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GWENDOLEN GROSS


“Her deceptively spare style glistens.”


—Publishers Weekly
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Praise for her lyrical, compulsively readable novels


WHEN SHE WAS GONE


“What happens behind the closed doors of a neighborhood, and beyond the facades of the people who live there? Gwendolen Gross has the sharp insight of the documentarian, turning her lens on each house of a frightened town after a college-bound girl goes missing. Full of heart but free of sentimentality, When She Was Gone shows the sinews of belonging and not-belonging that bind a community.”


—Nichole Bernier, author of The Unfinished Work of Elizabeth D


“Gwendolen Gross uses the disappearance of a young woman to tell the story of a community in crisis, and her gaze is both unflinching and surprisingly tender. . . . A dark but elegantly crafted book, the tension building toward a climax that promises redemption to its wayward characters.”


—Holly Goddard Jones, author of The Next Time You See Me


“Gwendolen Gross creates characters so familiar they could live next door. When She Was Gone reflects a perfect balance of darkness and intricate struggles, woven together with hope and redemption. . . . Some of the most powerful and beautiful language I’ve read in quite a while. Mix in a nail-biting plot and you have one outstanding read.”


—Ann Hite, award-winning author of Ghost on Black Mountain


THE ORPHAN SISTER


“A trio of sisters navigates familial quirks and tragedy in Gross’s emotionally charged fourth novel. . . . Gross brings abundant personality to the sisters’ interactions.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Engaging and sentence-perfect, wonderful in so many ways, but I love it best for its vibrant, emotionally complex main character Clementine. I felt so entirely with her, as she loves those around her with both devotion and complexity and as she struggles to achieve a delicate balance between belonging to others and being herself.”


—New York Times bestselling author Marisa de los Santos


“Breathtakingly original. A haunting exploration of love, loyalty, sisters, hope, and the ties that bind us together—and make the ground tremble beneath us when they break. I loved, loved, loved this novel.”


—Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling 
author of Pictures of You


“This charming portrait of an impossibly gorgeous and gifted family is something rare: a delightful confection, filled with humor and warmth, that also probes the complex nature of identity, the vagaries of romantic and filial love, and the materialism inherent in contemporary American culture.”


—Joanna Smith Rakoff, author of A Fortunate Age


“It’s such a treat to find a great book. . . . A fun read that also has some weight to it—a perfect balance.”


—Chick Lit Is Not Dead


“Gross presents emotional and divisive situations with a sort of objective reality that lets the story shine through. . . . The dramatic tension kept me turning page after page.”


—Five Minutes for Books






Thank you for downloading this Gallery Books eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Gallery Books and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Image]





TO DR. EDWARD S. GROSS, MY DAD




ONE DAY




24 SYCAMORE STREET


Mr. Leonard was the last person to see seventeen-year-old Linsey Hart before she vanished into the steamy blue of a late-summer morning. He was sitting on the black-lacquered piano bench in the bay window, practicing and singing, wordlessly, along with the Schumann Kinderscenen. The window was open only a crack, but Mr. Leonard could still detect the wormy smell of the sidewalk as the sun struck the puddles from last night’s downpour. He held his fingers over the keys to listen to the silence between songs, the breath at the end of the poem lines. Mr. Leonard loved quiet as much as he loved sound.


The night before, he’d heard her whispering into the phone, stooped on the wicker rocker on the porch, her long legs awkwardly folded, so she looked like a strange sort of beetle in the sick orange light of the streetlamp.


“I can’t,” she’d said. “They’d worry.”


Mr. Leonard wasn’t a spy; he merely had insomnia. He followed all the rules: no alcohol, walking or bicycling for exercise, warm milk, reading, but not of troublesome materials—bed for sleep only, though the book on sleep said bed for sleep and sex, which wasn’t something Mr. Leonard worried about as a possible pollutant these days. He kept his windows open. The cicadas rubbed a brisk rhythm; even in death they were insistent, even calling out their last hope for procreation they played presto marcato.


