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To my family


We need, in love, to practice only this:

letting each other go.

For holding on

comes easily: we do not need to learn it.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE
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“Why would we want adults? Surely you’re not thinking chaperones?” Annie queried her mother. She laid one hand on the blue Formica counter, as though bracing herself against a world suddenly bereft of reason. “What could chaperones keep us from doing that we couldn’t have done already?” Her dark hair swung forward and she reached up to tuck it behind her ears. She repeated her point. “What could chaperones keep us from doing that we couldn’t have done already—if we wanted to?”

“Nothing.” Laura set her near-empty soda can in its puddle of moisture—the accompaniment of an after-school chat that had begun pleasantly enough. She turned slightly on the blue and chrome stool and her leg brushed the knee of Annie’s jeans. “But suppose something happened? You might need help. An adult’s judgment.”

“We’re only going to the state campground. We’ll be ten miles from home. Gordon has a car.”

“I know Gordon has a car.” The specter of Gordon’s car had pursued Laura ever since Gordon, six months older than Annie, had gotten his license, and an old Chevy to go with it—a mobile secret interior space for carrying her daughter off. With Annie’s permission, of course. “I just don’t like the idea. I’d feel better if you had an adult with you.”

“I’m sure you’d let Bart or Philip go,” Annie persisted. “I bet they do all kinds of things you don’t even know about.”

Laura smiled to herself. The thought of her two tall sons asking her permission to do almost anything seemed a bit ludicrous. “When you’re off at college, you can decide what’s right for you. Bart or Philip never went on overnight campouts without adult supervision when they lived at home.”

Annie’s shoulders in the green cotton sweater rose and fell in a dramatic sigh. Her brown eyes narrowed and she leaned forward—a prosecuting attorney nailing a witness. “Surely you’re not concerned with what the neighbors would think!”

Laura was silent for a moment, considering. “It’s not the neighbors. It’s me. I’m not”—she hesitated—“I’m not comfortable with the idea. I don’t like it.”

Annie shook her head, as though unable to believe what she was hearing. “You can’t expect me to be stuck with your hang-ups.” She slid off the stool, her feet finding her shoes again, and swept past her mother. At the doorway, she paused. “I’ll ask Dad and see what he thinks.”

“Mmmhmm,” Laura murmured. She heard the rise and fall of Annie’s voice on the phone. Probably calling Gordon to report her mother’s intransigence. The camping trip wasn’t for several weeks—something to celebrate the end of the school year. She and Trace would talk about it. He was less likely than she to oppose his daughter, whether out of conviction or to win Annie’s favor, she didn’t know. As for her, Annie’s favor hadn’t been in the slightest jeopardy—until lately. Now she felt sometimes as though they were all walking on thin ice.

She pulled a cookbook from the shelf and began flipping through the pages for the risotto recipe. Frankly, she was tired of cooking. It had been all right when everyone was home and her life had been taken up with domesticity, but now that, at last, they’d made the sunroom into a studio for her, the drafting table and paintbrushes were calling.

*

A gust of wind banged the back door shut. “Hello!” It was Trace, home from the college. She looked at her watch—not quite four?

Then she remembered—exam period. Still, it was unlike him to come home early.

“Hello!” He hurried in, dropped his books on the counter, gave her a quick kiss, and turned on the radio. “Hear about the storm?”

“Storm?” Laura looked out the window. Dark clouds covered the sky. The young dogwood swayed sharply from the ground, its leaves upturned, silver, slapping against the air. “I guess it’s that time of year—spring storms in Tennessee. I hadn’t noticed. Annie and I were talking.”

“It’s been on the news all the way home. A heavy storm front. Fifty-mile-an-hour winds.”

“Hi, Dad.” Annie came into the kitchen. She’d taken out her contacts and her gold-framed glasses had slid down her nose, so she had to hold her head back slightly to look at him. “Dad, there’s this camping trip….”

Trace fiddled with the radio dial. “What’s the matter with this thing?”

“Dad?” Annie pushed her glasses back into place with her forefinger, leveled her gaze.

“Listen.” Trace nodded toward the crackling sound of the radio. “There’s a big storm coming.”

“Dad—for heaven’s sake. A little rain.”

“It’s a heavy storm front. It’s been on the news all the way home.” He put his ear close to the dial. “All I’m getting is static,” he complained.

Annie looked from him to her mother, then back again. “Well whoop-de-do,” she said, and with a withering look at her father, she left the room.

A huge clap of thunder, and suddenly it was dark, at four in the afternoon. Another rush of sound, and the rain began, lashing down in sheets of water that plastered against the windows.

“Good thing you got home,” Laura said. “This would be a mess to drive in.” Trace had given up on the radio and was standing close to the window, trying to peer through the wall of water.

The refrigerator motor stopped, started again, stopped. Another rumble of thunder. Almost immediately, a flash of lightning illuminated the room. Then a sharp, shattering crash.

Annie reappeared at the doorway. “Wow! That was a biggie.”

“That one hit something.” Trace backed away from the window, moved toward the living room, Laura with him.

“Come on in here, honey,” she called to Annie, still in the kitchen. “You don’t want to be near a window.”

“I want to see the fireworks,” Annie called. Another clap of thunder, a flash of light, and she joined them in the living room, moved to the big picture window.

“Don’t get too close,” Trace warned.

“You’re a couple of chickens,” Annie said, but she stepped back to stand by her mother and watch the trees sway and bend. The slender maple tree—newly planted a year ago, after the mimosa finally died—angled over like an acrobatic dancer bending to the ground. Behind them, the light from the kitchen flickered on, off, then back on.

