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One



It begins like any other ordinary workday. I’m in my cubicle of an office at Nationweek, too busy to notice my view, a narrow slice of downtown K Street. In clear weather, from a certain angle, you can see the White House, but on a gray, rainy spring day, like today, I’m not missing much, mostly backed-up traffic and people in trench coats hurrying to their next appointments.

Inside, I’m drowning in paper: overflowing files on my floor and desk, a stack of the day’s half-read newspapers at my feet, an in box stacked precariously and ready to tip at the slightest movement. I’m trying not to spill my black coffee on anything crucial—the fact checkers hate it when the source materials are too stained to read.

Although I hate computer jargon, I’m in my usual working-mother multitasking mode: phone cradled under one ear while I type at the computer, writing one story for business, editing an education piece for the social trends section, rearranging the boys’ nursery-school car pool, and calling friends to guilt them into providing homes for a litter of eight gerbils. The queasiness in my stomach is an acute reminder of my promise to Allison.

“I will be at your recital by five,” I told her confidently this morning.

“Don’t forget the cupcakes,” she reminded me.

By noon, my neck and shoulder muscles were tighter than my prepregnancy jeans. Finally, at 4:15, mumbling about an appointment, I duck out of a cover-story meeting and race to the parking garage.

Despite the drizzle, the traffic is light as I head to Bethesda along Massachusetts Avenue. After years of this commute, I automatically zip past the mosque, the Brazilian and British embassies, and the vice president’s house, barely registering the sights.

My first stop is a bakery in Bethesda. I am unprepared for the Lydia sighting that awaits me. As soon as I’m inside, the smell of vanilla and cinnamon reminds me that it’s been more than eight hours, and four cups of coffee, since my sole meal of the day, a meager but virtuous bowl of bran cereal. I intended to run out for a salad at noon, but the phone never stopped.

As I stand at the counter, I restrain myself from ordering a fragrant cinnamon roll—about half a million calories. I impatiently glance across the narrow, crowded store. Only the back of her head is visible, but I know instantly that the woman in the black raincoat paying for the six-grain bread is Lydia Finelli. My stomach lurches and my heart rate rises to the level of forty-five minutes on the elliptical machine.

No doubt Lydia has spotted me, but will pretend she doesn’t see me. We’ve only run into each other a few times over the last five years, but that’s her pattern. There’s no way she’s getting away with this.

I stride over, giving up my place in line. “I thought that was you, Lydia. Hello,” I say, managing a neutral tone.

“Claire. Oh, hi,” she answers as if seeing me for the first time. “How are you?”

“Fine. Ooops. My cupcakes are ready. See you around.” No need to linger. I made my point: I’m not invisible. I’ve got nothing to be ashamed of, no reason to avoid a simple greeting in a public place.

I pull out my wallet. Lydia pats me on the shoulder and waves good-bye as I wait for change. A small victory, I think, walking briskly in the rain to my Camry, and sliding the bulky cake boxes into the front seat. Too bad I lost the war.

The neon clock on the dashboard flashes 4:53. The rain will slow me down but, if I make all the lights, I’ll only be five minutes late. As I turn the key in the ignition, I hear a light tap-tap-tap on the window. Opening the window, I lean out, catching a few drops on my face. This time I register Lydia’s appearance. Still exceptionally pretty, but she doesn’t look well. Pale complexion, gaunt face, the lines around her mouth more pronounced. Her blond, curly hair has been expertly cut and highlighted, but it’s not as thick and shiny as I remember.

“Claire, it’s such a coincidence to see you. Really. I’ve been thinking about you lately. A lot.” She hesitates. “Listen, is it okay if I call you?”

“It’s always been okay, Lydia,” I say evenly. “My numbers at work and home haven’t changed. I have to run. Allison hates it when I’m late.” I touch the cupcake boxes for explanation.

“Of course. I won’t keep you. I’ll speak to you soon. I mean it.”

I back out of the parking spot carefully. Sure Lydia will call. That’s as likely as the Publisher’s Clearinghouse van driving to my door with the ten-million-dollar check. As likely as a Hollywood producer buying the rights to one of my magazine stories and turning it into a movie of the week. Lydia will never call and I know it. She hasn’t dialed my number for five years. Wait until I tell Aaron about this encounter.

The light turns green and I drive off, leaving my former best friend of twenty-three years, the person who once shared the most intimate details of my life, including the play-by-play of my lost virginity, standing alone on the curb in the rain.

*  *  *

A few days pass, and thoughts of Lydia return to the back of my mind, the repository of the unresolved hurt and angry feelings that have accumulated since she dropped out of my life with no explanation soon after our thirty-fifth birthdays.

Naturally, her disappearance didn’t happen overnight. It took me months to realize Lydia was dumping me for good, a process punctuated by me dropping by her house at odd times, hoping to talk, and dozens of unanswered phone messages. When Lydia was home, she would invite me in, but act politely distant, as if I were a pesky neighbor, then recall an urgent errand she had to run. Resentment, denial, hurt, grief, I felt them all, in various combinations. I still do, although with less intensity.

Gnats have nothing on me in persistence. I pursued her like an elusive source until her final snub. When she didn’t return Aaron’s call, announcing the twins’ birth, the door in my heart finally slammed shut. I was too mad to try again, replaying in my head her pregnancy with Colin: all the times I held her head over the toilet, brought her ginger ale or peppermint tea, and drove her to doctor appointments because Matthew, then a lowly intern, couldn’t leave the hospital.