“I have it,” said Linsey, sweet sotto voce. “I’ll bring it.”


Then she went inside, her hair a long loose tail behind her, leaving him alone to wander his house, looking for clues that might help him dream.


Then it was morning. Mr. Leonard had fallen asleep in an armchair that smelled of linseed oil and Murphy’s. He went to the piano, because it was always the first person he spoke to after sleep. He played the Chopin Barcarolle and the first movement of the Tchaikovsky no. 1 in B-flat Minor, and it was only just past five; Mr. Leonard could tell by the soft wash of the light and the hissing of dew just lit on the lawns. He started the second movement of the Tchaikovsky, then he paused.


Mr. Leonard resumed playing as Linsey stepped out onto her front porch in the hard blue light of the early morning, tucking her long hair—sandy blond, she called it, but it held mica glints, almost silver—behind her ears. She pressed against the piston slide of the screen door to prevent the usual sigh and thunk as it closed. It was five thirty in the morning. Mr. Leonard could see her without looking up. This was something people didn’t know about him. There were many things, speculative and real, that people knew about Mr. Leonard. They knew he was single and aged—sixty-two, actually, though the children had simply slipped him into that category of old person, slightly scary, who gave excessive amounts of candy at Halloween and therefore was to be tolerated. They knew he lived in the house his parents had lived and died in; that his aunt had lived and died in; that a series of small dogs, shelties, usually, or West Highland whites, had lived and died in, except for the last, Moonlight. Moonlight was named after a sonata, though most neighbors thought it was just an overly romantic appellation bequeathed by a lonely old man to a runny-eyed dog who was poisoned and died in the Hopsmiths’ garden. His death caused great speculation about a number of teens, but the mystery was never solved.


They knew he was a music teacher for some years at the middle school, for a single year at the high school before a combination of budget cuts and the secret of his colon cancer decided his retirement. He had the first surgery, and couldn’t play for a week; never mind that eating became even less of a pleasure than it had been. But he was still alive, despite the dire suggestions of Dr. Meade, who called him personally after Mr. Leonard told the receptionist, then the nurse, then the nurse again in consecutive phone calls that he would not take radiation. He’d rather let it grow back, the way death always grew, slow consumption of the cells, whole organs, the eventual, beautiful collapse. It wasn’t a fight he could win, and he didn’t want the battle wounds. He rarely ever hurt unbearably, except when digesting, and that was a dull pain, a squeezing, a roughhousing of his insides. As long as he could play, as long as he had enough money and jasmine tea in the afternoons and could tote new books from the library—alternating fiction and nonfiction like an assignment—every Wednesday on his old upright bicycle with a basket. Old-lady bicycle—it had been his aunt’s, his father’s sister’s, though she rarely rode it, so the chain had been a seizure of rust when he first wheeled it out of the shed.


Mr. Leonard had taken private piano students for some years, children whose parents evidently were not suspicious of his linty cardigans or the way he looked just sideways at almost everyone. They deposited their sleek-haired charges inside the foyer of the grand Victorian for innocuous training in culture. Then the students stopped. Mr. Leonard played his piano, sometimes early in the morning, sometimes passionately and late at night, sometimes with a languor that swept across the neighborhood like a wind-borne cloud of pollen and perfume. Once or twice, new people with money who had moved in and updated their kitchens with walk-in Sub-Zeros and ten-burner Viking stoves called the police to complain about the noise. Rachmaninoff. Brahms. Liszt was never a problem; Liszt caused children to dance on the sidewalks, or sway pleasantly in their dreams after bedtime. Generally, the police did nothing. Or they rang the doorbell and asked Mr. Leonard to please close his window, to please play pianissimo at least (a joke with Beau, the cop who lived around the corner on Pine. It was Beau’s one “music word”—he’d been one of Mr. L.’s students in middle school), to keep it down. Mr. Leonard offered them French-press coffee. They often stopped by the following afternoon for more coffee, and sat on Mr. Leonard’s wide brown front steps as if he needed protection.


