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    “For Joel, my heart has swelled with pride, raced with fear, softened with pity and ached with pain and love. Not that he is different from any other boy. He crawled, walked, talked, toilet-trained, ran, and biked at the appropriate ages. His grades are average, his interests typical, and lately he’s begun to have the standard teenage sulks and minor rebellions. But the thing is—Joel is mine, and his presence is a glow that illuminates my life.”
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Life is tranquil in the small town where Barbara has lived all her life. Raising her son Joel with her loving husband Dan has been the anchor of her world for years. But in the summer before Joel’s senior year, Barbara sees him becoming a man—and she’s not ready to lose the little boy she once nurtured and held. When Joel is drawn into a shocking tragedy that devastates the town, Barbara ventures warily into the dark, unknown territory of trusting her son as an adult—and feels the full impact of her changing role as a mother.


In this powerful and emotional novel, Claire Harrison, the acclaimed author of A Mother’s Song, masterfully portrays the everyday joys and struggles of raising a son. It is a story that captures the exciting, painful time when the rewards of motherhood must give way to the challenges of letting go, the inevitable sense of loss, and, ultimately, the promise of renewal….


Harrison is a mature and intelligent writer.


—Susan Riley, The Ottawa Citizen
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PROLOGUE



THE LAKE IS A DARK, GRAY-GREEN BLANKET, CONCEALING WHAT lies beneath. Items have dropped off boats and disappeared. Secrets spoken by lovers have fallen to its surface and sunk without trace. In the winter of 1932, a child broke through the ice while trying to cross to the end of the lake on a dare, and his body was never recovered. The townspeople say that the lake is almost sixty feet deep in some spots. One year scuba divers went down and reported that the bottom is shaped like an upside-down hat with a sloping brim that drops off precipitously to the center.


The lake has no knowledge of what it hides and what it reveals. The nature of water is simply to seek its own level. During spring the lake rises, the shores narrow, and the river that bounds the town of Cassandra swells and runs fast. By August the water has receded, and the shoreline includes what was once stony bottom. Small pools of water caught in rocks get separated from the body of the lake, and minnows swim in ever-decreasing circles as the pools slowly dry up. Throughout the summer swimmers report shifting warm spots as if the lake were being heated by an erratic burner.


The lake cools in the fall, and fishermen say the mist in the early morning is so thick they can’t see where their lines enter the water. In 1963, a child won a literary prize in a Syracuse newspaper for a story about a monster fish that lived in the depths of the lake and exhaled white smoke all night to confuse any fisherman who was trying to find where it was sleeping. The published version of the story was framed and still hangs near the mayor’s office at the town hall. The original got lost when the child’s family left Cassandra.


The lake has its history, but the townspeople only remark on it now and then. Eventually the items, secrets, and bodies the lake conceals disappear not only from sight but also from memory, for the nature of the townspeople is to forget and get on with their busy lives.





PART I


FRIENDS






Chapter


1


THE REGISTERED LETTER, WHICH I HAVE TO SIGN FOR, ARRIVES in a creamy vellum envelope with her name and address printed in royal blue script across the back flap. Marla Hudson. I run my fingers over the letters, feeling the raised, engraved curves and simultaneously the stir of old emotions as if they too were raised and engraved on my psyche.


“Is that the Marla Hudson who wrote all those books?” Caroline asks.


“Yes,” I say.


“And she lives—where?” She looks at the back flap. “Malibu. Wow, she must be rich and stuff.”


“I guess so.”


“That’s what I want to be,” Caroline says. “A writer.”


“A novelist?”


“A journalist. You know, like have assignments around the world and travel everywhere.”


“That would be exciting,” I say.


“I know,” she says. “I can’t wait.”


Caroline Deacon, who works part-time as a postal clerk after school and on Saturdays, is in the same class as my son, Joel, and is the oldest daughter of a former boyfriend of mine. She has turned from a cute little girl into the prettiest teenager in town, with the kind of infectious smile that makes you want to smile back. She resembles Brian, who took me to the senior prom. In those days, he was tall, slender, red-haired, and had an appealing shyness. But that Brian doesn’t exist anymore. He got heavy, his hair dulled and retreated, and over the years, his shy charm disappeared and he turned into one of those grinning, jovial backslappers. Caroline, it seems to me, is the result of the best of Brian as he was at seventeen and some mysterious gene pool, since she looks nothing like her mother, Molly, who is short and dark. In the last year, I’ve noticed that she’s becoming beautiful in a dazzling way. Light seems to shimmer off the coppery glint in her hair, the smooth, creamy skin and the big, turquoise eyes. I used to think Joel had a crush on her, but she started going out with Benjamin Phillips, my friend Frances’s son, and that seemed to end that.


“Marla Hudson grew up here,” I say. “We went to high school together.”


“Here?” Caroline says. “I didn’t know that. That’s amazing.”


I turn the envelope over and study the handwriting on the front. Marla used to make her letters so round they were the shape of bubbles. Now her handwriting is slanted and angular. She uses a fountain pen with a wide tip so that the letters are formed of broad strokes and sharply curved points. It’s the same type of pen she wrote with when she autographed my copy of her first novel. Friends forever, Love, Marla. She sent me this copy in the mail, and I thought about that autograph for months. I hadn’t seen Marla for seven years then, although I received a Christmas card every year. Also, the last time we’d been together she was called Martha—Martha Hudson, who was named after her grandmother and who decided in our senior year that she sounded like a scullery maid in a Jane Austen novel and would change her name just as soon as she was of legal age to do so.


The trouble was that while I knew everything about Martha—the ferocity of her dreams, the depths of her fears, all the intense loves and hates—I knew nothing about Marla beyond the surface details of her life—the two husbands, the daughter, the success of her novels, the house in California. “Visit anytime,” she wrote each Christmas. “Just drop me a note and I’ll pick you up at the airport.” But, of course, a trip like that wasn’t practical—not with graduating from university and getting married right away, buying a house within the year and taking on a mortgage, Joel’s birth, my job and Dan’s work, the car that needed to be bought when Dan’s clunker died, the new roof, the cost of landscaping and the cedar deck, the years flowing by so quickly it hardly seems possible I’m now forty-three years old and haven’t seen Marla for twenty-five years.


“We were best friends,” I say to Caroline, and remember how Marla had been my bulwark against the outside world, surrounding me with a wall of secrets shared, vulnerabilities exchanged, sensitivities protected, and loyalty given without question.


“Wow, and now she’s rich and famous.” Caroline leans forward. “I’d love to be in People magazine or on Oprah. That would be fantastic.”