For a minute, the storm was quiet, catching its breath. Then another loud crack. The house shook. Lightning flashed into the darkened room.

At the bottom of the driveway, by the telephone pole, a huge fireball flared, hung thirty feet above the ground.

“What’s that?” Annie whispered.

They stared. No one spoke.

Again, a crash of thunder. Lightning shimmered in the room. “Quick,” Laura said. “The small bathroom.”

They hurried to it—an interior room, no windows—and closed the door, muting the sound. They huddled together in the small space, their knees pushing against the tan porcelain of the toilet bowl. It was Annie who lifted her arms to encircle them both, impulsively darting her head forward to kiss each of them on the cheek. “I love you,” she said. As though this could be it—a final farewell, victims of disaster, the house falling down around them.

After a minute or two, Trace opened the door a crack, letting in the roar of wind and driving rain. A strange scraping sound came from the living room.

“What on earth?” Laura said. The light in the bathroom went out. She felt Annie tremble against her shoulder.

They stood in the almost darkness for a few minutes, not speaking, with only the narrow needle of half-light marking the crack of the door. Gradually, rumbling sounds replaced the crashes of thunder; the lightning preceded the thunder by several seconds.

“Well!” Trace pushed the door open, disengaging himself from the others. “It’s letting up.”

They stepped out into the hallway.

There was still some daylight. They hurried to gather candles, matches, a flashlight.

When the rain had all but stopped, Trace headed for the back door and the carport. “I’ll try the car radio and see if we can learn anything.”

In ten minutes, he came back. “The storm is moving east. They’re calling it a tornado. I walked out to the street. That fireball was two power lines breaking—must have touched against each other going down. The church at the corner lost half its roof.” He stepped to the fireplace, stooped to peer up the chimney.

It was then that Laura noticed the length of black chain in his hand. “What’s that?” she said.

“That scraping sound we heard?” he said, his voice muffled by the open fireplace, the angle of his lifted shoulder. “The storm sucked the damper from the chimney and dragged the pull chain with it.” He stood upright again. “The chain broke off on impact. The damper’s lying in the driveway.” He stooped again, lifted the end of the chain toward a spot on the blackened fireplace wall. “You can see right there—the pull chain’s anchor’s shorn clear off the chimney wall.”

“My God,” Laura said, the image of air, chain, household—their lives—being sucked into some gigantic vacuum, tossed into the air and thrown to the ground.

Annie stepped close to the fireplace to see. “Wow!” she said.

“It was a close one,” Trace said, and the three of them looked at one another in the now-returning light of early evening—as though they had not seen one another for a long time.

They lit the candles and improvised dinner—peanut butter sandwiches, cans of tomato juice, and fruit—avoiding opening refrigerator or freezer. When they sat down to eat, their usual gesture of joining hands for a moment of silence was anything but perfunctory.

To Laura’s relief, Annie didn’t bring up the matter of the overnight campout—almost as though she, too, wanted to keep unmarred this time together. Instead, she talked on about school, about looking forward to the family vacation trip this summer.

They would go first to Laura’s family’s reunion in Michigan. “It will be sad without Grandpa,” Annie said.

“Yes, it will,” Laura agreed, her grief for her father a knot in her chest again. “But it’s important for Grandma—and the rest of us, too, that the family all be together.”

They would go on from there to two weeks at a mountain resort in Colorado.

“Have I ever been to Colorado?” Annie asked Trace.

“No. A new state for you. A new place for all of us. Highly recommended by your travel guide.” He stood, bowed with a smile and a flourish of his hand, sat back down.

“Do they have horseback riding?” Annie asked.

“They do,” Trace said.

Annie went on. “It’ll be great to have Bart and Philip with us again. I really miss them.”

“I do, too,” Trace said. His oldest son’s coming graduation had made him sharply aware of the passage of time and, atypically, it had been he more than Laura who had pushed for the vacation in Colorado. “Quality time, before they all get away,” he’d said to her, half-joking.

She looked at him oddly. “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?”

He winced. Why do you think I’m pushing for it? he thought. But he made no comment. It was soon after her father’s death, and of course she was upset about that. He missed Will—a gracious man, a steady presence in Laura’s sometimes-volatile family. He loved them, and looked forward to seeing them. And Laura was right: Her mother, her brother and sister, their families—they did need this time together after Will’s death. But sometimes the commotion of her family gatherings got to him. It was his urging that put the time in Colorado after the reunion, not before. By then he would need a rest.

*

They did the dishes by candlelight and when darkness settled in—their part of the city black except for lights of traveling cars and repair vehicles—they went to bed.

“It was nice in that bathroom—cozy,” Laura said as she and Trace settled against their pillows. Trace moved toward her. “And since we’ve come to bed so early, we might as well make good use of the time.” His voice was light, his hand on her breast. “I mean, it’s a bit early to go to sleep, right?”

“Right.” She turned, lifted an arm to circle his neck. “But not too fast, okay? A little pillow talk, maybe?”

“Sure. Anything special?”

“Just those moments with Annie—her reaching to us.”

“Mmm. What about them?” His hand moved over the rise of her hip.

She closed her eyes against tears, glad of the dark. “It’s just that…” she began. If he didn’t know, how could she tell him? Or maybe it was more her problem than his—this threat of estrangement from her daughter. Annie was sixteen, after all. She had thought they could negotiate these straits better than most. But so far, they weren’t doing awfully well.