Linsey knew something about Mr. Leonard, something she had shared with her boyfriend, Timmy, who was supposedly her former boyfriend since Abigail had convinced her daughter to break up with him before going to college—that since he was going to Berkeley, California, and she to Cornell they shouldn’t torture themselves with distance. You’re too young to be so serious, he’d overheard from their porch.


He’d also overheard Linsey telling Timmy this: she knew that Mr. Leonard sometimes played the piano wearing inappropriate attire. Linsey, bless her, hadn’t laughed. Never mind the McGuires, two doors down, who came out to get their paper in their pj’s. Never mind that sometimes Mrs. Copper nursed her baby in the backyard, and if you kneeled on the arm of one of the Adirondack chairs on the back deck, you might see her lifting her blouse for the baby’s mouth—Linsey had no interest in this spying, she said, she just saw her half brother Cody in this compromising position. What Linsey knew about Mr. Leonard was that sometimes he played the piano, late at night, mind you, or so late morning might have more claim on the hour than starlight, wearing a ball gown, blue satin, tight bodice, so his pale skin spilled out over the top like added lace, or even odder: a slightly yellowed wedding dress, which Linsey assumed must have belonged to his mother.


Mr. Leonard watched Linsey pull a folded slip of paper from the pocket of her jeans. He stopped humming—he only noticed the humming when everything else had stopped, but took comfort in knowing that Glenn Gould, too, hummed when he played; it was a kind of conversation with the piano—and he could hear Linsey sigh as she read the paper, then refolded it, then taped it to the pretentious iron mailbox her stepfather had installed on the front porch, complete with its own stubby post, and shut the door on the tail of the note.


Linsey wore a jeans jacket that was too large and too warm for August and for her slight frame. Mr. Leonard had always thought of her as a goldfinch, hollow boned, quick and certain in flight but heavy on the branches. She’d moved in next door with her family when she was three, when Mr. Leonard was still a teacher, when he’d imagined he might be her teacher someday, so he’d let his interest rest on her, a quiet thing. She’d always had hairdos to match her mother’s then. She’d worn buns pierced with splintery chopsticks from the Golden Lee Chinese Deli restaurant her family ordered from every Saturday night. Mr. Leonard could smell their dinners through the window. They ate on the porch: moo-shu pork, orange-fried chicken, the sesame and chili oil scent floating like a casual cloud of conversation from their table to his. Mr. Leonard didn’t like to sit down to eat. He liked to move, to take a bite from the carefully set plate on the kitchen counter and go get the paper. Take a bite, then empty the dishwasher, take a bite, then feed the dog, when he had one. If he didn’t sit down, he didn’t have to notice that he was eating, not really; he didn’t have to notice that he was eating alone.


His next-door neighbors’ first few years were peaceful, as the last few had been. In between, after they lost the boy, Linsey’s family was loud and angry. Linsey had wept her face into angry blotches, flinging herself onto the window seat on the stairwell, which faced Mr. Leonard’s house. Linsey’s bedroom wasn’t on that side of the house, so for him, it was as if she never slept. Mr. Leonard heard the yowling, almost catlike, territorial, of Mr. and Mrs.; he didn’t see the slamming of the front door, but he saw Mr. Hart’s back, huge and hunched like a bear’s in a quilted winter coat, as he stalked away from the house. The ancient glass in the door, an intricate flower pattern of panes divided by wires and thin strips of wood, waited while Mr. Hart started his Volvo. But before he’d backed out, spinning tires and crushed ice over the unshoveled driveway, the glass began to fall, tuneful shards, on the wide floorboards of the porch. He saw Linsey later, picking at the bits of glass as if they held clues. He’d wanted to push open his window, call out, careful, but of course he didn’t. She was eight, the same age Mr. Leonard had been when his family folded like a finished fan. Then her father had moved out, then the new man had moved in.