When I see one of those talk shows, I’m horrified by the eagerness of people to expose the rawness of their lives as if they were so many sides of beef. “Not me,” I say. “I’m happy right here.”


Here is the town of Cassandra, New York, population 8,927, named after a daughter of Priam and Hecuba of Troy, who tricked Apollo and was tricked in turn. She promised to fulfill his passion if he gave her the gift of prophecy, but when he did so she refused him. Poor, naive Cassandra thought she could defy the gods. But Apollo wet her lips with his tongue, a curse that ensured no one would ever believe what she said. “No! Don’t bring it in!” she cried about the wooden horse that stood outside the gates of Troy. “There are Greeks inside, armed with spears!” But the Trojans didn’t listen, because they’d decided she was insane. Of course, most of the inhabitants of Cassandra, N.Y., don’t know or care about the long-dead-if-she-ever-existed Trojan princess. They’re farmers and businesspeople with a lot of other things on their minds. Besides, most of our civic pride rests on our location. We’re south of Syracuse, east of Rochester, west of Albany, and north of the Pennsylvania state line. When you enter Cassandra on Route 240 from the south or north, you’ll find a sign that says “Welcome to Cassandra, the Navel of Central New York.”


“How are the folks?” I say as I take a pen out of my purse.


“Mom and Dad just had their twentieth anniversary.”


“I hope they lived it up.”


“Well, they went out to dinner.”


“That’s nice,” I say.


“I guess so.”


I hear the small note of doubt in her voice. “But it’s not exactly your idea of living it up.”


“I guess it’s because I’m a little younger.”


I’m amused by her tactfulness. “Just a little,” I tease her.


She laughs and wrinkles her nose, and I think how nice it would’ve been if Joel had tried a little harder. “And it’s kind of dead here, too,” she says, “if you know what I mean.”


I follow her glance out the glass window of the post office to the street. If you’re looking for action, there isn’t much to see on this corner other than Ashley’s Drugs, the Exxon station, and Grieber’s Deli. There’s the occasional shopper, a car pulling in beside a gas pump, a couple of kids racing down the street. If you’re not looking for action, however, you might notice items of beauty or interest like the huge old elm with its intricate whorls and gnarls that stands behind the gas station, or the prints Edgar Ashley, the pharmacist, put in his store window. Edgar told me several months ago he would like to build a small gallery onto the side of the drugstore, but he wasn’t sure Cassandra was ready for it.


“It’s deplorable,” he said, fussing with his pale brown mustache, which is as small and thin as he is. “This town’s a barren wasteland when it comes to art.”


Edgar often talks this way to me. He believes that, because of my position as librarian and presumably keeper of the literary flame, I am au courant with art trends and desirous, as he is, of making Cassandra a more literate and cultural town.


“You’d have to get people interested first,” I said.


“Small scale,” he said. “That’s how I’m going to start.”


In keeping with the spirit of the beauty care business, he chose three prints of women in the process of bathing and placed them next to displays of Lancôme skin creams, Max Factor eye shadow, and Bonne Bell lipsticks. His choices ranged from the classic—a nude of the Romantic period scrubbing the back of her neck while squatting over a tub—to the abstract—lines suggesting eyes, curves, and a pool of water. In between was a more graphic painting of a thin woman staring out brazenly at the watcher. Her breasts were perky, the nipples hard, and, although she held a cloth in front of her genitals, her bright red pubic hair peeked out on either side. This middle print caused an excited flurry of attacks and counterattacks when our leading conservative light, Arlene McPherson, brought it to the attention of the town council, arguing that the sight of this bare woman, however gracefully sketched, would upset the youth of Cassandra.


Edgar buzzed angrily, defending the stature of the painter and the importance of exposing youth to art. “And that painting’s in a museum in Paris, if you don’t mind,” he would say to anyone who came into the store.


Rumor had it that when Arlene heard this, she just snorted and said, “Paris,” in a disdainful, belittling way.


At which point, Edgar fussed with his mustache even harder and said to me with despair, “I’m wasting art on yahoos.”


“There are a number of us staunchly behind you,” I said. He perked up. “How many?”


“The Phillipses, the Fellers, the Brenners, Margaret Lontis, Jerry Hearndon,” I paused, searching for more names. “The Silvers.”


His face fell. “It’s hopeless,” he said. “Doomed.”


Art inspired art. Several local artists, unidentified, used the glass window over the prints as canvases. They drew mustaches on Edgar’s nudes, and one daringly extended the red pubic hairs into long tendrils. Art also inspired literature. Letters pro and con flew into our weekly, the Cassandra Gazette, and to the town councillors, who finally, in a narrow vote, decided Edgar could keep the Romantic nude and the abstract in his window, but not the lady in the middle. While I couldn’t say the issue exactly pitted neighbor against neighbor, it certainly, as I pointed out to Edgar, recharged our cultural batteries.


“You’ll be out of here soon,” I say to Caroline. “One more year and then it’s college.”


“It’s never going to happen,” she says.


“It will,” I say.


“My mom says I’m too impatient.”


“That year will be gone before you know it.”


She heaves a huge sigh, but very little can make Caroline look less beautiful than she is. The extra oxygen only serves to make her skin more luminescent. “I hope so,” she says.


“Now, where do I sign for this letter?”


She pulls out the ledger and opens it. “Over here. On the dotted line.”


I don’t have stationery with my name engraved on rich paper. I buy recycled paper at Edgar’s store when he’s having a sale. I don’t own a fountain pen that makes my signature look like calligraphy. I use whatever ballpoint pen I can find in the kitchen drawer, which isn’t often, because such pens have a way of traveling in our house from room to room and disappearing for months at a time. And I haven’t changed my name. I just added on a new last name when I got married.


I lean forward and pull the register to me. Barbara Gardiner Breymann, I write next to the red X.


“So I’ve put Miller in charge of that part of programming, because he’s good at pulling the team together and pushing things through. More cucumber, hon?”


I assess Dan’s handiwork: chopped lettuce and half a cucumber sliced. “It’s enough,” I say. “Put in some green pepper.”


He picks up the pepper and begins slicing. “We’ve got to get that solved before we can go on to testing, and then Brownlee called me in and said marketing wanted to know when they could start package design and I told him that…”


I listen as I peel the potatoes, but the letter from Marla forces me to disengage and step outside of myself. How would this scene look to her? What would she see if she stood in the doorway about to step into my life? I survey my kitchen, which we enlarged and renovated last year, adding a bay window that looks out on the garden, replacing the dark cabinet doors with light formica, and putting down cushioned flooring in a shade of terra-cotta. I survey Dan, busily chopping a green pepper and wearing an apron over his white shirt and suit pants. I could say that he too has been enlarged and renovated, unrecognizable from the boy we graduated from high school with. I survey my life, with its serene round of home, work, and friends, and engage in an imaginary conversation that is half apologetic, half proud. It’s not exciting, I explain to Marla, but it’s mine. Then I examine myself, Barbara Breymann, twenty pounds heavier than I was at seventeen, my dark hair tinted to hide the gray that started to come in during my late thirties. She will be thinner, I think, and she was always prettier.