“You love me, don’t you?” she said softly—his face above hers now.

“Believe me,” he said, and slipped inside her, and she wrapped her arms around him, tight.

* * *

In the morning, the power was still off. They learned from the car radio that school was canceled.

Trace gathered books and papers.

“You probably don’t have power at the college, either,” Laura remonstrated. “You could stay here with us.”

“I’ll find something to do,” he said. “The power should come back soon.” He kissed them each in turn. “Have a good day.”

Laura and Annie looked at each other and rolled their eyes. “He’d probably be reading going over Niagara Falls,” Annie said.

*

Soon after lunch, the refrigerator began to hum. Lights went on. It was a relief to have the power back, though, adjusting electric clocks, turning off lights, it had been, Laura thought, in some ways a welcome distraction from things that had been troubling her—her father’s death, the off-and-on tension with Annie, never knowing what her mood would be. Friend or foe? Confidante or recluse?

*

That evening, her mother called. “Are you folks okay?” Rachel asked. “It’s been on the news about tornadoes in Tennessee.”

“We’re fine,” Laura said. “But it was pretty fierce for a while.”

“It didn’t damage your house? The pictures looked awful. A wonder nobody was killed.”

“It pulled the damper out of the chimney.” The image still chilled her. “The power was out for almost twenty-four hours.”

“You’re still coming for my birthday, aren’t you?”

“I think so. I’ll check with Lillian and Howard. I know we tentatively planned to, when we were all home together.” She did a rapid calculation. Three weeks until Rachel’s birthday. Maybe by then she’d have preliminary sketches in to the publisher. Her first commission—a small advertising brochure, but it was a start.

“They can come just for the weekend,” Rachel said. “Can you stay a little longer?”

She drew in her breath. Lillian’s library job. Howard’s teaching. Her own time always expendable. “I don’t know. It’s pretty busy here.”

“Oh?” Rachel said. “What’s going on that’s so pressing?”

The question caught her off guard. What to say? I miss my father? Half the time, I don’t know my daughter? I have one commission and I’m trying to redo my old portfolio? My husband is so preoccupied that sometimes I want to scream? And besides that, I’m getting age spots!

“Just a lot of things,” she said. “I’ll think about it. How are you doing?”

“Better, the doctor says. No more fainting spells. But I’m not sure I want to stay here in the house. It gets pretty lonely.”

“Oh?” Her hand tightened on the phone. “It hasn’t been very long.” She tried to keep her voice light. “You have to give it a chance. Is Nettie still coming?”

“Yes. A couple of days. The nights are lonely.”

“I’m sure. We’ll talk about it, Mother, over your birthday.”

They said their good-byes. Laura hung up. For a moment, she leaned against the wall, her heart plummeting. Oh, dear. Maybe it wasn’t going to work out for Rachel after all. Then what?

She moved toward the next room. “Trace?” she called. “Annie?”

But they were watching television—pictures of the storm—and didn’t look up.


The question of Rachel’s future had lain like an undertow beneath the varied rises and falls, the whirlpools and surface calms, of Will Taylor’s long illness.

Laura had learned of his illness a few days before her parents were to have come for a visit. Her mother called. “We can’t come, dear. Father is in the hospital, a kind of dizzy spell. Maybe by Thanksgiving he’ll be stronger.”

Several years ago, he had had surgery for a growth in his chest. The report was encouraging—benign, all clear. Still, he had been coughing so, these last months. At their annual summer reunion at Lillian’s home on Lake Michigan, he had seemed frail. Laura and her brother and sister spoke of it quietly among themselves—not to worry Rachel or Will himself. They would stay in touch with one another, make visits to their parents as they were able.

After her mother’s call, Laura made plans to go to Hadley.

On the way to the airport, she said to Trace, “If my father dies and my mother is left alone—what do you think? Could we offer to have her come with us?”

“I’d be happy to have her. It’s mainly up to you, though. Most of it would fall on you. I know you’ve wanted to get back into art.”

“I know.”

They were silent. It had been a long-cherished dream, to pick up on the artistic career she had gladly put aside when Bart was born. Then Philip. And Annie. Three children in less than five years. Friends who’d known her in her brief years of working for the magazine had asked, “Do you miss it?”

“No.” The answer was easy. “This is my vocation now. Maybe later I can be a painter.”

But she’d kept putting off getting into it in any serious way. A few posters for the children’s school events, the art council’s annual show, some pastel sketches of her children. One spring she’d taken an advanced studio class in the adult-education program at the high school but then was prevailed on to be in charge of programs for the fall PTA. Later, she’d organize her time around painting and design. When Bart left—the household down by one—she thought she would begin. Last September, when it had been Philip’s turn to set off for college and there had been only she and Trace and Annie, she’d thought surely she would make a serious stab at it—maybe do some things for the spring sidewalk show in the park. She mustn’t wait until Annie was gone. She knew of women who went into severe depression when their last child left home, as though they had no reason for living. Either that or they got into a flurry of distractions—tole painting, club activities, volunteer work that kept them busy but didn’t fill the void left by their children’s leaving. She was determined not to let that happen. But she seemed to have less time for herself, not more, and now, with her father’s illness, the possibility her mother might be left alone… Still, if she was disciplined about it, she could work with her mother here, couldn’t she? Or wait a few more years?

She looked over at Trace. He was right of course. Most of it would fall on her.

They were almost to the airport when she said, “Thanks. I’ll tell her.”