For six months, maybe more, I had vivid dreams about Lydia at least a few times a week. Not that I clocked much sleep between nighttime feedings and diaper changing. I longed for some closure with Lydia, but not enough to make any more overtures myself.

The Thursday after the bakery encounter, on an otherwise uneventful workday, as I’m rewriting my lead for the third time, the phone rings.

“Claire Newman,” I say curtly, anticipating Tim, the annoying editor who has already nagged me twice about a story that is not due until tomorrow morning.

“Claire, it’s Lydia. I know you’re mad at me but don’t hang up, please. Just hear me out, okay?”

Common sense dictates slamming the phone down but, as usual, my curiosity overrides it. “I hate mysteries, Lydia. How could I possibly hang up when the biggest puzzle of my life is about to be solved?”

“Look, I know I owe you an explanation, big time. I promise you’ll get it. But, for now, I need your help.” She pauses. “I’m in trouble. I know I gave up my right to your friendship years ago. But, in a strange way, you’re the only person I can trust now.”

“Trouble? What do you mean?” It doesn’t really surprise me that Lydia can still push my buttons.

She hesitates again. “It’s complicated. And I’d rather tell you in person. Please, Claire, I know I don’t deserve it, but give me one more chance. Please. I’m appealing to your big heart.” Her tone is soft, placating.

I’m intrigued. For Lydia, this constitutes groveling. To her, a simple request for help, like asking a dinner guest to bring a bottle of wine, is the moral equivalent of panhandling. She’s not inclined to admit that she needs help, ever, especially from me, a person she views as not quite as competent as herself, but luckier. Proud and self-contained, she’s my polar opposite, which is what drew us together and caused tension in our long friendship.

We were so close as kids, shared so much history, that it hardly mattered to me that, if we met as adults, we’d have practically nothing in common. All our common memories is why I tolerated her inconsiderate behavior for so many years. Losing Lydia would be like losing a chunk of my past.

Sure, she was smart and funny, but so were a lot of women. Yes, I loved going places with her, especially to museums where she’d drag me through obscure exhibits and dazzle me with her commentary. However, I didn’t remain loyal to Lydia because of her interesting views on art history or her gracious entertaining, and certainly not for her political views, which grew alarmingly more conservative each year.

Until it actually happened, I never imagined the day would come that we would stop being friends. It was as unthinkable as not inviting my alcoholic uncle to Thanksgiving. So what if he passed out in the bowl of creamed onions before the rolls were served? Family is family.

So, I do exactly what Lydia, who knows me as well as anyone, would predict. “I’ll come by Monday on my way to work. I can be late and skip a few of those boring planning meetings,” I hear myself say. “See you then.” As I hang up, I notice my hands are trembling.

 

Trembling hands holding the phone, the brand of black-leather wallets in the pockets of the terrorists who blew up the World Trade Center, these are the sorts of details we traffic in at Nationweek, America’s second largest newsweekly.

I’m not one of those journalists who regrets not going to law school or medical school, or who dreams about owning a little newspaper in rural Cape Cod, or who wants to quit to drive car pools and be a fulltime PTA volunteer. Which isn’t to say I don’t occasionally suffer from the usual work–home conflicts, or feel a twinge when our kids sneak downstairs to our nanny’s basement bedroom for a good-night hug in the evenings when I’m home from work.

I joined the Nationweek staff twelve years ago as a business writer, single-mindedly devoted to climbing the masthead. Gradually, my priorities changed, an inevitable result of marriage and motherhood. I juggle lots of balls, but I don’t want to drop any of them. I’ve made my uneasy peace with my double life as a journalist and a mom. Some days, I worry over shortchanging my kids; other times, I cut a few corners at work but, on balance, it works out okay. If I ever slow down long enough to take a yoga class, my mantra will be: “Perfection is the enemy of the good enough.”

There’s no question that my husband, Aaron; Allison, nine; and my four-year-olds, Max and Zach, come first, although I still care how many cover stories I write versus anyone else, whose title comes above mine on the masthead, who’s getting a bigger raise. It’s mostly residual competitiveness. I’ve crashed enough cover stories, broken enough news, gotten enough heavy hitters to call me back on deadline to have built up a pretty big account in the goodwill bank, and my editors cut me lots of slack for soccer games and class trips.

And, financially speaking at least, I could quit if I wanted to, although it would put a noticeable dent in our household spending. We tend to value convenience over frugality, as time, not money, is our scarcest commodity. Aaron’s a partner at a top patent and copyright law firm that practically prints money, and he spends much of the week trying cases out of town.

I had second thoughts that day about agreeing to Lydia’s request. But, like most reporters, I’m a relentless snoop, and Lydia was counting on that. One riddle I never solved is why Lydia bailed on our friendship. It’s a phenomenon harder to explain than how my life became the caricature often portrayed in Nationweek and other trendy magazines: the women who complain too much, who have everything they’ve dreamed of, except the time to enjoy it.

Lydia, despite her degrees in art history, and her long-ago promising career as a museum curator, took a different route after her son Colin was born a dozen years ago. She abandoned her career and wholeheartedly embraced home and hearth. I suspect her change in direction was related somehow to our rift. Anyway, that’s one of my many theories on the subject.