“… so they’re setting up a meeting in San Diego after the fair, which means I’ll be gone five days instead of three, but I prefer the face-to-face meetings rather than the never-ending conference calls.”


Dan? I say to Marla as I put the peeled potatoes into a pot of water and then onto the stove. Oh, he’s doing very well. And he’s happy—that’s what counts. Dan works for LogoDraw, a software company with headquarters in the nearby city of Laurel Grove. Since the time he joined the company in the late seventies as a computer programmer, it has grown tenfold, its success based on a graphics package that is ranked one of the best in the world. Now he’s a vice president in charge of research and design, a job that he loves. I don’t know precisely what he does, only that he’s responsible for each new version of LogoDraw, and that no sooner do they issue one version than he’s begun work on the next.


Oh, I know—if someone had told me at seventeen I was going to marry Dan Breymann, I’d have cracked up entirely. I give an imaginary little laugh, a pale reflection of the hilarity that would have had both of us doubled over back then, and try to look at Dan through the eyes of a woman who does not love him. He’s a tall, big-boned man with blond hair, thick and straight, and eyes that are pale blue and wide apart under blond eyebrows. He could have been handsome, but his features are too coarse, as if he has lived outdoors all his life and the wind and sun have eroded them. Dan’s family moved into Cassandra when I was in grade three. He was, from my eight-year-old perspective, an entirely forgettable little boy except that he was the only one in our class who had to wear glasses, and he had an enormous chemistry set that he brought to school one day. Our paths bumped and intersected for the next ten years. In grade five, we had to do a project together on China. In grade eight, I was paired with him by a sadistic teacher during a dancing class when I was still a head taller than he was. In high school, he was one of the boys with bad skin and cowlicks who grew so fast their knees and elbows jutted out at odd angles and got such good grades in math and physics we dismissed them as “brains.” Dan was in many of my classes, but he was invisible to me. When I saw him back then, circa 1962, I looked right through him. My eyes only registered certain types of boys whose dark good looks and inaccessibility made my longing for them that much stronger.


After our high school graduation, I didn’t see Dan until three years later at a Christmas party when he was home from college. I barely recognized him. Where was the boy with the black-rimmed glasses and the too-short crew cut? Who was only interested in obscure scientific facts? Who had absolutely no cool and less sex appeal? Dan still wore glasses and loved arcane science, but gone were the pimples, cowlick, and bumpy elbows. He’d grown several inches taller and wider, his face had become interesting in a rugged sort of way, and the Christmas lights gleamed in his silvery blond hair. Besides, my criteria had expanded since I’d gone to university. I still liked dark men but no longer yearned after aloofness. At sixteen, I’d only wanted the pleasure of the chase; what came after was too scary to contemplate. Now I wanted the prey: in my mind, my heart, and my bed.


Over the punch bowl, Dan and I talked about university. I was majoring in English, he was studying computer languages. He tried to explain exactly what these were, and while I didn’t understand what he was talking about, I found his enthusiasm appealing. We discussed acquaintances: who had gone to what college, who was working, who was married. Then I said how sorry I was about his father, who had died the previous spring, and asked how his mother was doing.


“I mean, she seems to be okay, but it must be hard with your dad not there and everything.” I was making a horrible mess of this and took a large swallow of punch to hide my embarrassment.


“She’s kind of depressed.”


“Oh,” I said.


“She gets headaches.”


“I didn’t know,” I said.


“She spends a lot of time in bed.”


“Oh, I—”


“It’s like I come home and nobody’s there.”


His lips trembled, and I fell in love. That’s how it happens when you’re twenty-one years old. You fall, not for the man, but for some small action that seems to epitomize the whole. It doesn’t cross your mind that he may never repeat the action again, that it may be an aberration or, even worse, nothing more than a muscular twitch. The tremble that began at the corner of Dan’s mouth and traveled across his lower lip—that tiny show of emotion—spoke volumes to me. I wanted to comfort him in my arms, I wanted to suck at that bottom lip, I wanted to make love to him.


When? That night. No, I’m perfectly serious. The backseat of his car. A Beetle, what else? Marla throws back her head and laughs, her deep, loud, and thorough laughter. I remember how she had to stifle that laugh when we slept over at my house or hers. We’d obediently turn off the lights as our parents requested, but then we talked for hours, sotto voce, so we wouldn’t wake anyone up. We both smoked, and the only light in the room would be the flare of a match and the red-hot tips of our cigarettes. Under the cover of darkness, we explored every inch of our world: boys, parents, siblings, friends, teachers, dreams, pasts. We talked about subjects that couldn’t be discussed in the light of day, speculating intensely on what it felt like to have a penis inside, whether it would really hurt the first time, how long intercourse would take.


Sometimes Marla would get her parents’ flashlight, and we’d study the way the beam of light caused shadows to appear in the corner of the room, in the closet, and on ourselves. We’d put it under our chins to appear haunting and diabolical. When we were fifteen, Marla began a game we could play only in the smallest hours of the morning when we were sure everyone else in the house was asleep. She would make-believe the flashlight beam was the spotlight on a runway and that we were fashion models. The game started innocently enough. We draped sheets around ourselves or put on Marla’s dresses, although this was difficult for me because Marla was taller and thinner. One of us would focus the flashlight on the other, who would mince along the narrow path between the mattresses we had put on the floor. We usually had our hair up in rollers and looked ridiculous. We often laughed so hard playing this game that we had to bury our heads under pillows. Marla then made the game more exciting by stealing some of her mother’s dresses during the day so we could wear them at night. I still remember with great clarity a black cocktail dress of Mrs. Hudson’s that left one shoulder bare and covered the other with a puff of tulle decorated with tiny rhinestones. I loved that dress and the silken feel of the taffeta against my skin.


Then, when the fun of illicitly wearing adult clothes paled, Marla changed the rules of the game without telling me. One night, she went into the closet to change while I sat on top of her dresser so I could train the flashlight beam down on her. Actually, by this time, we had two flashlights so we could have double spots or spots that joined to form a figure eight.


“I’m ready,” she whispered.


I flicked on the flashlights and she stepped out of the closet. She was dressed only in scarves tied together to criss-cross over her breasts and hang in folds over her hips. The scarves were gauzy, and I could see her breasts and pubic hair through them.