That evening, she and Rachel sat at the supper table after their first visit with Will. “Mother, if something should happen—if he doesn’t get well—think about coming to live with us?”

Rachel, her shoulders bent with fatigue and age, looked up from the delicate Haviland plate, the vestiges of creamed codfish against the pale mottled roses. “Thank you, dear. What about Trace?”

“It’s from him, too. We talked about it.”

Her mother stirred her tea again. “That’s very generous. We’ll see.” She pushed back her cup and saucer and looked up. “Well, let’s get back to the hospital. Evening visiting hours have already started.”

Leaving Hadley after a few days, she hugged her mother in farewell. “Of course we hope Father will be well. But if you should need to—remember what I said about coming to live with us.”

“Thank you, dear.”

But as time went by and Will did not get better, the prospect of having her mother come to live with them, finish her life with them, seemed more complicated, filled Laura at times with panic, at other times with a feeling of loving benevolence toward her and the prospect of caring for her, being close companions again.

*

Her father had been largely absent from her earliest years, working late, working Saturdays, not going with them on visits to her grandparents’ farm in New York State. It was her mother who had given her life color and light, who had been the lodestar and anchor in the world she shared with Lillian.

She had asked her mother once—it was only a small-talk question, so sure was she of the answer—“You love Lillian and me more than Daddy, don’t you?” It was early morning and they were in the back bedroom of her grandparents’ home. Her mother sat on the edge of the bed, looking strange and beautiful without her glasses, her long hair falling down her back, her white nightgown flowing from her shoulders. She looked amused at the question. “I love you in a different way,” she said. Laura had been shocked, startled, more astonished than hurt. Who was he—that stranger?

As Laura got older she and her father grew closer. They were in some ways alike—even-tempered, given to jokes and attention to sunsets. Will was a gardener. He would take her on walks through his rows of corn, beans, tomatoes, then along the flower beds that edged the lawn. “There’s the iris. I tried some arbutus,” he said, “but it won’t transplant.” They recommended favorite books to each other.

She went back to Massachusetts several times that fall and winter. The growth in Will’s chest had spread. It was growing very slowly. Perhaps he could have a few more years.

But he was failing, and over the months their hopes seemed more contrived.

In mid-March, Rachel phoned. The doctor had called her. He said, “Your husband is a very sick man. You had better alert the family.”

Laura went to Hadley again. Five days later, his wife and children around him, Will Taylor died peacefully in his sleep.

They arranged for the funeral, for burial in the family plot. “I’ve always thought cremation,” Rachel said. They all agreed to cremation. Then, the decision made, she expressed misgiving: “I’m not sure what Will wanted. We talked about it, but I could never get him to say.” Her voice drifted off, as though if he were to happen into the room, maybe at last she could get him to tell her.

The day of the funeral was warm for March. The snow was gone. They put sprays of evergreens on Will’s grave. After the service, back at the house, circling the tables laden with platters of food the neighbors had brought in, sitting in the living room, their plates balanced on their laps, they spoke of Will, retold his jokes, his favorite stories, cherished the memories of his life.

The in-laws and the grandchildren went home.

Laura and Lillian and Howard stayed on for another week.

Laura had not repeated her offer—“Come and live with us.” The thought—What if she accepts?—suppressed during the crisis of her father’s illness, returned now in panic. But her mother had said nothing. A woman came to help with the housework and laundry. Rachel talked daily on the phone with her friends, with Will’s sister, Ella, who lived on the same side of town. She speculated about the coming summer, wondered whether to keep the car, spoke of the boy they hired each year to take off the storm windows.

One evening, after Rachel had gone to bed, Laura and Howard and Lillian sat in the living room, looking at old photos, artifacts of their parents’ lives. Months ago, she had told Howard and Lillian of her offer to Rachel. Now she blurted out, “What if Mother does want to come and live with us? I should never have made the offer! I know I’m the only one who doesn’t have a regular job—not yet. I’d love to have her for a visit, or have her live with us half the time. But I can’t give my whole life over—and I know that’s what it would be.”

Howard took off his glasses, clasped the bridge of his nose, his fingers spreading out to rub his eyes—a gesture so reminiscent of Will, Laura almost forgot her anxious question. “I don’t think the matter will come up. She seems content here.”

Lillian pushed the sleeve of her blue sweater along one arm. “You couldn’t, Lou”—a nickname Lillian sometimes used when she was feeling protective or unusually tender toward her younger sister—“but I’m sure it’s been a security for her all these months. It has for me, too—not needing to decide about making such an offer myself.” She drew in her breath. “It wouldn’t be easy. But I think we could handle it better. We have that great big house. Our children are still home to help and be company for her. I’m home for lunch most days. I know it would be all right with Richard. I asked him.”

To their relief, the question—as Howard predicted—never came up. At the week’s end, they all went home. Maybe they would try to come back, all of them, for her birthday in May.

*

In April, Rachel fell. She’d had a mild infection and got up suddenly. Nothing to worry about, the doctor said, but maybe it would be better if she could avoid having to climb stairs twice every day.

The cleaning woman and a neighbor helped her move her bed downstairs to the large bay window in the dining room. She was fine, she insisted, getting along fine, looking forward to seeing them. They weren’t to worry.

A few weeks later, however, talking with Laura right after the tornado that had given them all such a fright, Rachel seemed less sure of herself. Her children, from their homes in Michigan and Tennessee and Texas, confirmed their plans to visit on her birthday—the last weekend in May.