More on that later. What I’m trying to explain, or rationalize, is that, at the time, Lydia’s phone call seemed like a gift—one of life’s rare opportunities to tie up a loose end. I didn’t realize then how one phone call could set in motion a series of events that would eventually transform so many lives, including my own.

 

Unable to sleep Sunday night, I wander into Allison’s bedroom. Surrounded by stuffed animals and Beanie Babies, she’s snoring like a barnyard animal, a trait she inherited from Aaron. I pull up her quilt and stroke her thick brown hair. I leave her door open just a crack, the way she likes it. Down the hall, the boys are sprawled in their bunk beds, inert as deflated soccer balls. I kiss the tops of their matching red heads, whose color matches my own.

Without thinking, I touch my forefinger to Max’s wrist, then Zachary’s. Taking their pulses is a habit that began with nightly forays into Allison’s nursery, commando attacks against sudden infant death syndrome. When she turned two, I gave up pulse checking after reading somewhere that premature boys are at the highest risk for SIDS. Comforting news, at least until the twins arrived a month early, weighing barely five pounds each. Until they were eighteen months, I got out of bed two or three times a night to check their pulses and watch their little chests move in and out. I don’t share all of my phobias about the children with Aaron—if he ever turns against me he could have me committed—but, every so often, when he comes with me to kiss them good night, I catch him looking as I hold their small wrists and silently count. He knows exactly what I’m doing.

 

The weekend flies by in the normal blur of soccer games, birthday parties, and errands. At odd moments I reflect on Lydia and her mysterious troubles. Divorce, illness, a reversal in Matthew’s prosperous neurology practice? Not likely. MRIs certainly weren’t getting cheaper, or brain tumors more rare. Or was Lydia’s problem more specific to our friendship? Something that only I, in my new role as savior, can fix?

Monday morning, I’m so distracted during the four-mile drive between my house and Lydia’s that I barely hear Morning Edition. How is Lydia going to behave? She wouldn’t dare act aloof after begging me to come. Or would she? Probably she’ll act polite and formal and force me to endure too much small talk before she warms up. I hope she’s made coffee. Zach’s crisis over his missing lunch box had eclipsed breakfast. Not that I expect Lydia to offer me so much as an English muffin. She has no interest in eating. Caffeine is her primary food group.

I pull into the driveway, behind Lydia’s navy blue Volvo, which must have replaced the white station wagon. A few years ago, I stopped driving past their house periodically, finally realizing that turning down their street was unlikely to yield any clues about why Lydia dropped me. Those stealth drives made me feel like a stalker.

I smile, noticing a black Mercedes coupe has been added to their fleet, parked behind Matthew’s beloved Porsche. Lydia used to scorn such flagrant displays of materialism, but they must be rolling in it now.

I ring the doorbell. No answer. I ring again and wait a few minutes. No footsteps. I turn the knob. The door’s unlocked. Should I just walk in? I weigh the awkwardness of barging in against Lydia’s invitation to come over. Should I call her from my cell phone in my purse? What the hell. I turn the knob.

The house is quiet. I’m right on time, but maybe Lydia has overslept or is in the shower. Slowly I take the stairs to her bedroom, noticing no coffee smells emanating from the kitchen. “Lydia,” I call tentatively, wondering if she will be offended by my boldness. Maybe I should go back outside and knock harder. Or use my cell. No, I’m already inside. And I’m an invited guest, not a burglar.

Her bedroom door is closed. I open it, gasp, and freeze against the door. I hear a high-pitched shriek and realize it came from me. It takes only a few seconds to achieve full comprehension.

Lydia has an impeccable excuse for not answering the doorbell. She’s dead.








Two



The second I see her pale, listless body, I know. Yet another part of my brain is in control, giving the orders. Lydia’s lying on her back in bed, eyes open. Her muscles look stiff, especially in her face. Running to her side, I grip her wrist. No pulse. Icy hands. The grayish cast of her rubbery skin is a major clue that it’s too late for CPR, but I blow air between her white lips, and pound her chest. The stiff wax doll isn’t coming back to life. Her bones feel as brittle as a piece of matzoh, as if my lightest touch will shatter them into pieces.

Although my body is moving, my mind has been shocked into a protective fog, at least for a few minutes. Then, I come out of it, noticing the frayed hem of her nightgown and the tiny missing button on the neckline. A heart attack is my first thought. Or an accidental overdose. Finally, surveying the scene, the peaceful bedroom, no sign of a struggle or forced entry, I accept the reality that Lydia’s death was no accident.

“Why, Lydia? Why?” I sob. “Why didn’t you wait for me? I was going to help you. You knew that.” I wonder how long she has been dead, if I could have saved her by arriving earlier. It doesn’t seem likely that she could have died after Colin left for school. Then why wouldn’t he have found her this morning, hours ago?

I snap into crisis mode. First I call 911 on my cell. Then I run to the kitchen, where the list of emergency numbers is neatly tacked on the bulletin board. I leave an urgent message at Matthew’s office and locate Aaron on his cell.