“Martha!” I said.


“Sssh!”


“Jesus.” I was starting to giggle.


“Shut up!”


I quickly flicked off the flashlights and we listened intensely to the silence in the house. Then I turned the flashlights back on, training them on Marla’s chest and hips. She pivoted and swiveled, thrust her pelvis forward and arched her back. Laughter bubbled up in my throat and the flashlights trembled in my effort to hold it in. Marla ignored me. Her eyes were closed and her expression intent as if she were listening to some internal music. Then she began to strip, pulling the gauze down from one breast and then the other. Her breasts were fuller than mine and those of most of the girls in our class. In the yellow illumination, the aureoles and nipples were red-brown and as glossy as polished mahogany.


This was 1962. Playboy had not yet been published. On television and in the movies, grown-ups slept in twin beds and love scenes never went beyond a kiss. The words erotica and pornography were not part of my vocabulary, but it didn’t matter. As always, Marla’s daring revealed new possibilities to me, that slow striptease opening secret doors to dark vistas of sexuality and unexpected powers. Beneath my hilarity, something stirred, something disturbing and intensely pleasurable.


“That’s it for the pepper. You want me to put in the tomato?” Dan asked.


“Joel doesn’t like tomato that much,” I say.


“Where is he, by the way?”


“Baseball practice.”


“You think they’ll finally let him play?”


I open the oven door and check on the chicken I’ve been roasting. The hot, rich smell of it fills the kitchen. “He tried so hard to make that team,” I say. “He’s so proud.”


Joel, my son. What can I say beyond those three words? Joel, my seventeen-year-old son, has possession of my heart in a way that Dan does not. That tremble of Dan’s lips, that moment of pure vulnerability, never occurred again. Dan is an easygoing man, successful in what he does and content with his life. I love his steadiness, his dry sense of humor and his devotion to me and Joel. I love the way he makes love to me, with full attention to my needs and uncritical of my aging body. But Dan has not made my heart run the full gamut of reactions and clichés. For Joel, my heart has swelled with pride, raced with fear, softened with pity, and ached with pain and love. Not that he is different from any other boy. He crawled, walked, talked, toilet-trained, ran, and biked at the appropriate ages. His grades are average, his interests typical, and lately he’s begun to have the standard teenage sulks and minor rebellions. But the thing is—Joel is mine, and his presence is a glow that illuminates my life. That doesn’t mean I brag about him. I’m not superstitious, I walk under ladders and ignore black cats that cross my path, but a sixth sense tells me that to brag about Joel might be dangerous.


So I explain to Marla how desperate Joel is to be a sports hero. In the fall, it’s football, in the winter, hockey, in the spring, baseball and swimming. He usually makes the teams, but he often sits on the bench or is an alternate. When this happens, when Dan and I go to a game and watch Joel spend most of his time off the field or coming in close to last, my heart feels painful and heavy as if the failure is all mine. Joel keeps right on trying, overcoming each loss with an equanimity of spirit I find awesome.


“I was a little off, Mom,” he said at the last swim meet last winter where he was eliminated after the first heat in the 200-yard butterfly.


“I thought you looked great,” I said.


“Yeah, well, my kick needs more work.”


“Really?”


“It’s tricky,” he said, and carefully explained to me the problems of coordinating the butterfly arms and the butterfly legs. All the while, he flexed his shoulder muscles, which had started, only recently, to coat his bones. I recognized that he’s going to be as big as Dan, but the same slow physical starter. Some of his friends are already as thickly muscled as men and have dark beards shadowing their skin. Joel is lanky and awkward with blond fuzz on his cheeks and above his lip. When he lifts his arms, his ribs corrugate his abdomen and his armpits reveal tiny tufts of pale hair.


“I got a letter from Marla Hudson today,” I say to Dan as I take the chicken out of the oven. “She’s coming to Cassandra.”


“For how long?”


“To live, believe it or not.”


Dan raises his eyebrows. “I suppose I’d get tired of Malibu, too. Too much waterfront.”


“She says she’s exhausted and needs to get back to her roots.”


“The town’s changed.” Dan tosses the salad. “She won’t recognize it.”


“I wonder if she’ll recognize me,” I say slowly.


Dan pulls me into the circle of his arm. “You don’t look a day over eighteen.”


“Oh, right,” I say.


“Not to me you don’t.”


“That’s why I married you,” I say.


“For my gallantry.”


“For your blindness.”


We are smiling at each other when the front door bangs open and there’s the thud of baseball equipment hitting the floor.


“I’m home,” Joel says as he appears in the kitchen doorway. “Don’t everyone applaud at once.”


Lately I’ve noticed that, as he gets older, Joel resembles Dan more and more. He has my mouth, softer and fuller, and my nose, which is narrower, but the rest of his face is pure Breymann: blond, blue-eyed, and wide-browed.


“How was practice?” Dan asks.


“Great.” Joel investigates the pots on the stove, taking off the lids and peering inside. “We’re going to beat the shit—oh, sorry, Mom—out of Laurel Grove. Are you going to mash the potatoes?”


“While you set the table,” I say. “And school?”


“The math test was real hard.” He takes knives and forks out of the drawer and brings them over to the table where the letter from Marla is sitting. He picks it up. “Is this from that writer friend of yours?”


“She’s moving here.”


“Cool. You’ll have someone to talk to.”


“Joel,” I say, protesting. “I have lots of people to talk to.”


“I just meant you’d have somebody to talk to about the old days,” Joel says, going over to the cupboard that holds the plates and glasses.


“I can talk to your father about the old days. He’s ancient, too. Right, Dan?”


“Decrepit,” Dan says.


“Girls talk different,” Joel says.


“Really? How?” I ask. I know Joel has a healthy interest in sex; I’ve found Playboy and Penthouse magazines beneath his bed. But he doesn’t seem to be interested in actual and accessible girls. His friends are a group of boys whose activities keep them constantly on the move. They play tennis, go swimming, watch movies, and hang out at one another’s houses where they eat and watch television. I imagine that girls are a main topic of conversation, but not when I’m around. When they’re at our house, they talk sports, play Ping-Pong, joke around, and ask me politely if they can use the phone to call their mothers.


“Girls are always laughing and telling secrets,” Joel says.


“That’s the way your mother was,” Dan says as he begins to carve the chicken. “She and Martha Hudson used to stand in front of their lockers whispering as I walked by.”


“Not about you,” I say.


“I knew that,” Dan says. “I was beneath your notice.”


Joel loves it when we talk about our high school experiences. “Dad was a nerd, wasn’t he, Mom?” he asks with a grin.