He watched the family; it was like a field gone fallow, tilled and hand hewn to remove the rocks, ready for replanting. The stepfather put in a new door, hauling the cardboard-patched broken one—thick oak and heavy—to the curb by himself on Big Trash Day. One August the twins were born, Toby and Cody, a dark boy and a light boy, the latter bald at first, then bright blond, the kind of blond that causes casual touching; people passing in the supermarket reached toward his mother’s cart, took strands between their fingertips before they knew what they were doing. Then Linsey was a teen, and she had a boyfriend. Mr. Leonard had liked him at first; he’d been one of his own students, Timmy, heavy of chest and quick to smile, chocolate brown eyes, a good laugh. He laughed a lot at lessons. He didn’t practice. He had a strong ear and could plunk out melodies, finger by finger, but had no interest in picking at the tight weave of himself in search of loops of talent. That was how it worked for most people: they could find enough talent to wind together, to braid with rote skill, they could find pleasure in the music that way, even if they would never give much in performance. Pleasure in the music was something. It was like a child athlete growing into adulthood, perhaps running a little faster to catch the commuter train. The real talents—bundles and ropes of it, the kind of talent that made playing not a choice, once they found their fingers, but a requirement, even if they played passionately until college and then gave it up, always feeling the music in their fingers, in their arms, music like ghost limbs—they were rare.


He’d seen the breakup through the glass. Linsey leaning in toward Timmy, touching his face, then removing herself, fingers first, then arms, then she got up from the wicker love seat and sat on a chair by herself, wrapped only in its arms. He saw them kissing good-bye, like they always did, mouths fit together like wheel and cog, only their bodies told the rest, space between them, chests breathing independently.


Early that spring, Mr. Leonard had watched Linsey and Timmy holding hands on the porch swing like a fifties couple, courting. He’d seen the way they made their arms and legs fit together, a single body for so many limbs. He’d seen the way the love flared off them, dazzling light. Now he saw Linsey’s sadness. Again. The window seat, like a crumpled child.


•   •   •


Mr. Leonard was a half-breed, his father a famous Jewish conductor and an agnostic, his mother a lapsed Catholic who’d died of anaphylactic shock in the picnic-blanketed audience while her husband wound his arms passionately around Mahler’s no. 8 with the Tanglewood Festival orchestra. Molly Leonard had never been stung by a bee before that day, at the renowned summer festival of outdoor concerts. Perhaps it was a paper wasp, perhaps an ordinary honeybee, perhaps she had squashed it absently with her thigh or perhaps it was aggressive, rising from the earth with a mindless malice—either way, Mr. Leonard was with a nanny at the pine-beamed rental cottage. He was eight. He would swim in Long Pond, he would drink pink lemonade, hand-squeezed by the nanny, lemons and pink grapefruit, quite a lot of sugar slushing at the bottom of the striped glass; he would change into his pale blue cotton pajamas—my little maestro, his mother called him—and eat nine squares more Lindt milk chocolate than was allowed, reading The Adventures of Tintin, while his babysitter talked with her boyfriend on the phone, winding the cord around and around. He would sleep once more before he knew his mother was dead.