I notice a paper taped on the refrigerator door and walk over to read it. A suicide note from Lydia? No, it’s a list under the heading “Avoid Food or Beverages with Tyramine. Could Interact Dangerously with Medication. Don’t Eat or Drink:…” The list contains about forty foods, including some of my favorites—chocolate, caffeine, several types of cheese, bananas, avocados, Chianti, and sausage. Curious, I open the lid of the trashcan, hidden out of sight in the cabinet under the sink, just where it used to be. I’m not surprised by the contents: rinds of Brie and Camembert, crumpled foil from Lindt chocolate bars, the end of an Italian salami. It appears that Lydia killed herself by gorging on forbidden foods.

I dash upstairs to the bedroom and stand on the pale, plush carpet beside Lydia’s bed, clutching her limp hand, crying. None of this makes sense. Why would Lydia ask me for help, then kill herself hours before I got there? Did she want me to find her? Hadn’t she hurt me enough? Now she was dead, leaving no hope of ever setting things right between us.

The blare of the sirens grows louder. I touch Lydia’s forehead for the last time, then open the door for the paramedics.

 

Thursday morning, inside the dark church, I squeeze Aaron’s hand, and try to focus on the priest’s words, not the high ceilings, the stained glass, or the cool marble floor. The nightmarish irony isn’t lost on me: Through Lydia’s death, I’ve finally been taken back into the fold. Under the circumstances, unfailingly polite Matthew had no choice but to invite me to the funeral mass.

Lydia is dead. Dead. It’s been a few days but I’m still in that numb, altered state where daily life occurs in an out-of-body sort of way. I narrate events to myself, play by play, as if I’m a sports commentator. From my trance I can recognize the comic overtones to the tragedy: Lydia, who presented herself to the world as the perfect wife and mother, offs herself by combining prescription antidepressants with foods guaranteed to interact lethally with them.

That’s Matthew’s explanation.

I could hardly believe what he told us, last Monday night, after Aaron and I returned to the Finelli house. Matthew led us into his study, away from Colin and the throngs of sympathetic neighbors and friends, and gently revealed Lydia’s various bouts of depression; the long list of failed treatments—Prozac, Nardil, individual counseling, group therapy, alone, and in assorted combinations. The depression wasn’t hard to believe. Lydia was the queen of mood swings, and always had been, even as a teenager. But suicide? Giving up usually wasn’t an option for Lydia, which is why I never understood how she quit our friendship.

Father Kelly’s saying something about Lydia not being in her right mind, which must be his kind way of reconciling his duty to say something soothing with her suicide. I wonder if he really thinks she’s lying in a state of eternal sin. Despite being an agnostic Jew, I hope not.

I locate Matthew in the front row, surrounded by a sea of dark suits. He places a protective arm around Colin. At twelve, Lydia’s son’s childhood is permanently revoked. I glance away from the statues of Baby Jesus.

Sallie, Lydia’s mother, sits on Colin’s right. Her eyes are red and swollen, and she looks shrunken, and more fragile than I had remembered. When we met earlier on the church steps, we hugged each other and cried. I had missed her terribly these past years. She always approved of me, was forever inviting me to sit with her and talk, especially in the days when I wouldn’t give my own mother more than a sentence or two at a time. The habit of talking with Sallie survived my most sullen teenage years. I wonder if it’s any consolation to her that Vince was spared the grief of mourning his beloved only child. A three-pack-a-day man, Lydia’s father died of lung cancer almost a decade ago.

Many of the faces look unfamiliar, a further reminder of how far apart Lydia and I had grown. Despite the distance that had grown between us, my tears haven’t subsided for days. If only we had had more time to fix our friendship.

“A pillar of the community,” Father Kelly says.

Lydia’s across-the-street neighbors, Randall and Karen Kline, are on my right. Randy is a psychiatrist in private practice; Karen is a caterer. They weren’t my favorites among Lydia’s acquaintances; he was nice enough but Karen struck me as slightly standoffish. We make eye contact, and I’m reminded of how their middle daughter and Colin used to ride their bikes up and down the Finellis’ driveway, training wheels gliding along the smooth surface.

I feel mildly guilty about how Lydia and I used to make fun of Karen’s catering skills, often calling each other after we returned home from parties. “How does she poach the flavor out of salmon?” I asked Lydia once.

“She doesn’t use real fish, only gelatin. It’s less fattening,” Lydia had replied. But judging from Karen’s splotchy face and the balled-up tissues in her hand, she and Lydia must have grown closer.

“…raising money for refugee families,” Father Kelly continues.

Lydia would have been mortified. Father Kelly is practically comparing her to Mother Teresa. Looking around to see if anyone else is registering a similar reaction, I notice a clump of well-groomed blondes dressed straight out of a Talbot’s catalog. I wonder when Lydia fell in with the velvet-hairband crowd. They looked like professional moms, a type I dread, women who chucked thriving careers to devote themselves to their children, bringing to motherhood the same zeal they once used for strategizing corporate mergers or organizing international conferences on global warming. These women had a way of bringing out my worst insecurities —making me question whether my children will be permanently scarred by too little time spent in Mommy and Me groups, or why I didn’t schedule biweekly eyebrow-waxing appointments.

“…a gracious hostess who welcomed friends and neighbors to her table.”