“One of the worst,” I say. The truth was that Dan never agonized about his place in the high school pecking order. He was too distracted by his science projects and tinkering with machinery to care. My theory is that this innocence is why Dan’s such a happy man today. He emerged from adolescence with few shadows and no demons.


“Your mother and Martha Hudson were popular,” Dan says.


“Martha was. I wasn’t.”


“I worshiped your mother from afar,” Dan says to Joel.


“He did not,” I say. “He wasn’t interested in me at all. He took Mary Alice Dobson to the senior prom.”


Dan shakes a drumstick at me. “Mary Alice lived next door to me. My mother made me take her.”


“Who’d you go with, Mom?”


“Brian Deacon.”


“Mr. Deacon? Who owns the hardware store? You went out with him?”


“That’s right.”


“You mean Mr. Deacon could’ve been my father?” Joel says. “Wow, that’s weird.”


The three of us are smiling, and the kitchen is redolent with the scents of dinner. So this is it, I say to Marla. The story of my life—my husband, my son, my home, my friends, my work, and the accumulation of many small events and tiny moments over twenty-odd years. I add that there’ve been ups and down—the deaths of parents, my two miscarriages, the time Joel fell down the back steps and needed five stitches in his leg—but these are ordinary life events experienced by many others, and we’ve weathered them to the best of our abilities. I realize too that our lives are blessed by the luck of our births and genes. We are middle-class and untouched by poverty, Anglo-Saxon and untouched by racism, and Presbyterian, untouched by religious discrimination. We are protected by our skins, our education, our health, and our income. Around us the world swells and bellows with tumult and change, but we exist like a pond hidden by a copse of thickly leaved trees, our surface smooth and still, rippled only now and then by the occasional breeze.


This, I say to Marla, is not the stuff of fiction.
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MARLA’S INABILITY TO APPRECIATE THE FOOD HAS NOTHING TO do with the quality of the restaurant. Casper’s is beautifully decorated in shades of taupe and rose, the pale pink linen is heavy and monogrammed with large Cs, the food and service are excellent and the prices outrageous—in short, the ideal restaurant for the senior editor of a major publishing house to take one of his best-selling authors to lunch. Marla knows—she has spies—that Harold Sibley has a list of five restaurants, maintained by his executive assistant; the names begin with Casper’s and descend in order of importance to the Thai House. Where Harold entertains his authors depends entirely on their commercial success. He takes new, about-to-be-published writers and published authors with limited profit potential to the Thai House. “The best ethnic food in New York,” he tells them with that bubbly enthusiasm of which only Harold is capable. Marla imagines those unwitting, anxious writers hanging on Harold’s every word, unable to appreciate the food because they can taste only the thin, distant flavor of success. She imagines Harold beaming paternally on them, his round face split by that broad, toothy smile. How benign Harold appears! How friendly! How understanding!


Marla was deceived once, but no longer. Behind those bushy, graying eyebrows and seemingly tender, brown eyes is a shark swimming through the waters of New York publishing. She knows—those helpful spies again—that literature interests him little, he’s risen through the ranks by crushing weaker opponents, and he’d think nothing of taking a failing author to a lesser restaurant to let her know her sales were down. Marla takes heart from being in Casper’s, but she senses from his effusive compliments that Harold has made the choice reluctantly.


“My dear,” he says, “you look wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.”


Lies, all lies. She looks terrible, the mirror doesn’t lie. Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who’s the best-selling author of them all? Not Marla Hudson, who is too sallow and too drawn, and whose latest book teetered and fell off the edge of the New York Times Best Sellers list.


“Thanks, Harold,” she says. “And you’ve lost some weight.”


“You think so?” Harold gives his midriff a delighted pat. He’s a man prone to vanity and insecurity, a difficult combination. He has nervous, self-stroking mannerisms: caressing his tie, fingering his mustache, patting the hair over his ears where the dark curls are turning silver. “I’ve joined a new club,” he says. “I swim every afternoon.”


“And how is Dolores?” Marla asks. Dolores is Harold’s wife.


“Exhausted. Of course, she ran herself ragged trying to put everything in place. Photographers, caterers, florists, dressmakers, hairdressers—” Harold waves a hand in the air to indicate the cast of thousands that attended his daughter’s wedding.


“The full catastrophe,” Marla says with a smile.


“Now, let’s talk about you. I want to hear everything. About California, Didi, the move, your next book.”


Marla picks at her salad: radicchio, walnuts, apples, julienned carrots, and parsnips. “I sold the house,” she says.


“Oh.” It’s a groan more than a word. “That wonderful house.”


Her Malibu house was designed so that every room faced the ocean. She loved that house: the skylights that illuminated every nook and cranny, the interesting angles of the rooms, the pale oak staircase that curved to the first floor in a gracious sweep, the expanse of sandy white carpet that seemed to merge with the beach so that, on certain days, the inside and outside were one and the same. When did her delight in the house start to sour? When David left? When the troubles with Didi began? When she felt her writing weaken and soften like a fighter out of practice? There was no drawing the exact line between her affinity for the house, her sense of it as a living, connected entity, and the day she realized it held nothing for her, as if the air in it were dead, the walls no longer breathed, and the view from the windows was artificial, a painting of an ocean by a bad artist with a brush full of clichés. The water was too green, the whitecaps too pointed, the sunsets too orange.


“That house inspired some of your best writing,” Harold says.


“Did it?” Marla takes a sip of her wine.


“Some of those passages from Fly the Night Away and Silver Crescents seemed to come from a unity you felt with that house.” When she doesn’t respond, pragmatism overwhelms his small supply of sentimentality. “Well,” he continues, “I’m sure you got a good price.”


The waiter stops by their table and fills up the wine glasses. “Everything all right, Mr. Sibley?” he asks.


“Delicious,” Harold says, and as the waiter walks away, he leans forward and whispers, “He’s writing a collection of short stories.”


“The waiter?” Marla glances at the waiter’s profile as he leans over another table of diners. He’s clean-cut with dirty-blond hair and several studs in his ear.


“We signed him last month,” Harold says. “The collection isn’t finished, but it shows a lot of promise. Richard Lowe,” he names an associate editor, “is working with him.”


“Let me guess,” Marla says. “Stories about waiters?”


“And very gay,” Harold says. “AIDS, dying, the whole safe-sex shtick, which is very in right now. Those AIDS books move like hotcakes even in Boise or Peoria. Maybe death is a universal thing, that’s what some of our marketing people think, but you know what I think those sales are? Gloating. All those women readers having their revenge for the way faggots have dominated the fashion industry and designed clothes most women can’t wear.”


Marla takes a sip of her wine. “That’s an interesting theory, Harold.”