•   •   •


Mr. Leonard would’ve like to have talked to Linsey’s mother—no longer Mrs. Hart; now she was Mrs. Stein, and she had taken a course at the reform synagogue for non-Jews who had married in and didn’t want to convert, but wanted to give their homes some Jewishness (Mr. Leonard thought about this: some Jewishness, like a twig from an olive tree: like a spray can of something, eau de prewar Eastern Europe: or better yet: German Jew, crystals hung in the windows, Viennese cakes with fig fillings), so she made Shabbat dinner on Fridays. Linsey loved eating the challah; Mr. Leonard knew this because she often took hunks out to the wicker landings of the porch, fed them to Timmy, before Timmy was banished—Mr. Leonard would’ve like to have told Mrs. Stein not to push her daughter so hard. To let her stay with Timmy: if they were going to split up, it would happen. Linsey was young, but she wasn’t stupid. Abortion was legal—for now, anyway. Children lived together now, they decided whether they fit together like puzzle pieces or whether they ought to share only meals and conversations and maybe sex but not the rest of life. The rest of life—Mr. Leonard thought—should belong to Linsey. Her mother was making the worst mistake, trying to conduct a soloist, trying to instruct her daughter’s life in a way it could not be forced to go. He had always been cordial with the Harts/Steins. He brought their papers up to the porch—stacked them neatly under the rocker, bundled the mail just inside the screen door, feeling presumptuous but helpful—when they went away on vacation. They didn’t ask him to do this, but he knew they appreciated it. Once, a hundred years ago when she was still a girl and he was still a teacher, Linsey had been sent over with a plate of brownies as a thank-you. She’d been eating one she had slipped out from under the cellophane as he came to the door. He heard her coming, but let her ring the bell anyway.


“For you,” she’d said. “Um, for the mail.”


He’d wanted to swipe the crumb from the corner of her mouth. He’d wanted to tie the lace of her pink sneaker, unlooped and dangerous.


“Thank you,” he said, taking a single brownie, not the whole plate.


“No,” said Linsey. “All of them.”


“Okay,” he said. “Except this one’s for you.” He removed another, just three left. The brownie tasted of cocoa, and vaguely metallic, like mix. Not unpleasing.


“Did you make them?”


Linsey was eating again. “Mmm,” she said.


“Do you want milk?”


“I have to go back,” she said.


“I could give you a lesson,” he said, and Linsey looked puzzled, though she’d been eyeing the piano through the curved glass of the turret.


“No,” she said. “I play flute. Bye.” She turned and ran, and Mr. Leonard watched with trepidation, but she didn’t trip. The brownies had come on a paper plate, so there was nothing to return.


•   •   •


Now Mr. Leonard watched Linsey leave her porch. She’d slung her little black backpack over one shoulder and she looked small under the weight of the morning light. The zipper wasn’t closed all the way; he imagined the contents spilling out like food from an interrupted mouthful. She stepped out to the street as if waiting for something. Then she started down Sycamore, sneakers almost silent on the sidewalk. She walked past Mr. Leonard’s house, and then she was gone.


The houses were quiet, his and hers. He fingered the keys without pressing for a while, then allowed himself a Lully minuet, softer than it should be, but innocent. It was almost nine by the time the twins slammed open the door, running for the camp bus. Mr. Leonard was playing a requiem now; he felt like something was ending. Cody and Toby kicked the screen door on the porch and let in the quick, hot breeze. A single yellow leaf fell from the dogwood in front of their house. As the boys shoved each other along toward the bus, legs long and brown, one face pinched, the other open, the note in the mailbox stirred. The breeze broke the tape’s kiss with the iron, tugged the corner free from the lid. Mr. Leonard didn’t see the paper as it floated free, then landed with fateful precision, the edge slipping between the floorboards of the porch. The door opened again, Mrs. Stein calling after her boys, “I love you! Have fun!” and the note fell into the lightless land between the porch’s latticed-in legs and the concrete foundation of the house.


Later, when they came to question him, Mr. Leonard would try to be faithful to the morning. He remembered the note, but assumed they already knew. He remembered a lot of things, but only answered their questions. By then, the word “vanished” had wafted into his windows like the stray spittle that worked its way from rain through the screens. But vanished, Mr. Leonard thought, was a relative term. Linsey knew where she was, he thought, Linsey knew what she was seeing and hearing, what tastes touched her tongue.