*

It was when Laura was talking on the phone with Lillian about arrival and departure days that she noted with alarm a small notation on the calendar. “Wait! Annie hasn’t said anything about it, but that Saturday is her school prom. I want to be here for that.”

Annie was in the next room. She called out, “Forget it. I’m not going. Proms are a silly sideshow.”

“Hold on.” Laura cupped her hand over the phone. Had Annie and Gordon had a fight? Probably not. This must be part of Annie’s rebellious streak. “Okay if I go to see Grandma, then?”

“Sure.”

Then Annie decided to go to the prom after all. “Once in my life I should see what a high school prom is like,” she said, telling Laura and Trace one evening at dinner.

“Oh dear. And I won’t be here!” Laura said. She thought a minute. “I wonder if the others could change our get-together in Hadley.”

“No, no!” Annie insisted.

“I hate to miss it—seeing you and Gordon off.”

“I’ll be here,” Trace said.

“Will you take pictures?” Laura asked.

“Sure,” he promised. “I’ll be glad to. We’ll be fine.”

“I’ll get the camera all set up,” Laura said.

So that’s how they left it.

Annie bought herself a simple pale apricot chiffon gown. “Want to see it on me?” she asked Laura and Trace as they sat in the living room reading.

“Of course,” Laura said.

Trace put down his paper. “Sure. Where is it?”

Annie laughed. “I have to put it on first.”

In a few minutes, she came back. “Here I am.” She turned slowly in the light from the overhead chandelier, her eyes bright, cheeks flushed, her long brown hair curling at her bare shoulders, the skirt swirling around her long legs.

She put her hand to her throat, a string of pearls. “I borrowed these, Mom. Is that okay?”

“Of course. I’d love to have you wear them. They were my wedding gift from your father.” She looked over at him, but he had already returned to his paper.

Annie backed up to her. “Will you undo the clasp?”

“Of course.” She lifted Annie’s hair, reached under, unfastened the pearls, let them fall into Annie’s cupped hand.

“Thanks, Mom. I’ll take this off now. Glad you approve.” Annie brushed her cheek with a kiss and walked from the room, the apricot cloth falling from her slim hips, floating behind her over the carpeted floor.


Over the years, Laura Randall had watched her only daughter with a kind of tender awe. As the time for the birth of her third child drew near and her mother kept saying, “Oh, I hope this time you have a daughter,” she had tried to reassure her, saying, “It’s all right, whichever. Think of the hand-me-downs.”

Then Annie was born, and in a rush of gratitude Laura remembered it all—the unconditional blind love she had felt as a small child for her mother, and while that had moderated over the years, somehow there had been associations too rich to know, a kind of absolute home about her knowledge of her mother, about the train of life they carried.

It was that way through Annie’s childhood, years of doing things together, of being the women in the family, of clothes and cooking and favorite books, so even the words my daughter had the lift, sometimes, of a prayer of gratitude.

The last year or two had been different. She didn’t remember that the boys’ growing up had been this hard. Bouncy and full of verve, Annie was eager now to be making all her own decisions, wishing she didn’t have another year of high school, so she could be off on her own.

The thought of Annie’s leaving overcame Laura sometimes like a final sadness. Other times—she hesitated to admit this even to herself—she knew it would be a relief to have her gone, to be free of the responsibility for her, when they had so little way of affecting what she did.

Every week seemed to bring some new contest. Right now, it was the camping trip. Before that, it had been the clothing allowance.

For weeks, Annie had been agitating. She wasn’t getting enough clothing allowance. “You don’t realize how much clothes cost. This shirt”—she lifted the coarse cream-colored cloth of her sleeve—“cost forty dollars. On sale! Do you want me to feel like an outcast at school?”

“We certainly don’t,” Trace said. He turned to Laura. “Peer approval is very important, I know.”

So they had agreed to an additional twenty-five dollars a month. “Oh, thank you.” Annie had hugged them. Fifteen minutes later, she was back. “Can we make it retroactive to my birthday—or at least to the first of the year?” When they said no, they weren’t prepared to do that, she left the room in a pout.

And there were the recurring jars to the sensibilities—though usually not what you could make a moral issue out of, or fuss over without implying that you didn’t trust her, which was unthinkable, since all your life with her had been built on mutual trust. Annie going into the room with Gordon and closing the door. Annie and Gordon entwined around each other while the family sat together and watched TV. When, later, she told Annie it was embarrassing, made them uncomfortable, Annie said, “Would you rather we go somewhere else?”

“No, we wouldn’t.”

There were times when Annie’s bravura delighted her mother. Once when they were doing exercises in Annie’s room, Laura, having quit first—“That’s enough for me; I’m hopeless, anyway”—lay back, her eyes half-closed, and watched her daughter stretch and twist, lift and turn, raise her head and shoulders in a perfect yoga swan. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

Annie lowered her head slowly and turned to sit up. “My photography class wants to do some studies of different ages and needs nude models. I wonder if you’d consider…”

Laura looked at her sharply. “Me?”

“I think you have a nice figure.”

“Well!” Laura looked down at her body in the black leotard. “It’s done what I’ve needed. But I’ve never thought…” She looked up at Annie. “Thank you anyway. But no, I wouldn’t.” But after the exercise session, she stood in front of the big hall mirror, pivoting slowly back and forth.

She saw Annie last Christmas at the party the college always gave for faculty families. She came into her parents’ room to borrow Laura’s curling iron. She was wearing a long red skirt and sleeveless rib-knit shirt that came high under her chin. “I’ll just do it here, okay?”