“Now, tell me. How’s Didi?”


“She’s fine.” Marla lies about Didi with surprising facility, although she’s always found it easier to lie than to tell the truth. As a small child, she recognized that the truth was often flat and drab. Lies, on the other hand, formed interesting shapes on her tongue and developed textures, colors, and tastes.


(“Did you brush your teeth, Marla?”


“Yes”: a pale mauve lozenge.


“Have you done your homework?”


“Yes”: a minty, crunchy ball.


“What did you get on that math test?”


“Ninety-one”: the cool, liquid sweetness of lime sherbet.)


Harold sips his wine. “Didi’s such a lovely girl,” he says. “How old is she now?”


“Seventeen.”


“Is she looking forward to moving?”


“No, she’s staying in California with friends. She didn’t want to leave her school. You know how kids are at that age. And she has a job working as a camp counselor this summer—a place in the Rockies.”


“But she’ll visit.”


“Of course,” Marla says. “Frequently.”


And this is the only part that’s true, if not in the sense that Harold understands it. Didi is a frequent visitor, unwanted but persistent, arriving when Marla’s guard is down—when she’s writing, in the middle of conversations with friends, on the highway in the midst of heavy traffic, and at that most vulnerable moment, when sleep is ending and wakefulness begins. How often has Marla woken to discover that Didi has arrived, complete, whole, and angry? How often have those early morning visits turned immediately into full-blown battles, the voices raging through her skull, her head rocking with the sounds, the pain clawing at her temples? And how often has she forced herself out of bed and into a shower, because the only way she can seem to get away from the voices, the screaming, and the heavy burden of loss, is to drown them in the hottest water she can take without burning?


If Marla looks at Didi’s life from conception to her seventeenth birthday, she sees a tiny, sweet bud, opening to a tiny, sweet flower that grew in unpredictable, difficult ways. Long and leggy as if seeking a different sun. Unruly with foliage that could not be trimmed. Spreading until it could not even be contained. What had begun with a few broken curfews when Didi was thirteen turned into overnight disappearances that had Marla frantically calling the police. Didi’s passing marks slumped into failures no matter how many teachers Marla talked to or how many tutors she hired. Didi gave up neighborhood and school friends and hung out with kids she met in shopping malls and convenience stores. It was no surprise to Marla when Didi dropped out of school, screamed that she couldn’t stand having Marla on her case anymore, and insisted she live on her own.


Although she’s not a gardener—in fact she’s hired gardeners to keep the grounds at the house in Malibu—Marla understands that delicate flowers need proper care, good soil, and a hospitable environment. She knows that her three-year marriage to Sean, a would-be actor, was a time of aridity when her own thirst for love was never quenched. Sean was so self-centered that mirrors reflected back only his image even if she was standing beside him. Didi was two when they divorced and already rebellious, a toddler who would not accept the word no. Three years later she married David, a lawyer with such an air of competence she believed he could take the pieces of her life and put them neatly back together. She didn’t foresee that the hot winds of passion could change so quickly or how frigid such competence could be. David didn’t like the way she managed her business, her agent, or her publisher. He objected to the way she handled Didi. Cold winds blew through that marriage, chilling her to the very bone. Didi’s rebellious streak widened. She had behavior problems at school, at camp, and with friends. By the time Marla separated from David, Didi was thirteen and looked eighteen. She was tall, with Marla’s dark, lustrous hair and Sean’s beautiful bone structure; a broad brow, high cheekbones, and a small square chin with a cleft, and she was into sex, drugs, and full-scale defiance.


Marla tried—how she struggled and cried and argued—but nothing worked, not the beautifully decorated bedroom and lovely clothes, not the expensive riding, ballet, and art lessons, not the elaborate birthday parties, not the world-renowned child psychiatrist and prestigious family counselor. It was as if the soil Didi had grown in contained an imbalance that couldn’t be corrected, or the climate was such that no one could control the rampant proliferation of foliage. In the last days before Didi left, Marla had been barely able to breathe. There didn’t seem to be enough air in the house, and what there was made her choke and gasp until tears flowed down her cheeks. And then Didi was gone, and although she could breathe again, Marla discovered that the roots of such plants are embedded so deeply in the heart they can’t be removed. The plant breaks off only at the base of the stem, and the severed roots tremble with exquisite pain.


“Now, the move,” Harold says. “Are you sure it’s the right thing?”


“I couldn’t live in California anymore.”


“But upstate New York? There are more exciting places—Paris, London, here for that matter.”


“I couldn’t live here,” Marla says. “I need some green space. And I don’t know anyone in Paris or London.”


“Those cities have been rich fodder for writers. Think of Dickens, Thackeray, Hemingway.”


Marla shakes her head.


“Your parents still live there?” Harold asks.


“No, they moved away after I finished high school.”


“How long has it been?”


“Twenty-five years.”


“Things will have changed in—what’s that town called again?” Harold says.


“Cassandra.”


“Wasn’t she a Greek princess?”


“A Trojan. No one would believe her prophecies.”


“The point is that very little will be as you remember it in Cassandra after twenty-five years.”


“A lot of the people I went to school with are still there.”


“But you, darling, have moved on.”


“I don’t think you ever move very far from your adolescence. It has a long reach.”


“Ah,” he says, “I believe I hear the makings of a novel. Music to my ears.”


 


Cassandra: an appropriate first entry to this journal, because that’s where it all started, that’s where I started, conceived (I’ve come to believe) in the backseat of a ’46 Chev parked by Misty Lake on an April night when it was too cold for my bachelor father and spinster mother to screw under the pines.


I’ve patched my beginnings together from hints dropped by my mother over the years. I began, in spirit, at a Valentine’s Day dance held by the Women’s Auxiliary to the Cassandra Fire Department to raise funds for the new school library. My mother was a hometown girl, my father an ex-GI who came from the next town. Their love affair heated up in the beginning of March when my father’s persistence—phone calls, flowers, flattery—wore down my mother’s resistance, and she agreed to go out with him. By April they were at it hot and heavy, as I am their witness, by July married, and by December parents. It was all downhill from there; the slippery slope of incompatability began right after my mother told my father that she was pregnant. He went on a five-day bender, shades of things to come.


I’m going back to Cassandra to get to the bottom of things. The bottom of things. Why the bottom? Why not the top? Or the middle? Because I believe the truth lies in layers, one truth on top of the next, obscuring what exists beneath. And I need the truth to write, because without the truth, I can’t create the lies.