He’d seen her seeing him. It wasn’t as if he could help himself—it wasn’t as if he was really living in his body—sometimes at the piano, sometimes inside the music. Mr. Leonard knew something about Linsey, something secret. But then, he had secrets of his own; he understood, and he wasn’t telling.




26 SYCAMORE STREET


Abigail Stein listened to the hissing of the trash truck as it turned the corner from Cedar Court, the cul-de-sac. She loved that the twins were gone for the long camp day, dashed out to the bus at the curb like birds toward a handful of tossed crumbs. During the school year, they were home or on the Mom bus to sports by 2:56 PM—but camp went until four and their bus wasn’t back until suppertime. Motherhood had transformed Abigail from a reasonably round object (though she was a slender woman, with softly brown, short-cropped hair, and a childlike sweetness in her rounded knees and shoulders), a red rubber ball perhaps, firm sided and elastic, into an accordion. She was always flexing out and squashing in, accommodating the music of their breath. She was always becoming smaller and larger, always folding and expanding. She turned off the coffeemaker, which still held its daily wasted half cup—her husband, Frank, wanted enough of everything, so sometimes there was too much, sometimes there was waste. Better, she thought. Better to live within his wide margins. She tipped the hot brown liquid into the garbage disposal, smelled the decay as it hit the cantaloupe rinds; she missed her husband, the boys, and Linsey.


Linsey came and went at will—she would already be at work by now with no need for a mother’s breakfast or kisses good-bye. It was entirely appropriate, of course, but still startling that her once-infant could make it through days without any sort of parental support or intervention. She had named Linsey for her Scottish grandmother, Leslie, who had given Abigail a pocket-size book of fairy stories with gold paint on the edges of the pages. She didn’t like the spelling with the D; it seemed too syllabic, too hard. Her mother wasn’t fond of Leslie, her father’s mother, and she hadn’t wanted to hear anything about the name; she’d wanted it to be her own gift to her daughter. Soon enough, Linsey would be gone, really gone. Abigail was doing her best to let go without hysteria, but some requisite fanfare. She thought of her own departure from Highland Park, Illinois, for Wellesley—her mother’s tight-faced refusal to go along for the car trip. Mrs. Cardinal hated long car trips; she’d even borne a paper bag for the fifteen-minute ride to the high school for graduation, breathing in and out while Abigail’s father drove, his arm on his wife’s leg, half comfort, half possession. So her mother stayed home with her laundry and alphabetical coupons, and Abigail’s father and brother took her to Massachusetts, and there was hilarity along the way, ordering too much food at Waffle House (her mother insisted on cleaned plates); letting her brother, age twelve, take the steering wheel and loop eights in an empty rest area parking lot somewhere in Pennsylvania. Roadside stands, pies they ate with their fingers. It was a wild last hurrah. Her mother never went to college, and both expected it of Abigail and never forgave her.


They would all ride together for Linsey. Her ex-husband, Joe, had wanted to take his daughter, but Linsey had asked him if he’d meet her there instead. Linsey intervened more than she should; Abigail was grateful and ashamed, as she had been all along. She knew the divorce had wrapped her daughter in grief, but she had been too lost then to peel it off, to help her enough. It was going to be awkward, the handover, the letting Linsey go to him before really letting her go. Abigail had imagined the scene, the boys playing in the stairwell of the dorm, which she could smell already, old beer and hot linoleum, and Joe would be waiting in the room like a suitor. But then he had a conference he had to go to, or perhaps it had been invented, bless him, and he said he’d just take Parents’ Weekend. Which he might miss; Abigail was prepared to take over if he did.


“He won’t, Abby,” Frank had said, soothing her, perhaps, or riling her, she wasn’t sure which. One week ago. They were in their bedroom at night; Linsey’s music, Coldplay, made the walls vibrate softly.


“He might,” she said. “You never know with Joe. And I don’t want Linsey to expect someone and then have no one. It wouldn’t be fair. The twins will have their last game that week, the regionals. In Ramsey. Will you go if I have to go to Cornell?” She planned ahead. Not for everything, but for the things that worried her the most.


