French up to speed, so she could read Proust in the original.

She had written BOOKS on the large circle and drawn a pair of spectacles and a quill pen.

And traveling! She’s always wanted to go someplace exotic: the Seychelles, for instance, to see the lemurs. But would she really do that all by herself? Jump on a plane and head off to the Indian Ocean with just her passport and a carry-on bag? She had written it boldly—FARAWAY PLACES—and sketched a puffy cloud shape around it.

And what about HOME? Her townhouse, bought at the time of her divorce, is bland and serviceable, like the Tupperware containers Barbara once sold her, a complete set stored away in a cabinet. The townhouse was supposed to be temporary, while she sorted things out, until Sasha went away to college or until Dorcas remarried, as she assumed she would someday.

This line of thought led inevitably to Gus Minor. She had printed GUS hugely on the small circle, overlapping the other curses. GUS symbolized the great emptiness in her life, the ache of loneliness, the absence of true love. It was even possible that GUS filled the entire hole-in-the-whole, easily displacing her reluctant students and bitch principal.

[image: Images]

Dorcas looks now at the paper circles; they’re dusty and curling and nothing has improved. She’s on a cruise to nowhere, and it will take a major effort to turn this boat around. So far the only positive action she’s taken is to dump Wellborn.

She grips her empty wine glass so tightly that the stem snaps in two—the last of a set from her wedding gifts. Her hand is shaking when she picks up the phone again. She calls Rootie and tells her she’ll be in Juniata Thursday night.



CHAPTER 2

Dorcas drives across New Jersey, peering through a windshield blurred by steady rain. The TV weather map that morning showed red and yellow patches surging across central Pennsylvania with the worst part of the storm system centered over Juniata.

She wonders what exactly she’ll be getting into with this visit, besides foul weather. She hasn’t lived in Juniata since she left for college in 1954. Thirty-seven years later, anxiety is still a big part of every trip home, as it has been since she was eighteen. Although Dorcas has sidled into late middle age, Lavinia finds plenty to criticize.

“I’m still your mother,” Lavinia says often, “and you’ll always be my little girl. Nobody else is going to tell you that skirt is too short.” Or you’re driving too fast, or the fabric on your new couch is enough to make a person feel woozy.

Lavinia Buchanan has lived in Juniata all her life, the last thirty-plus years as a widow. She has undergone gall bladder surgery and angioplasty, and the last time Dorcas saw her, at Thanksgiving, she’d just had a second knee replacement.

“Seems like the only time I can get you to visit is when I have something taken out or put in,” Lavinia complained coyly, as if she were only kidding. Dorcas wasn’t fooled.

Lavinia’s eyesight and hearing seem fine, she has every one of her teeth, and she stands as straight as a rake handle. She plays bridge with “the girls,” all in their seventies and eighties, on the second and fourth Thursdays and attends church every Sunday, although it’s been years since she’s sung in the choir. And for hours each day she paints: cornfields, farmhouses, barns, happy Amish children—and now, apparently, nude men.

Erotic nudes, Rootie said. An oddball thing to do, Dorcas thinks. The very words Lavinia would use.

When Dorcas was growing up, her mother worried that Dorcas was attracted to oddballs, a label Lavinia applied to people with foreign accents or hard-to-pronounce names or a fondness for things she judged exotic: poetry that didn’t rhyme, food eaten with chopsticks, abstract art.

Dorcas now suspects that as much as her mother looked askance at outsiders, making acerbic comments about them in stage whispers, she was also curious to see what sort of character Dorcas might drag home next, as long as this tendency would not someday result in an unsuitable match. There was an uproar during her childhood when their Jewish doctor had the bad judgment to fall in love with his gentile nurse. When the secret marriage was revealed, Miss Poison’s father cut her off without a dime and Dr. Wasserman’s sisters mourned him as dead.

Dorcas was about twelve at the time, and the Wassermans’ story of forbidden love thrilled her. She adored the handsome, dark-haired doctor who always took her very seriously.

“Let that be a lesson,” Lavinia warned Dorcas as the Wassermans’ lives went to pieces. “Stick with your own kind.”

Dorcas thought of Dr. Wasserman when she brought Alex home to visit for the first time. Alex wasn’t their kind either, for a long list of reasons: a foreigner with a foreign name and a foreign accent, relatives still living in a foreign country, a taste for wine and spicy sauces, manners that struck her mother as phony—all those things that attracted Dorcas and put off Lavinia. Alex certainly fit Lavinia’s definition of an oddball, which may have been one of the reasons Dorcas married him.
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The rain has stopped, but it’s dark when she reaches the outskirts of Juniata, population fifteen thousand and steady. Here on the fringes, fast food restaurants have obliterated most of her familiar landmarks. The amusement park where she went on school outings and church picnics has yielded to a Wal-Mart. Dorcas wonders what they did with the lovely old merry-go-round with the painted, prancing horses she’d ridden for countless miles.