Everyone but me, that is. He’s not embellishing too much in that department. My eyes rest on the back of Jill Browner’s head, a few pews up, sitting alone. She probably hasn’t hooked up with anyone in the five years since I’ve seen her. Jill and Matthew had been lab partners in medical school and remained close. Lydia was very fond of her. In the days when I was a regular at Lydia’s parties, Jill and I often retreated to a corner to catch up. We always vowed we’d call each other and make social plans, but we never got around to it, permanently stuck in the more-than-acquaintance, less-than-friend category. Jill used to head a team of medical researchers studying Alzheimer’s disease at the National Institutes of Health. Then, during the booming eighties, she started her own biotechnology company, Theragenics Inc., in Gaithersburg, Maryland, raising funds from venture capitalists eager to place their bets on promising research. Matthew was an investor. Her company was mentioned a few times in the business pages of The Washington Post and The New York Times in the last year or two, proof that her work is attracting national attention.

When I knew her, Jill rarely dated or went out with friends. Her social life consisted of going to parties at the Finellis. Lydia, who tightly controlled her family’s social calendar, included Jill on several occasions—birthday parties, the annual New Year’s Day brunch, summer barbecues. Unlike me or Lydia, or the other women in their forties whom we knew, Jill possesses no outward signs of vanity. Her dark, shapeless clothes hide a trim figure toned by daily jogging. Her once shiny brown hair is streaked with gray, and she wears it long and lank around her shoulders. Not a smidgen of makeup accentuates her hazel eyes. “With those bones, she could be beautiful,” Lydia used to lament. “If she only got a good haircut. And bought some decent clothes.”

“Right. If she colored her hair and shopped at Saks, and stopped being poor, dateless Jill, how many times a year would you invite her over?” I had countered. “Once, maybe twice?”

“…whose home reflected the love and care she lavished upon her family.”

Father Kelly is hitting his stride; now it sounds as if he actually knew Lydia and her exacting standards of personal hygiene and housekeeping. Lydia carried good grooming and neatness to fanatical heights. Trained at Sallie’s knee, Lydia regularly climbed onto her dining room chair to dust the chandelier with a toothbrush. She wore pantyhose under her well-pressed jeans. She never took Colin to the kiddy pool before undergoing a complete body wax. As misguided as Lydia’s perfectionism could be, I understood it, even though my tendencies in that direction were marked by lying awake at night wishing I had made a few more phone calls on a story, not by how much my kitchen floor could use another coat of polish. Lydia and I used to poke fun at each other, but neither of us ever expected any changes in what we obsessed over.

For as long as I knew her, Lydia’s self-discipline about appearances never wavered. As a teenager, she squeezed lemon juice in her hair every summer to lighten it (Sallie outlawed peroxide) and lived on a can of Tab and an apple a day for a few days before an important date. In hindsight, I realize that Lydia’s washed-out appearance at the bakery should have tipped me off that something was terribly wrong.

My eyes settle on Matthew, wearing an impeccably tailored charcoal-gray suit. As he turns to whisper something to Colin, I see that his face is a portrait of anguish, his mouth drawn tight and his eyes puffy. Pleasant looking in a lanky, boyish way, with sandy hair and green eyes, Matthew obviously has discarded the last remnants of his preppy wardrobe. No more faded denim shirts hanging out of worn khaki pants, or dilapidated Topsiders on bare feet.

Matthew’s European suits, like his Mercedes, must be part of the evolution that started a decade ago, when he began making a big deal out of what wine we drank with dinner. Not that I’m throwing any stones at materialism. I eagerly held out my glass for whatever he was pouring. No reason a liberal social conscience can’t co-exist with an annual clothing budget that exceeds the gross national product of a third-world nation. I chastise myself for noticing details like Matthew’s clothing at a time like this, instead of listening to the service. I can’t help it, though. Taking mental notes is as natural to me as breathing.

“…devoted to a marriage that grounded her to her family and the wider community.” It certainly looked that way. What was the source of Lydia’s mysterious “trouble”? A faltering marriage? Did Lydia continue to puncture Matthew’s little pretensions, or had she given that up?

“Why use an English word when a Latin one will do?” Lydia once joked during brunch, interrupting Matthew’s convoluted, neurologist answer to my question about migraines.

“For Claire, the Latin expressions are free of charge,” Matthew had replied, with one of his disarming smiles. My mother’s words echo: “She’s a doctor’s wife now. That’s why she dropped you.” I had rejected that explanation as too facile. I couldn’t imagine the old Lydia, with her working-class roots, transformed into a snob.

“…her son, the light of her existence.”

I can barely bring myself to look at Colin. I hadn’t laid eyes on him since he was seven. A young man now, he’s still the male version of his mother, right down to his cornsilk hair, dimpled chin, and extralong eyelashes that I couldn’t achieve with two tubes of mascara. The pain he must feel brings tears to my eyes. I choke back a sob, imagining my three having to make their way in a world without me. I wipe the tears away, and Aaron tightens his grip on my hand.

The priest’s genuinely soothing words were having little effect on my anger and grief. Clearly Lydia was deeply troubled, enough to take her own life, an act I find unfathomable, and as a mother, unforgivable. How could she do this to Colin? Without so much as a note? She must have remembered, as sharply as I do, our high-school heartthrob Buddy Nolan.

Valedictorian of my brother Rob’s high-school class. Student-council president, track star, National Merit Scholar, Buddy was Holly Dale North’s version of male perfection. Lydia and I had enormous crushes on him.