“I’ll go even if you don’t.”


“You’re managing me,” she said, squeezing his broad back as he sat on the bed, his legs crossed ankle to knee to untie his pretty brown lace-ups. Abigail had been suspicious, at first, of her second husband’s vast collection of Italian shoes.


“Maybe,” he had said, leaning back against her. She loved that he was so big. She loved feeling small beside him, a bird in a lion’s paw.


Now it was almost time, just another week left before they took her daughter away. Abigail walked up the steps, listening to the music from next door, Mr. Leonard, playing Chopin, or maybe it was Beethoven, very fast, insistent, a bit wild. She liked Mr. Leonard though she didn’t have much to say to him. She was afraid he’d heard every argument through the windows, afraid he might mind them as neighbors, and at the same time, she resented his early morning playing sometimes, or late night, even if it was spectacular, it wasn’t always what she wanted, it wasn’t her particular brand of passion and grief.


Abigail smoothed her short linen dress. She checked her makeup in the mirror—the first makeup she’d worn in days, and it wasn’t for the women’s group at the temple, where she felt welcome and shunned at the same time. It wasn’t for Frank, a lunch date; it wasn’t for coffee with any of her friends in town—most of them were still away in Long Beach Island or Cape Cod. She had dressed up for Margaret, her Wellesley roommate, who was now a management consultant—a partner, in fact—with a company that owned its own glass-and-chrome dagger of a building in midtown. Margaret had an office the size of Abigail’s living room. Childless, single, she was the target of the “me finger” diamond advertisements in the New York Times Magazine.


Abigail’s cell phone rang as she was locking the door.


“Resumé?” said Margaret. “I should’ve had you e-mail it, but you remembered, right?”


Abigail chuckled. She did have a resumé, folded in halves and quarters and wedged into her Coach bag, her one purse, between her tiny new spiral notebook and her long checkbook wallet, which she always thought should have MATERNAL stamped on the cover.


“I’m serious,” said Margaret. “Just because you’re not talking full-time yet doesn’t mean it has to be Gap or Starbucks. You can do better, lady. This is your apprenticeship, your chance to decide what’s next on the Grand Abigail Itinerary.”


“I’m not even sure—,” started Abigail.


“No,” said Margaret. “You called me, and you know how I am. You’re sure. I’m excited. Morgan Library at noon. We’re so ladies who lunch, you know; no one here has lunch before two.”


“Okay,” said Abigail, because acquiescing was what you did with Margaret. When they were roommates, Margaret made everything a hunt, a battle, be it dates or choosing the best dining hall or graduate school, where she went immediately after graduation. Harvard. Abigail had married Joe, and had relinquished her casual dreams of art school, or art history, or maybe trying B school herself—though that was just Margaret’s rabid influence. Abigail had never really wanted to fight that fight. Or any fight, really.


After the divorce, Abigail had worked at a nonprofit arts agency for three years, administering grants. There were things she loved about work: the purposefulness, the sense of spreading pleasure to children and teachers, giving them a dance troupe performance, a puppeteer for a workshop; she also loved dressing up for work, flirting in the elevator, going out for lunch. She’d met Frank at a benefit. And four months into her twins pregnancy, she’d given up the job, thinking it wouldn’t be for good. She still thought that when the twins were one, two. By the time they were three she knew she couldn’t juggle like that; she’d have to wait and start with something else, something that let her check in at nine and check out at three. Still, she’d always daydreamed about having an arts café—art shows hung monthly on the walls; music performances and poetry readings coupled with divine desserts, chocolate-raspberry cakes and espresso with perfect crema in thick cottage blue cups.


Margaret indulged Abigail’s dreams. “When you open your café,” was something only Margaret said, regularly. She wanted to help; she wanted to see Abigail doing, the way she had when Abigail was lost and needed to emerge from her darkness. It was Margaret who forwarded her the job opening after the divorce, Margaret who lent her a suit for her first interview.