At the top of Stafford’s Hill the highway narrows and becomes Valley Street, swooping down toward Veterans Square at the center of town. Dorcas slows, watching for the monument works.

Once on the edge of town and surrounded by tidy flower beds, Juniata Marble and Granite now occupies a squat fieldstone building crowded by forlorn storefronts, houses converted to laundromats and shops selling window blinds and vacuum cleaners. The shabby sign—Founded 1910—needs repainting. The business began with Lavinia’s father, was later taken over by Dorcas’s father, Edgar Buchanan, and then run by Lavinia after Edgar’s death. In her teens Dorcas spent summer vacations working in the office. She remembers when there was a real tombstone out by the curb, with SLOW DOWN—WE CAN WAIT incised in Gothic letters on its polished surface. Her father thought that was an attention getter. When Lavinia took over, she had the tombstone hauled away.

Headlights glare in her rearview mirror, and Dorcas speeds up. She should go straight to Lavinia’s, but she can’t resist a detour, driving past the pretty white clapboard colonial on Lindbergh Way where she grew up during World War II. There’s a light on in the upstairs bedroom where she used to listen every afternoon to her favorite radio program, Hop Harrigan, Ace of the Airwaves. Once, a wooden swing hung from the lowest branch of the maple in the backyard; the swing is gone, the tree cut down. Dorcas always assumed that Lavinia would stay in that house, but she was wrong about that, as she was about so many of her mother’s decisions.

[image: Images]

It’s way past Lavinia’s usual mealtime when Dorcas arrives at the apartment, but her mother has waited supper, as she promised. Lavinia’s age always astonishes Dorcas; in her memory her mother appears trim, fiftyish. Lavinia’s pink scalp shines through her cottony hair, thinner than Dorcas remembers but nicely cut and curled. Her body has become shapeless, as though she wears several layers of clothing. Her skin, as softly fuzzed as chamois, hangs loosely on her bones. Only the blue eyes are still youthful. Even in old age they glow like stained glass, lit from within.

Dorcas has inherited those eyes, but only the eyes are Lavinia’s. The rest of Dorcas’s features—the straight brown hair streaked with gray, the long face and narrow chin, the undistinguished nose—all of that comes from her father. Dorcas missed out on the wavy, honey-colored hair, the perfect teeth that she remembers from childhood, when Lavinia was in her thirties and considered a beauty.

The table by the bay window is set with linen placemats and the good china and silver usually reserved for guests. Dorcas still feels like a guest in this apartment, where her mother has lived for a decade. You’d think she’d be used to it by now, but Dorcas has never gotten over being homesick for Lindbergh Way, the maple tree, her small, white, comforting bed.

The food is familiar, predictable: tuna noodle casserole and iceberg lettuce with orange-colored dressing. Lavinia has never been much of a cook, and this is her standby meal. Dorcas wonders if it’s possible to buy any kind of lettuce in Juniata but iceberg. She pictures herself walking into Giant Super and asking for mesclun, imagines the blank look on the produce manager’s face. But she is famished and eats ravenously.

“Have you heard from Sasha?” Lavinia inquires.

“I talked to her on her birthday a few weeks ago. She sounded fine.”

“I sent her a birthday card and a very nice check,” Lavinia says, thin-lipped. “I haven’t heard a single word from her.” She slaps the table for emphasis.

Dorcas understands that her mother is blaming her for not teaching Sasha good manners, but she doesn’t rise to the bait. “She’s so busy, you know, but I’m sure she’ll write,” Dorcas says, although she’s sure she won’t unless she’s reminded. Dorcas begins to stack their dishes. “Shall I make coffee?”

While the decaf drips, she washes the two Spode plates and monogrammed forks, and Lavinia dries them and puts the plates in the china closet and the forks in the felt-lined silver chest, little chores that keep them occupied.

“What do you hear from Alex?” Lavinia asks.

“Nothing. I never hear from Alex.”

Lavinia arranges Pepperidge Farm cookies on a cut-glass plate. “They sent me that for Easter,” she says, indicating a pot of red tulips on a table by the sofa. “Alex and his new wife, what’s-her-name. Ellen.”

They have been divorced for thirteen years, Alex has been married to his “new wife” for nine, yet Lavinia still asks about him as though he were part of Dorcas’s daily life. Dorcas pours two cups of coffee. “Thoughtful of them,” she says, although she’s unreasonably irritated by those tulips.