When we were in eleventh grade, a few months after Buddy had departed for Yale, his mother Jeanette, former president of the PTA, den mother, and church volunteer, closed her garage door, sat in the front seat of her station wagon, and turned on the ignition. Buddy’s father found her body when he came home from work. Sallie railed for days about Jeanette’s selfishness toward her model son. “That lovely boy is going to think it’s his fault. It will ruin his life,” she predicted.

Within two years, Buddy dropped out of Yale, hitchhiked to California, and eventually moved to Maui, where he kept himself in coconuts and marijuana by selling overpriced puka shell necklaces to tourists. Perhaps he was perfectly happy in his tropical paradise, but Sallie considered his descent from the Ivy League a waste of a human life.

No matter how muddled, confused, or depressed Lydia had become, I didn’t understand how such a vigilant mother could purposefully inflict Buddy’s fate upon her own precious son.

“…her good works will live on in our memories.” Father Kelly is wrapping up.

Aaron puts his arm around me and we walk back to the car, neither of us speaking. Blinking back more tears, I gaze affectionately at my husband, a rare Nancy Reagan moment. Not once has he uttered, “I told you so,” one of my favorite phrases in the English language. Although I’m too upset to be thinking clearly, Aaron’s warning to me about not getting involved with Lydia again turned out to be entirely on the money. If only I had listened to him I would have been spared a lot of grief.

Aaron spent hours on the phone trying to locate Rob, in case he wanted to fly in to pay his respects. We Newmans are big on rituals, hardly ever missing far-flung weddings, bar mitzvahs, or other milestones. Aaron carefully explained Lydia’s death to Allison—the twins never knew her—and called my parents while I sobbed in the bathtub. My parents were upset, but Lydia’s death barely registered with Allison, who no longer had a mental picture of her. I’ve seen Allison more emotional over the death of a character on Buffy, her favorite show about a vampire slayer.

Not that my refusing to meet Lydia would have changed anything. She’d still be dead, but I wouldn’t have been intimately connected to her death. I would have heard about it second- or third-hand, or read her obituary in The Washington Post, from the safe remove of my kitchen table. I could have imagined her death in an abstract way, rather than replaying the scene in her bedroom, over and over again in slow motion.

Walking to the car, I clasp Aaron’s hand until my knuckles hurt. Here I was, on the verge of learning the answer that had eluded me for years, the reason Lydia ended our friendship. Instead, Lydia took the insult one step further, leaving me with a more perplexing question: How did the Lydia I knew so well, in five years, turn into a woman bereft of hope, a woman who gave up on life?








Three



Aaron at my side, my stomach in knots, I ring the Finellis’ doorbell for the obligatory condolence call. It’s our turn to exchange banalities with other ill-at-ease friends and relatives. A lingering dread supercedes happy memories of times spent under this roof. My usual defense mechanism of covering deep emotion with sarcasm has kicked in: I can’t help thinking that nothing spoils a place’s ambiance like discovering a dead body on the premises.

“Claire, Aaron, thanks for coming,” Matthew says, pulling me to his chest for a bear hug. Clusters of people are standing around the understated beige-and-white living room, speaking in hushed voices while balancing coffee cups. Lydia’s decorating scheme is a stark contrast to our house, where we favor blues and green, preferably in dark shades, to camouflage stains from spilled food and apple juice.

Aaron and I join some neighbors near the couch and introduce ourselves. Matthew wanders around, shaking hands, mumbling greetings, trying to pick up threads of conversations. Without Lydia’s social cues, he seems as lost as a child on the first day of camp.

Colin’s standing near the dining room table with a friend. “Colin, I’ve missed you so much,” I whisper, squeezing his hand. He looks at his shoes, refusing to meet my gaze. Mindful of Allison’s admonishments about “PDA,” her shorthand for public displays of affection, I restrain myself from putting my arms around him, and hope he doesn’t misread this as a lack of affection. I steer the conversation to school and sports until Aaron joins us, offering Colin a plate of cookies.

“I’m going to find Sallie before I inhale those brownies and hate myself,” I say. I’m lying; I’ve barely eaten in days, another example of my only proven method of weight loss, the heartbreak diet.

“Colin, you have to promise to come for a visit very soon. It’s been a long time, too long, and we need to get reacquainted. What do you say?”

“I’d have to check with my dad, I guess,” he mumbles. I can’t read whether he’s glad to see me or is politely trying to push me away.

“I’ll call you, okay?”

“Sure, Aunt Claire,” he says, turning his back and walking in the other direction. So he does remember what he used to call me.

Sallie’s in the kitchen, measuring coffee into the filter, showing less emotion than a hired caterer. But as soon as we hug we both start crying. Then I help her slice cake onto platters. After a few silent minutes, we chat about her bakery, my kids, Holly Dale, how Matthew and Colin are coping. We’re just warming up to a more intimate talk when Aaron strides in. Kissing Sallie on the cheek, he points to his watch.

“Sallie, we have to go home,” I say. “We promised the kids. Can I see you again soon?”

“Sure. Come back in the morning. Matthew and Colin will be gone by eight-thirty.”

“Okay, around nine, after I get the kids off.”

We both understand that Lydia will be the topic of tomorrow’s conversation. Aaron and I say our good-byes to Matthew and find Colin in the den, deep in conversation with a hunky guy I noticed at the memorial service. Major movie-star good-looking, he has shiny blue-black hair and eyes so blue I suspect they are tinted contact lenses. His powerful chest and muscled thighs are obvious under his standard-issue navy blazer and khakis. He couldn’t be more than thirty-two.