They met every four or five months for lunch in the city, though Abigail realized she’d let it go too long this time—over a year. Last time a school nurse had called her home because Cody had broken his collarbone diving for a kickball.


Margaret still made everything a project, and was ruthless in approach, whether it was trip planning, a nanny quest, or buying a new black dress. She helped Abigail with all her acquisitions and battles—and flushed with the pleasure of the endeavor. When Abigail had needed a divorce lawyer, Margaret had met her in Hoboken, a first, with a vanilla legal-size folder, a box of tissues, and a baseball cap with MAKE ME spelled out in rhinestones on the crown.


“This is for going incognito,” she’d said. “When you want to dress up as someone other than Supernice Abigail and stop thinking about everyone else and make a list of wedding silver, dining sets, bank accounts, testicles, whatever you really want to get from the bastard.”


•   •   •


The train was full for midmorning. Abigail squeezed into the middle seat and recognized a man across the aisle—Charlie Sentry, her neighbor. She’d always assumed he was off at the crack of dawn, and back after bedtime, because she’d never seen him out retrieving the paper from the walkway or seeing off the kids. She’d made quite a few assumptions about him, actually, as she had many of her neighbors, perhaps because they seemed so uninterested in her, and she’d never questioned the shield of invisibility from house to house, even when they could hear each other’s voices from sidewalk to open windows.


He wore a suit, but he was surreptitiously eating an apricot Danish, and she worried for his white shirt. It was kind of charming, eating forbidden food on the train, and his eyes were open wide with childlike pleasure. Then he tucked the paper bag into a briefcase and started chatting with his seatmate, a woman in a long, soft dress who laughed and leaned back, revealing a strangely long neck. She reminded Abigail of an otter.


How did people do this every day, commute? How did they spend the whole morning getting from here to there and then plug themselves into there, producing work like the electricity that ran their empty houses, refrigerators and air-conditioning chilling and lights lighting and clocks counting the minutes of absence? Was this what she wanted to do—work in the city, or even work in town? She had spent too much time living in her house, too much time using its walls like her own skin.


She transferred in Secaucus, and her neighbor disappeared. She walked off the train in midtown, feeling the heat from the sidewalks and buildings, a whole summer’s worth of heat. She saw a young woman with hair like Linsey’s disappear around the corner and almost stepped off the curb before the light changed. An arm reached out to stop her—it was Margaret, early for once.


“You’re early!” she yelped.


“Ready to become a working girl?”


“Probably not,” said Abigail, but Margaret waved the thought away as they crossed in the stream of pedestrians, and walked up the stone steps to their lunch destination. Then she was folded into her friend’s wings, where she spent an hour and a half eating chicken salad, looking at the correspondence exhibit at the library, noting all her possibilities, and letting herself be the pure subject of Margaret’s marvelous passion and attention.
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It was nothing like The Graduate. First of all, she wasn’t that old; her oldest was in high school and Jordan was done with college, practically a man, though practically, she thought, not actually, despite how he made her feel; he still had this particular hesitance, this asking for permission, that occasionally made her cringe when they were together. But he did know what he was doing; there was nothing virginal about the way he pushed her up against the door inside his diminutive carriage house, the way he liked to keep their clothes on, to thrust past unzipped teeth and the crotch of her underwear pulled aside. There was no way around the fact that he thrilled her, that she thought about him when she was emptying the dishwasher and came without touching herself, that his mouth was just the right amount of hard and narrow, that he was rough enough, but never cavalier. Second, it was nothing like The Graduate because, despite his underlying indecision, he had come after her. Fully.
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“Full of heart but free of sentimentality,
When She Was Gone shows the sinews of
belonging and not-belonging that bind
a community.”

—NicHOLE BERNIER, author of
The Unfinished Work of Elizabeth D