Marla’s first success was a thinly disguised autobiographical novel about Didi’s birth, the death of her marriage to Sean, and her own coming to terms with the feminist movement. The critics adored it, the public bought large quantities. Her other successful novels reflected what she saw and heard in California. They weren’t about stars and celebrities but about those wannabes and failures like Sean who stood at the periphery of fame, unable to step into the charmed circle. According to critics, she wrote the “quintessential California novel,” and “delicate dissections of frustrated ambition and lost love” with “sharp insights into the pathological underbelly of the film industry.” But somewhere between her divorce from David and her problems with Didi, she lost her touch. The critics had panned her last two books as “repetitious” and “mechanical.” So she decided it was time to go back to Cassandra, to traverse old paths, both joyous and painful, to seek the solace of old friendships, to find the answers to old questions never asked, and to allow the old wounds, long hidden, to emerge into the light.


 


Christian: How can I describe him? He had that special beauty seen only in some young men when they stand between the innocent realm of the boy and the complex terrain of the man. It was a dark, gleaming beauty, built of strong bones and finely honed angles, but it didn’t sit on him lightly. He was restless with it, caught between vulnerability and arrogance.


He made me helpless. The line of his shoulders cut across my heart, and his smile caused me to become breathless and giddy as if the floor were falling away from my feet. I sat beside him in English and behind him in American History. I used to write his name in the margins of my notebooks: Christian French, Mr. French, Christian Robert French, and more daringly, Mrs. Christian French.


They’ve reached the end of the meal. The waiter has taken away their plates and is serving coffee.


“Cream, Mr. Sibley? Sugar?” Marla notes the servile dip of the waiter’s head as he pours the cream into Harold’s cup and wonders where Harold took him to lunch.


“Thank you, Peter,” Harold says, and briefly touches the waiter’s arm. “We’ll talk soon.”


The thrill of Harold’s attention, which shows clearly in the waiter’s face, does not distract him from his duties. “Cream?” he asks Marla. “Sugar?”


“No, thank you.”


He slides soundlessly away, and Harold says, “And he’s a good waiter, too. Such luck.” He clears his throat. “Now, my dear, we have a slight problem to discuss.”


Marla knows Harold will not use words like “sales.” Such commercial terms would contaminate the conversation and pollute the subject of literature. Instead, he talks about themes, plots, and character development. He talks about the expectations of her readers and the demands of the book market. The unpleasant topic of money, of lesser advances and other penalties of failure—these issues he’ll discuss with her agent, Brian Lamm, who, in turn, will relay them to her, putting the unhappy facts in the best light possible. Dear Brian—not even his highly developed sense of tact will be able to conceal the reality of critical disapproval, a diminishing audience, and editorial displeasure.


“And we’re in difficult times,” Harold concludes. “The recession has forced people to pull back. It’s my humble opinion that we’re going to see the end of the hardcover novel. Well, not entirely, there’ll still be library sales, but most people prefer to buy paperbacks. But theory aside, Marla, my dear, you’ve strayed off the path and your audience is confused. They used to know the kind of punch a Marla Hudson novel delivered. Now they’re not sure.”


“I can’t write the California novel anymore,” Marla says. “It ran its course. I can’t keep producing them as if they were widgets.”


Harold’s hand with its manicured nails touches his chest as if she has mortally wounded him. “Darling Marla,” he says. “Not widgets. No one wants you to produce widgets. I just want to see you happily back on track, writing the kind of novel your readers love. Now, tell me, is there a particular story in Cassandra? Is that the reason for this move?”


Marla sips at her coffee and then puts it down. “I couldn’t write it before. I needed distance from it.”


 


He lay in the hospital bed. I didn’t know what the sheets were hiding: what was broken, what was gashed, what had been lacerated. His hands lay palms up, the fingers slightly curled. Every now and then, his right wrist would twitch as if life’s spark had found its only niche nestled among those intricate bones.


I’ve carried this image of Christian for twenty-five years like a snapshot with its colors intact—hospital-white walls, chrome bed rails, pale flesh tones, black hair, a bright blue pitcher holding water he would never drink. In this snapshot, there are no smells, the sheet lies perfectly still, and he doesn’t take those raspy, shuddery breaths. This image isn’t my truth. I never actually saw him dead. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. Only that it’s a truth that belongs to others.


“At the time,” Marla says, “I thought I was responsible for a tragedy.”


“Ah,” Harold says. “Would you like to tell me about it?”


“It’s not ready yet. It’s not quite clear in my head.”


“You haven’t started writing about it then.”


“Only in a journal.”


“My dear, I want you to take all the time you need.” He pauses. “May I hope that we’ll have some sex, violence, and mayhem?”


He says this as if he’s making a joke—all that commercial nonsense, my dear, wink, wink—but Marla senses his greedy anticipation and plays to it. “A little bit of everything,” she says. Wink, wink.


“How nice,” Harold says, caressing his tie with one hand and stroking his mustache with the other. “It sounds delightful.”
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I HAVE THREE FRIENDS IN CASSANDRA—DAPHNE, VIRGINIA, and Frances—who are as necessary to me as the air I breathe. I’ve known them all for at least fifteen years, and we met indirectly through our children. We’ve passed through many stages together, as wives and the mothers of infants, toddlers, prepubescents, and teenagers. We’ve shared births, illnesses, accidents, deaths, infidelities, and divorces. When I look back over the years I see our lives weaving together in a huge web. This web is not neat and geometrical like that of a spider’s but chaotic, as life is chaotic, with the strands forming loops, turns, coils, twists, kinks, and knots.


For the past thirteen years we’ve played bridge together on Wednesday nights to ensure that we all see one another at least once a week and catch up on the news. These games have been ritualized over time. We begin at 7:30 and end at 10:30, we rotate location from house to house, we serve low-cal foods like fruit and diet sodas, and we always play with the same partners. If one of us is sick, we cancel until the next week. We don’t invite outsiders to substitute, because the bridge game is not really the point.


On this Wednesday night, we are at my house. It is 9:15, and I’ve closed the curtains in the living room, where the card table is set up. The circles of light from the lamps overlap and cast a warm, generous yellow glow upon us. We need such generosity, because time is beginning to inflict small wounds. We range in age from forty-three to forty-six, and we are all going gray and our skins are softening and creasing. What I see in the mirror is reflected back to me around the table. There are the same radiating lines at the eyes, deeper brackets at the mouth, minute wrinkles above the lips. I’ve noticed in the past year that we talk more about our transformations: exchanging anecdotes, confessing to the changes hidden by our clothes, prescribing remedies and making jokes about middle age. We know the talk will not stop the inevitable, but it has the momentary power of lifting, very slightly, the weight of the future from our shoulders. On these evenings, when we are separate from work, family, and our daily selves, we are able to look at our lives as if they were rooms and we were voyeurs at the windows.