“Colin, we’re leaving now, but I’ll call you and your dad about coming over in a few days.”

“Sure. Aunt Claire, Aaron, I’d like you to meet my soccer coach, Roger McCaffrey.”

“Nice to meet you.” McCaffrey pumps my hand vigorously. No glint of gold on his ring finger.

“Claire Newman. And this is my husband, Aaron Willentz. We’re old friends of the family. You sure don’t look old enough to have a son Colin’s age,” I say. In our neighborhood, fathers and mothers of team members are the customary labor pool for coaches.

He smiles, displaying perfect teeth. “I don’t. I’m not a parent. I’m the gym teacher at Colin’s school. Lydia, uh, Mrs. Finelli, was a big help to the team.” I bet Lydia wasn’t the only mom vying to schlep oranges and jugs of water to soccer practice. McCaffrey’s eyes dart around the room, looking for an escape route. I wonder how anyone that handsome could be so ill at ease.

“Aaron, I’ll be right back,” I say, ducking into the downstairs powder room. On my way out of the bathroom, I notice two women, practically clones of each other, blocking my path to the front door, where Aaron is waiting. Both have streaked blond hair and are wearing black pantsuits with a patch of brightly colored T-shirt sticking out of the jackets (one in fuchsia, one in lime green). Between them, there’s enough jewelry to start an auction on the spot: diamond rings, diamond tennis bracelets, and clunky gold earrings. Lydia and I used to call this look the “full Potomac,” but that was before she had friends who actually dressed that way.

“I can’t believe he had the nerve to show up here,” says Lime Green, in what was intended to be a whisper. She’s looking straight at Roger. “Look at how he’s fawning over Colin. It makes me sick.” They must be mothers of Colin’s teammates.

Fuchsia speaks low enough that I have to step closer to make out her words. “Well, he was a close friend of Lydia’s.” She shoots a knowing glance at her friend, who replies, “A very close personal friend.”

Their implication is clear. “Excuse me,” I say, stepping past them to reach the door. “Let’s go. Now.” Taking Aaron’s elbow, I guide him out the door. These two are dishing about Lydia at the very place where they are supposed to be paying their respects. They’re probably jealous that Roger paid more attention to Lydia than to them. If they are typical of Lydia’s new friends, the ones she took up with after dropping me, I should be grateful that she had cut me off. That’s what I tell myself as I get into the car, taking tissues out of my jacket pocket to blow my nose.

 

It’s not Sallie’s nature to sit around idly and dwell on her troubles. Not when there are chores to do, dinners to cook and freeze, floors to scrub. She answers my knock wearing a smock over her black dress, hair tied back in a scarf. In her seventies now, she looks more vulnerable than the forceful woman of my youth. Her middle has thickened—whose hasn’t?—but she’s still a beauty, her thick chestnut hair streaked with white and pulled back in a neat bun. She’s midway through cleaning out Lydia’s closets, and her efficient bustling signals that she doesn’t intend to let grief slow her down.

“Sallie, isn’t it painful to go through Lydia’s stuff this soon?” I put my arms around her. There were times in my life when I felt closer to Sallie than to my own parents, who were wrapped up with each other, and their friends and their careers. My father was a high school principal and my mother a history teacher, and they were often at meetings and conferences, leaving Rob and me to our own devices. I loved the attention from Sallie, especially because I could return to my own freewheeling household whenever I felt like it, unlike Lydia who couldn’t escape Sallie and Vince’s watchful supervision. Part of Lydia’s reticence, I’ve often thought, comes from how hard she had to fight during adolescence to maintain a zone of privacy that her parents couldn’t penetrate.

“Of course it’s painful. Where does it say that life isn’t painful?” Sallie blinks back tears. “But, I’m going home in a few days, after I straighten out the house. And help Matthew hire a housekeeper so Colin won’t be alone after school.”

Her plan surprises me. I assumed she’d stay in Washington indefinitely. Her husband’s gone, after all, and she has installed a trusted neighbor’s son-in-law to manage the bakery, in preparation for her retirement.

“So soon? I thought you’d stay awhile. I was hoping we’d get to spend some time together. To catch up. You haven’t seen Allison in years. Or met the twins.”

She shoots me a look I remember from adolescence. Loosely translated it means: Your parents may be too naive to know, or care, that you cut school today, but I see a lot out of my living-room window and don’t you forget it. “You’re right. We do have lots of catching up to do.” She lowers her voice as if speaking forbidden thoughts. “I never understood. What happened? You were so close. To all of us. Colin used to ask: Where did Aunt Claire go? When’s she coming back?”

So, Lydia had made me out to be the neglectful friend, the one who vanished.

The situation requires tact, never my strong suit. How can I make Sallie understand? I can’t tell her the complete truth without pointing a finger at Lydia. Nor can I say anything that will add to Sallie’s pain.

“Sallie, I’m going downstairs to make tea. Be right back. Then we can talk.”

“Just let me finish this pile.” She’s folding a stack of Lydia’s shirts and pants. “Matthew’s going to bring these to a shelter on Saturday. Want anything? Some of this stuff has hardly been worn.”

“As if I could fit into a size six anymore. But thanks for asking.”

“You had three children. What do you expect?” Was Sallie making an oblique reference to Lydia’s failure to produce further grandchildren? I don’t respond to the comment.