“Of course. You look lovely.”

“Thanks. So do you.” Laura was wearing a pants suit of silk jersey—bright green splashed with white flowers—a long fitted jacket and flaring pants. Annie looked at her, appraising. “I bet Dad loves that.” She took the curling iron (already warm from Laura’s attempt to add some curl to her short auburn hair), leaned into the big mirror, scrutinizing her face while the metal rod of the curling iron, brown-wrapped with her hair, lay close against her cheek. She turned her head to the right, then left, lowered her chin, raised it, her eyes, squinting slightly through contact lenses, never leaving her own image. Laura, beside her, eyes brown like Annie’s, a face with all its edges gone soft, combed her own hair and thought, How lovely she is, but she isn’t sure, and then, remembering herself at sixteen, We have all stood there: Am I pretty? I am a mystery. What will it be for me?

At the party, mingling among her and Trace’s friends, she watched Annie circulate among the young people. Some of them she knew; some she didn’t. But more than once, she saw Annie surrounded by a circle of young men, her animated face turning from one, then another, saw their responsive laughs, their admiring glances.

Laura had not expected, or coveted, a daughter this beautiful, this successful. She had been pretty enough herself, growing up, but a much more timid adolescent than her daughter was. She had, in fact, said to Trace as the party drew to a close and Annie was saying a vivacious farewell to a trio of young men who stood in rapt attention, “She’s just the kind of girl I’d have found hard to take when I was sixteen.”

Now, her trip a week away, Laura’s thoughts turned more and more toward Hadley. One evening, she and Annie were at home together. Trace was at the college and Annie was doing homework in the den while Laura sat in the next room, reading. She’d been feeling sad, missing her father, and, being alone, gave way to some quiet weeping, unaware that from where Annie sat, she could see her mother’s reflection in the dark window glass.

She didn’t hear Annie get up from her chair, but then there she was, her arms around Laura’s shoulders. “I miss Grandpa, too,” she said, and for a minute they held each other, tears mingling on their cheeks.

“How do you think Grandma is doing?” Annie asked.

“Pretty well. I’ll know better when I see her.”

A wave of regret swept over her. “I hate to be missing the prom. Such an event for you. For your mother, too.”

“Don’t be silly,” Annie said. “The only reason we’re going is to see how klutzy it is.”

Laura smiled, thought to herself, And you spent a hundred dollars of your clothing allowance to see how klutzy it is? To Annie, she said, “Well, I’ll see the pictures. And you can tell me all about it when I get home.”

It occurred to her the next day, as she threaded film in the camera for Trace, screwed in the flash attachment, and left it all on his bureau, that while she’d miss the excitement, miss seeing her beautiful daughter at such an important moment, still—it had always been she, not Trace, who’d been first to cheer Annie on, celebrate her triumphs. This time, with her in Massachusetts, it would be just Trace and Annie. It would be good for them both to have this time together, without her.


Laura located her seat next to the window. “Excuse me.”

The woman in the aisle seat tried unsuccessfully to retract her large bulk so Laura could pass. Then she stood and stepped into the aisle.

“Thank you.” Laura moved to her seat, sat down and leaned her head back, closed her eyes. She heard the woman reseat herself and reopen her magazine. Thank goodness. She did not feel like neighborly pleasantries right now. It was still quite new to her after so many years of family travel to be going somewhere alone and she wanted to savor the solitary adventure.

Outside the airplane window, rain beat a solid sheet against the glass, collected at the bottom in a churning runoff. She looked at her watch: 7:45. Trace should be back home by now. He’d dropped her off at the curb, not waited, so he could get home in plenty of time to drive Annie to school.

Last night, when they’d heard the weather prediction, Annie was studying at the dining room table. Trace had called to her, “Shall I drive you tomorrow, since it’s promising to rain?” Laura had been pleased. She usually drove Annie in bad weather, so she wouldn’t have the long walk to the bus. She’d thought Annie’s assent, “Yeah, I guess that’d be okay,” could have been more appreciative. She did hope the two of them would have some good times together while she was gone.

She picked up a flight magazine, opened it—not with the intention of reading it, but so that the stranger beside her would see she, too, was occupied.

The magazine fell open to an article titled “Reinventing Your Marriage”—something to the effect that if your marriage was boring, you could make changes—a romantic dinner in front of the fireplace, sex in different rooms, not always in the bedroom. Her own feeling was that your marriage reinvented itself with little prompting as children arrived, grew older, as circumstances changed. Like the old Russian five-year plans—every five years, give or take a few, a new agenda. You knew there was continuity—there had to be. But sometimes now, looking back, those first years with Trace seemed to have taken place in another lifetime.

*

She had met Trace at a party when she was visiting her brother at graduate school. “Laura, I’d like you to meet Trace Randall.”

“How do you do?” She looked up. A formality in the tone as well as the greeting. His dark eyes bright, dark hair falling forward, his head slightly inclined toward her, in what her friend Magda, an expatriate from the Ukraine now working in New York, came to call his “European manner.”

“Hi,” she said. A pause. “You in geology, too—like Howard?” “No. Nothing that useful. Philosophy.”

“Ohh.” She’d been interested right away. “I took a couple of courses in college. I thought I’d like aesthetics, until I learned it was mostly math.”

“Well, not quite.” He smiled, excusing the oversimplification. “And you—what do you do?”