“Well, Dorcas,” Lavinia says, when they’re back at the table, “tell me your news. You look all right—too thin, a person with a long face like yours shouldn’t let herself get too thin, it’s aging, but otherwise you look pretty good. What about that man who asked you to marry him and then got cold feet? Has he changed his mind again?”

Dorcas struggles to keep her expression and her voice neutral. “No,” she says. “And there’s no chance he will. But I wouldn’t marry him now even if he did.”

“No?” Lavinia cocks her head. “Too bad. Must be hard for you. It’s not easy for a person your age to find a man.”

A little electric jolt of anger surges through Dorcas. “Well,” she says, “you never married again after Daddy died, and your life has been just fine, so why should I?”

“Because you’re different,” Lavinia says matter-of-factly, as though that should be obvious. Her bright lipstick has leaked into the tiny creases around her mouth. “You need a man.”

“Oh? And what makes you think that?”

“Now don’t be so touchy.” Lavinia selects a cookie and bites off a corner. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I’m not saying there is. It’s just that you make different decisions than I would.” She balances the rest of the cookie perfectly on the saucer so that it won’t slide when she lifts her cup. Lavinia is an expert at such moves.

They are careening toward an argument. “Anything new at church?” Dorcas asks, shifting toward safer territory. It’s much too soon to bring up her mother’s paintings, the waters too choppy for such a fragile craft to be launched. “How’s the new minister working out?”

“Ha!” Lavinia exclaims. “Wait till you hear this one!” And she’s off on a tirade about Reverend Burkholder, who refused to move his family into the parsonage adjoining the church building but rented a house elsewhere and then had the nerve to ask the church to pay for it. “ ‘We need privacy,’ that’s what he said! Can you beat that?” Lavinia cries. “I’m thinking of cutting back my pledge, if they let him get away with it.”

Dorcas listens patiently. “Maybe he’ll change his mind.”

“That’ll be the day.”

Dorcas tries a different tack. “Have you sold any paintings lately?” she asks, a harmless question although paddling dangerously close to the falls.

“I could sell most of what I paint, if I wanted to,” Lavinia says, chin lifted. “Had a show a couple of weeks ago. Did I tell you about that?”

Dorcas is delighted—her mother has introduced the subject herself! “You mentioned something about it. How did it go?”

“Very well,” says Lavinia smugly. “It was very well attended.”

And that’s it. She stops there.

Knowing that she may not find a better opening and anxious to get it over with, Dorcas forges ahead. “Mother,” she begins, “I have a confession to make. I came to see you, of course, but I also came because I heard about your new paintings. Some people are apparently concerned—”

“Busybodies,” Lavinia growls. She snatches up another cookie and reduces it to crumbs. “Some people say they’re lewd, which is certainly not true. There’s nothing lewd about those paintings, because there’s nothing lewd about the human body. I would have thought that you, Dorcas, of all people—”

She stops abruptly. Furiously she sweeps the crumbs into the palm of her hand and flings them into the sink.

Dorcas lets the “you of all people” part slide past and tries again.

“Mother, you can paint whatever you like. But maybe you need to think about whether you really want to put some of the more, uh, controversial paintings on exhibit, that’s all.”

No response. Lavinia sniffs and looks away. Dorcas studies her mother’s knobby fingers.

“Where are the paintings?” Dorcas ventures.

“In a safe place.”

“Will you show them to me?”

“You’ll see them at the proper time.”

The rain, which has started again, slaps the dark windows. Neither speaks. The clock on the courthouse steeple strikes nine. Lavinia sighs.

“Dorcas, I hope you don’t mind if I leave you alone, but I can’t keep my eyes open another minute. I’m going to say good night and see you in the morning. The sofa bed’s all made up.”

“No, I don’t mind,” Dorcas says, maybe a little too quickly. “I think I’ll run over and say hello to Ruth Kauffman. Rootie.”

“It’s raining hard.”

“I’ve got an umbrella.”

“You won’t stay out late?” It’s phrased as a question, but Dorcas knows better.

“No, no. I’ll be back by eleven. I’m pretty tired, too.”

“You have a key?”

“Yes.”

“Be sure to lock the door, will you? You have to turn the key to the right twice, remember.”

“I remember.”

“Say hello to Rootie for me.”



CHAPTER 3

Rootie’s husband, Billy, was killed in a car crash in the 1970s, a sensation because another woman was with him and everyone knew they’d been having an affair. Rootie had to sell their beautiful old place in the country to pay off Billy’s gambling debts, which she didn’t know about either. Since then she’s lived in a narrow half of a double house down the street from the county library, where she works.

The rain has tapered off and Dorcas walks the six blocks to Rootie’s, stopping by the state store to pick up a bottle of sherry. Rootie hugs her and looks her up and down.

“You never change a bit,” she says.