We drink the first cup of tea in silence. I think about Lydia’s spirit hovering around the gleaming white kitchen. The KitchenAid blender, once used for concocting potent margaritas at summer cookouts, is on the drain board. “That old blender brings back memories,” I say.

“Older than Colin and it works like new. I made carrot soup in it last night,” Sallie says.

I nibble one of the home-baked almond biscotti Sallie puts in front of me. “Remember my idea to market these nationally? You told me that no one but old Italian ladies would eat them. Boy, were you ever wrong.”

“I know. I think of you every time I see them selling for fifteen dollars a bag. You and your business ideas. By the way, Rob sends his love. He’s sorry he couldn’t make it to the funeral. He was out of the country and it took a few days for us to connect.”

“How is the Hollywood tycoon?” she asks. Her affection for Rob is genuine and predates his unlikely and wildly successful career.

Nobody who knew Rob in high school would have predicted his path to Hollywood mogul. A classic underachiever, he spent most of high school stoned, playing his guitar with his band, staying up most of the night, and failing many tests. He cut classes, talked back to teachers, and was suspended at least twice. Thanks to my father’s connections, and excellent SAT scores, he was admitted to a small liberal-arts college in Massachusetts that specialized in students who listened to their own inner beat.

Junior year, after a romance that ended badly, and tired of the arctic winters, Rob hitchhiked to Los Angeles instead of returning to school after Christmas break. The only job he could find was in the mailroom of the William Morris Agency. At night, he played with the new band he joined. At gigs he met other aspiring musicians and singers. Folk singer Laura Cardinal, who had a string of hit albums twenty years ago, almost became my sister-in-law. The rock band Crow were his roommates for awhile. Rob eventually worked his way out of the mailroom by representing his friends and their friends. By the time he was twenty-six, Rob owned his own hip talent agency, Newman Creative Associates, Inc. A few years later he had earned the first of his many millions.

Sallie waits expectantly for me to mention Lydia.

“Sallie, you know how much I loved Lydia. How intertwined we were for so many years. How I wouldn’t have survived high school without her. I don’t know what she told you about the last five years, how hard I tried to save our friendship, how many times I called her before I finally gave up…”

“My daughter wasn’t much for talking. Especially the last few years, but she called you last week, right?” Sallie has heard all about me finding Lydia that morning.

“Look, Sallie, all I know is what Lydia said in that phone call. And it isn’t much. But, maybe, if we put our heads together, we can figure some stuff out. Because, for the life of me, I can’t understand how Lydia could have done this. I don’t care how much she changed. She was such a devoted mother. How could she have killed herself?”

“She had problems,” Sallie says, “but I don’t have to tell you, she was no quitter. Remember when she broke her leg and kept telling the physical therapist to work her harder, just so she wouldn’t miss playing in that silly tennis tournament?” She continues. “So, tell me again about the last time you spoke to her.”

I repeat, in detail, our last conversation, starting with our chance meeting at the bakery. Our conversation meanders and before long we’re in a delicate area: Lydia’s fertility problems.

“She didn’t intend for Colin to be an only child, right?”

“They tried for years. No luck,” Sallie confides. “And Lydia was against medical intervention. Too invasive and unnatural.”

“That surprises me. Lydia and Matthew were medically sophisticated. Why didn’t they adopt?”

“They weren’t interested. Especially Matthew. One perfect son is good enough for him, he always says. Why mess with a stranger’s gene pool? Once Colin turned about six or seven, Lydia said she was done, that she couldn’t face all the baby stuff again—the colic, the sleepless nights, the spitup. She talked about her freedom. But that was nonsense. Lydia loved babies.”

“Maybe that’s why she dropped me. You know, I was pregnant with the twins when she stopped talking to me. Maybe Lydia could deal with me when I had a career and no kids, or a career and one kid, but not a career and three kids.”

“You mean she was jealous?” Sallie’s tone is highly skeptical. I have to admit it would take a powerful amount of envy to knock out a twenty-three-year friendship. Nothing short of an ax murder would have led me to drop Lydia. That’s why her behavior was so incomprehensible.

So, I drop the jealousy talk. This is no time to bring up that particular theory. Anyway, I don’t mean that she was overtly jealous. Not exactly. If Lydia had wanted a career, she could have gone back to work at any time. Her jealousy, if it could be called that, was more implicit. Maybe it was getting harder for Lydia to maintain her slight air of superiority around me. For most of our lives, she held the lead on that internal scorecard that women, even the best of friends, perpetually tally: Blonder. Thinner. Better grades. She bagged a husband (a doctor, the jackpot) and achieved motherhood years before I did.

And maybe that was the problem. In our twenties, Lydia staked out domestic life as her turf. No one would have guessed that in our thirties, in mere output alone, I would have trumped her.

And I had my career, too. In Washington, being a journalist is considered prestigious, exciting, fun. Which it is sometimes, when you’re not frantically trying to reach people who won’t call you back. Or have an hour left to artfully write a story around holes in research that you hope no one will notice. Or when you’re sitting around endlessly, waiting for an editor’s revisions, when all you want to do is get home before your kids go to bed so you can kiss them good night.

“Sallie, I always knew Lydia was moody—the way she ran hot and cold. Matthew mentioned the other night that she was suffering from depression. When was she actually diagnosed?”
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