“I work for a children’s magazine in New York—design, layout. Sometimes a little writing. I designed a write-in column with this owl. Hootlet. Kids wrote to me. I answered them, sent them a picture.” She paused. “Not of me. Of the owl I drew. Hootlet.”

“An owl.” He didn’t press her further, though a smile crinkled the corners of his mouth. “Want to get a drink of something?”

They headed toward the refreshment table, then went out onto one of the stone porches facing the quad.

“What aspect of philosophy are you working in?”

“Kant. You took philosophy, you said. Did you read him?”

“Yes, but I don’t remember much. What were his”—she floundered—“basic tenets?”

“Do you remember his categorical imperative?”

“Well…” She searched her mind. “No. What was it? Is it?”

“Basically, it’s the idea that the good is only good if it’s good for everyone. Something can’t be good for one person unless it’s a position everyone could espouse.”

“It sounds all right. Are there serious flaws?” Behind him, she saw Howard come to the door, his eyes scanning the porch. He’d wanted to introduce her to some other people. She turned away so he wouldn’t see her.

“Well, yes.” Trace appeared not to have noticed her little maneuver. “It might be good for society to have a group of total pacifists in it, but not necessarily good for everyone to be a pacifist?”

She pondered it. “I see.” The jukebox was playing a slow dance number. She turned back toward the door. Howard had gone. Inside, the shadows of dancers moved across a window.

He followed her glance. “Would you like to dance?”

“Right here?”

He held out his arms. “Sure.”

She moved to him. “Is it good for everyone—dancing?” she teased, her words close against his cheek.

*

Two weeks later, he came to New York to see her. When he left on the late Sunday train, they kissed good-bye. Walking back along the station platform, she felt her heart race. “This one could be it,” she said aloud, her words swallowed by the hiss and chug of trains starting to move.

They got in the pattern of visiting each other every few weeks. In New Haven, she stayed with Howard. In New York, Trace stayed at the Y. In a darkened theater, walking through a park, he would reach for her hand. When she entertained him at Howard’s apartment—Howard tactfully staying away—they sat on the sofa, close, his arm slung around her shoulders. After they were engaged, their embraces became more ardent. There was never any question but that they would wait for sex until they were married. Of course they knew people who weren’t waiting, but it was not their expectation for themselves. They waited.

Within a year, Laura gave up her job, gladly, and they were married. Sex was, they agreed on their honeymoon drive through New England—eyeing each other over restaurant tables, coming in from sight-seeing and throwing their coats on the floor—worth waiting for.

While Trace finished graduate school, she taught nursery school. When he got his degree, they moved to Ohio—his first job. Within a year, Bart was born. Three years later, Philip. A whole new world—a marriage with children.

She got a letter from her old magazine. They were expanding to two issues a month. Was she freelancing at all? They could send her stories to illustrate. They’d love to work with her again. She wrote back. Thank you, but no—the children kept her busy; she was happy with what she was doing and didn’t want deadlines to cope with. With Annie’s birth her life felt complete. If at times the days were long and routine—by 4:30 she could start dinner, and after dinner she could get the children ready for bed, and maybe then she and Trace would have some time to themselves—it was a small price to pay for the joy she took in her young family.

Her life with Trace seemed good, gratifying and full. Out for an evening with friends, she would think, When we get home, Trace and I… The promise of his presence. Waking in the morning, she would turn to him.

They had minor disagreements, lapses of attention to each other. Trace was busy with his work, she with caring for the children.

She would have liked to share more of her life with him. One day, she attended a lecture at the Y—one of their “Strengthening the Family” series—in which the lecturer, a round-faced, beatifically smiling man with a fringe of dark hair around the white dome of his head, suggested that now that relationships were no longer held together by economic need, the criteria hinged on meeting one another’s emotional needs. The primary exchange under this new god, Communication, could be expressed by, “This is what it feels like to be me. What does it feel like to be you?” Listening, skeptical, she was surprised to feel her eyes sting. She told Trace about the lecture. “We don’t talk much,” she said. “Not in that way.”

He seemed mystified. “What would you like to talk about?”

“Tell me how you feel about things.”

He put his arms around her. “I feel that I love you.” His hands slipped to her waist, reached under her sweater.

She clutched at his wrists. “That’s not always what I want!”

For a while, he would remember when he came in to ask, “How are you feeling? How was your day?” He was already pacing around, putting things away, glancing at the newspaper headlines.

In despair, she would say, “I went to the store. I took the children to the dentist.” To his matter-of-factness, she could not bring her tenuous feelings—delight at Annie’s conversation with a cardinal outside the window, her ambivalence about career. Was it devotion to the children—or inertia—that kept her so tied to them? Her issues seemed suddenly insignificant, hardly there. It was too risky, knowing his eyes would grow distant, his attention wander off.

If sometimes she felt she gave more to the relationship than he did, she also drew on his strength. Feeling often that she had no edges to define herself, only the needs of other people, she was reassured by his independence: If he existed, so could she. They fed each other. As they moved into their thirties and then their forties and some of their friends’ marriages began to crumble, they would look at one another with gratitude that they were, after all this time, still intact. When her father became ill, she relied on Trace’s steadiness, was grateful for his comfort as, through six months, her father weakened, then died.

It troubled her that he wasn’t closer to his sons and daughter. She told him, surprised at the intensity in her voice. “They’ll be grown and you’ll have missed it!” A few years and it would be just she and Trace again. Would he regret the decisions he had made? Would she regret hers?