“Then I said to him, ‘So it isn’t a brain tumor.’ And he said, ‘No, Mrs. Feller, you’re just getting short-sighted.’” We laugh and Daphne shrugs. “I guess my wandering cancerous tumor will have to come to rest somewhere else.”


I’ve finished dealing out the hand, and we take a moment to rearrange our cards. Mine always go in the same order: spades to the extreme left, followed by hearts, clubs, and diamonds. I count quickly. “One club,” I say.


“Then,” Daphne continues, “I took one look at myself in the mirror, saw those gray hairs, and realized I couldn’t bear to have those lines at the bottom of my glasses the way my mother did. So these are invisible bifocals.”


We study her glasses, and Virginia says, “I would never have guessed.”


“Of course, they’re harder to get used to,” Daphne says. “The world has a way of swaying.”


“What was your bid?” Frances asks me.


“One club.”


Daphne, who’s my partner, makes a face. “A biggie. A real show of strength.”


Of the three women, I’m closest to Daphne. She and I were in high school together, although we weren’t friends at the time. She went away to college in Maryland and moved back to Cassandra in the early seventies when her husband, Matt, got a job as a reporter with the Laurel Grove Leader. I bumped into her at a children’s store in the Baymont Mall when I was pregnant with Joel. Actually, I bumped into Celia, her two-year-old, who was racing around the store and ran into my legs. Celia fell down, Daphne picked her up, and we eyed one another with sudden recognition. Our exclamations of surprise turned into an exchange of phone numbers, which turned into meetings over morning coffee. I hadn’t liked Daphne when we were in school. She’d hung around with a loud group of girls who were on the basketball team. They were rowdy in the locker room and liked to throw one another into the shower, the aggressors laughing hysterically while the victims squealed with outrage and pleasure. Ten years later, Daphne had changed from tall and almost emaciated to plump, curvaceous, and more attractive than she’d been in high school. Her loudness was transformed into a love of the dramatic and a tart sense of humor that made me laugh, no easy task during the last trimester of my pregnancy, when I felt heavy, awkward, tired, and apprehensive.


“One diamond,” Frances says.


“My partner is bidding,” Virginia announces, and studies her cards.


“One spade,” Daphne says.


“I have news,” Frances says. “I’ve started having hot flashes.”


There is a shocked silence—we haven’t seen this in our respective mirrors—and we put down our cards. “You’re too young,” Virginia says. “Forty-four is too young.”


“I went to a talk at the Y, and the speaker said hot drinks could trigger hot flashes. And that’s when I realized it wasn’t just the coffee.”


“But you’re still having periods,” I say. Frances’s painful, heavy periods have been the subject of many bridge evenings.


“She said menopause doesn’t happen overnight. It’s a long process.”


We contemplate the word menopause, taste it and roll it around in our mouths.


“It makes sense,” Virginia says. “Puberty didn’t happen overnight either.”


“The big M,” Daphne says. “I’ll welcome it with open arms. Come and get me, baby.”


“You wouldn’t,” Virginia says. “Not really.”


“Are you kidding? Matt and I fight over birth control all the time. In the past, I’ve had to do it all. I took the pill and screwed up my hormones. Then I got a loop and had the cramps from hell. Then there was the diaphragm with all the associated mess. So I told him, ‘We’ve been married twenty years. Now it’s your turn.’ Of course, he hates rubbers. He says it’s like making love with his raincoat on.”


Virginia leans forward. “But menopause isn’t just about birth control,” she says in her quiet voice. “It’s about an ending. It’s about loss.”


Her face is earnest, a crease appearing between her brows. That crease takes me back seventeen years to Joel’s birth and the maternity ward of Laurel Grove Hospital, where I met Virginia after she had Sarah. We’d given birth within minutes of one another and were roommates in a semiprivate room. At the time, I was amazed that Sarah, who weighed more than Joel, had emerged from such delicacy. Virginia was tiny, barely five feet tall, and there was something wispy about her. She had thin, pale hair, which flew about her face, and extremely fine features; a nose that came to a point and lips whose middle and ends formed a small, perfect triangle. Sarah, on the other hand, was nine pounds of screaming infant with a shock of coarse, black hair and an Amazonian appetite. While I fretted when Joel couldn’t seem to figure out what my nipples were all about, Sarah latched onto Virginia’s almost nonexistent breasts with a lusty ferocity. Virginia would nurse her, all the while staring down at her baby’s head with a bemused frown, a tiny line creasing the skin between her pale eyebrows.


“Would someone review the bidding for me?” Daphne says.


“A club, a diamond, a spade,” I say.


“Virginia, it’s your bid,” Daphne says.


“Oh, I pass,” Virginia says.


“Menopause isn’t about loss,” Frances says. “I refuse to think about it that way. It’s another healthy stage in a woman’s life.”


I sit a little straighter in my chair, and I notice that Daphne and Virginia do the same. We all have special roles in this foursome. Daphne presents us with drama and humor, Virginia forces us to reach deeply into our psyches, and Frances makes us attend to our feminist p’s and q’s. Virginia and I met Frances when our children were enrolled in the same preschool pool program at the YMCA. Her son, Benjamin, was willing to wear his water wings and get into the pool, but he was the only child in the program who could not be cajoled to put his head in the water and blow bubbles. I knew I was going to like Frances when she stopped the instructor—a young teenager—from pressuring Benjamin and said she’d blow bubbles for him. Frances also has the distinction of being truly beautiful. She has thick, dark hair and extraordinary light brown eyes, surrounded by long, dark lashes. Her skin color is high and her bone structure elegant. Daphne has observed to me that while the rest of us hope to age gracefully, only Frances will age beautifully. This is already noticeable. She’s not going scatter-shot gray like the rest of us. A white streak has appeared in her hair near the right temple, forming a lovely accent as it sweeps backward.


“And I don’t like what I’m reading,” Frances continues. “I don’t like the term ‘ovarian failure.’ Why is it a failure when the ovaries are doing just what they’re supposed to be doing?”


“It’s the male medical establishment screwing us again,” Daphne says.


“Precisely,” Frances says. “Now, whose bid is it?’


My four of spades is no support for Daphne’s bid. “Two hearts,” I say.


Frances studies her cards and then sighs. “Well, Virginia,” she says, “I think we’re out of the picture. Pass.”


“Two spades,” Daphne says.


“Pass,” Virginia says.


“You really have a yen for those spades,” I say, and Daphne shrugs. “I need a moment to think.”


They put their cards down and nibble grapes. “They’re in trouble,” Virginia says to Frances.


“She’s trying to decide whether to go for a small or grand slam,” Daphne says.
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