Rootie herself is still pretty much the same as she was in high school—Rootie Kazootie with the naturally curly hair and the infectious laugh—plus a now too-obvious dye job, bifocals in frames that look as though she’s got them upside down, and thirty extra pounds.

Rootie’s house is clammy; the thermostat must be set at sixty. She wears a lumpy sweater buttoned to the neck and sheepskin slippers shaped like a pair of small rabbits. She produces two juice glasses and pours a cautious inch of sherry into each. She settles onto a red vinyl La-Z-Boy. Dorcas curls up on the worn sofa. A gray cat strolls in and Dorcas glares at it, willing it not to come any closer. They raise their glasses: “Cheers.” Dorcas counts on the sherry to warm her up.

Rootie pops up the footrest on her recliner. “So how’s that guy, Gus? I thought for sure you’d be married by now.”

“For a few days, so did I,” Dorcas says with a shaky laugh.

“Didn’t you go off to Florida or someplace with him at Christmas, while I was sitting here worrying about whether we’d end up in a war with Iraq? Mikey’s in the reserves, you know.”

Dorcas is stricken; she’d forgotten about Rootie’s son. “Was he called up?”

Rootie shakes her head. “So tell me.”

“Here’s how it went: three days before Christmas, he asked me to marry him. It was all very romantic. Of course I said yes—I’d only been waiting for this for three years. We flew to Florida on the twenty-eighth, and on New Year’s Eve he told me he couldn’t go through with it. He wanted to go back to where we had been. Square One.”

“Please don’t tell me you agreed.”

“Not at first. But—you know how it is.”

Rootie nods. “You’ve known him for how long?”

“Four years. Three and a half, actually.”

“God, Dorcas. How come you don’t just dump him?”

“I’ve tried. Then he calls and I give in. He’s charming, he’s attractive, he’s intelligent, he’s a shit.”

“And you are weak.”

“I hate being alone.”

“Don’t we all.” Rootie sips her sherry. “How’s Sasha?”

“Fine, as far as I know. Lavinia’s pissed because Sasha didn’t send her a thank-you note for her birthday check, and I think I’m supposed to feel guilty about that.”

Rootie laughs. “Speaking of Lavinia!”

“Yes, please tell me!” Dorcas says. “What has my mother been up to? I couldn’t get anything out of her.”

Rootie holds out her glass and Dorcas pours her a generous slug. “Well, you know how everybody loves Lavinia,” Rootie begins, and Dorcas nods—she’s been hearing it for years. “And around here, at least, she’s made quite a name for herself with her paintings. Everybody looks forward to the Juniata Art League’s annual show, because Lavinia’s just about the biggest talent we’ve got since Morris Cleveland died. Of AIDS, but nobody’s supposed to know that.” Rootie pauses to light a cigarette. “I know, I know. I promised Mikey and Denise I’d quit. But a person’s surely entitled to one vice, isn’t she?”

“Lavinia would agree with that. She still smokes—I can smell it in her apartment.” In high school Rootie was always snitching her brother’s Luckys; every time Dorcas tried smoking, she felt like throwing up. It took Dorcas years to learn, even longer to stop.

“This year your mother announced that she’d been working on a new series, and she made the League people promise that she could hang them herself and keep them covered until the opening, when she’d personally unveil them. A surprise. The show was in the lobby of the old Coleman Hotel. You know it isn’t a hotel anymore? That it’s been converted to senior apartments?”

“I heard. Too bad, isn’t it?” Dorcas remembers Sunday dinners at the Coleman. She always ordered chicken and waffles, and her parents had the roast beef, well done.

“Yeah, but it looks pretty nice. I wouldn’t mind living there myself. Anyway, Lavinia insisted on absolute secrecy and they humored her, because she’s who she is and the founder of the League and so on. So Lavinia gets this boy, Charlie Benner—Rod Benner’s nephew. You remember Rodney, a year ahead of us? Married Marlene Ulsh? Only they’re split now. Charlie does yard work and chores for Lavinia. Well, he has his license, so he hauls her and her paintings over to the Coleman real early in the morning, before anybody’s around, and the two of them hang the paintings and cover them up with sheets.”

“When was this?” Dorcas asks, wondering why Lavinia didn’t invite her if it was such a big deal.

“Exactly four weeks tomorrow they had the opening, with wine and cheese and vegetables with ranch dip. The artsy crowd all turned out—you’d probably know a lot of them. There was your mother, looking elegant as all get-out in a lavender suit and a string of pearls that I’d bet are the real thing, her hair just done—Marlene Benner still does it for her. Lots of people go to her, me included. With that silver-headed cane Lavinia’s started carrying, she’s definitely the Queen Bee, you know? So when she’s got everyone’s attention, she starts peeling the sheets off the paintings, one by one. A real flair for drama.
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