A beam of sunlight—they were well above the clouds now—fell on her lap. She closed the magazine and looked out the window, remembering the day last fall—it was soon after Philip had left for his first year away—when Annie came in from school, flushed with excitement. “My sculpture won first prize in the art contest!”

“That’s wonderful!” Laura said. Annie had worked long hours on a figure of a young woman bent to a climb, a walking stick in one hand, a lumpy backpack strapped to her shoulders.

“There’s going to be a reception the first night of the art show—that’s when I get my prize. You and Dad can come! I’ll have to decide what to wear!” She ran up to look at her wardrobe.

At dinner, she told Trace, “I won a prize for my sculpture.”

“Great! Is that something you’ve been working on?”

“Dad!” Laura and Annie exchanged incredulous glances. “I’ve worked on it for weeks—the girl hiking. With the backpack. I’ve had it home practically every night. Don’t you remember?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, quickly, trying to recover. But his eyes betrayed him. He didn’t know what she was talking about.

Annie was suspicious now, expecting the worst. “There’s a reception next Tuesday night. You and Mom are invited.”

A look of consternation came to his face. “Let me look at my book.” He took a small black appointment book from his coat pocket, flipped the pages. “I’m afraid I can’t,” he said. “But I expect Mother…” He looked toward Laura, his smile bright, expectant.

“Why can’t you?” Annie demanded, leaning toward him, her hand a fist on the table. “You got a speech to give or something?”

He seemed surprised. “A department meeting. I have to present my courses for next year. It’s the last meeting before the catalog goes to press.”

“Can’t you have the meeting another time? Does it have to be Tuesday?” Her voice rose, querulous, piercing.

His expression was calmly contrite. “The dean will be there. It’s been scheduled for months. There are lots of people involved.”

Her hands flew into the air. “Well, can’t somebody else do it? Can’t you write it down and give it to somebody?”

He shook his head, his composure unassailable. “There may be questions. I need to be there. I’m sorry. I’ll see the sculpture later.”

Annie jumped up, threw her napkin to the floor. “You’ll never see it. I’ll smash it before I let you see it!” She stalked to the kitchen, her voice catching in a sob.

Trace, too, stood, followed his daughter into the next room. “I’m sorry,” he entreated. “If I could avoid this meeting, I would. But it’s my job.”

Annie turned, eyes blazing. “I know it’s your job. But it’s always something. It’s always Mom who does things with me. It’s never you. You don’t even remember the damn sculpture! It’s a wonder you know my name!”

Trace straightened as though from a blow. “I don’t get it. What’s going on?”

“You don’t know me! You never did!”

He was dumbfounded. He looked at Laura, back at Annie. “What do you mean? I’ve always loved you.”

“You’re never here for me! You never have been, not since I was a little girl. Not even then!”

Her anger seemed boundless. Laura watched them, her heart aching for them both.

No one spoke. Then Annie’s voice cut through the silence. “It’s always been this way,” she said. “But I’ve noticed it more with Philip gone.” For a second, her eyes flicked away from him. “I’ve only got another year and a half, then I’ll be gone, too. I’d like us to do better before I go.” She was crying now, her anger spent.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his face white. But she had already left the room.

As the weeks went by, Trace tried to be more attentive to his daughter—talking with her about college choices, bringing home books to help with a school project on tracing your family tree, a subject in which he had a lot of interest. For a while, things seemed better, but then Annie complained, “He’s just going through the motions. I’m afraid it’s too late for Dad and me.” She gave him back the genealogy books. “Here. I changed my mind. I’m switching to another project.”

Trace, too, brought Laura his hurt and anger. “I’m knocking myself out trying to be a better father. She’s not giving me a chance.”

Laura’s lips tightened. Impatience pushed against her rib cage. “What did I tell you? You waited too long. She’s complaining about a lot of years.” Seeing the stricken look in his eyes, she added, “Besides, she’s an adolescent, remember? It’s not easy, establishing your independence. Believe me, I know.”

Which brought her mind back around to the question of Rachel, and what the week ahead might bring.


Trace closed the door of his office, hung his raincoat on the coat tree in the corner, making sure the sleeves weren’t dripping water onto the pile of papers jutting from the nearby shelf, then walked to the window and looked out at the pouring rain.

An airplane sounded overhead. Not Laura’s. She’d be well on her way by now.

“Remember to tell me all about the prom,” she’d said, kissing him good-bye.

“I will. And I hope things go well with your mother.”

“Thanks.” She slid out of the car and, suitcase in hand, walked into the terminal. Watching her, he’d felt that familiar pang—she’s leaving—as though he was cast adrift without an anchor. He checked himself, thinking, just for a week, dummy.

Ordinarily, he’d have gone right to the office, but he’d offered to drive Annie to school.

He was back at the house by 7:30. No sound of Annie. He had breakfast and read the paper. At last, he heard the shower, the whine of the hair dryer. He looked at his watch: 8:10. Often she didn’t eat breakfast, but even so, it was getting late.

He went to the bottom of the stairs. “Annie?”

No answer. He read the classified ads. At 8:30 he again called, “Annie?” and started up the stairs, wondering whether something was wrong.

She came charging down, looking ready for a movie audition—the white sweater, the coral skirt bouncing against her thighs.

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll be late?”

She stopped on the step. “You here? I thought you’d gone. You’re always gone by now.”

“We agreed last night I’d drive you to school.”

She seemed disconcerted, but only for a second. Then a look of dismissal. “Celia called me. She’s picking up two other kids. Then me. We have a field trip to the Bates Library. We’re meeting there at nine.”
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