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    Praise for New York Times bestselling author
JENNIFER WEINER

Goodnight Nobody

“Jennifer Weiner’s moment has arrived. Her fourth and latest book, Goodnight Nobody confirms that she’s giving ‘chick lit’ a good name. She writes characters who could be anyone’s best friends, and in this book she has a funny, malicious, Desperate Housewives eye for suburban life.”

—Janet Maslin

“A delightfully funny suburban-housewife mystery . . . Goodnight Nobody is the best of the lot. Working in the mystery form, as Susan Isaacs did so memorably in Compromising Positions, Weiner’s the perfect example of a pre-Jamesian writer who wants to entertain her reader while capturing the details of the world she inhabits.”

—Newsday

“Passionate, affecting and poignant . . . Weiner’s readers will root for Kate, whose humor and warmth amidst her struggles to transcend the roles of mom and wife make her a loveable, fully realized character.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A humorous take on hearth and home . . . Weiner possesses a warm heart and a wickedly funny eye for social interaction . . . so strong is Weiner’s gift for dialogue and so sharp are her observations about how a certain kind of smart, sensitive but insecure woman experiences the world. Weiner writes to entertain, yes, but also to empathize and connect.”

—Baltimore Sun

“Jennifer Weiner artfully combines mystery and chick lit for an entertaining, suspense-filled swing through suburbia. . . . Weiner’s first attempt at mystery writing is an all-around success—from the nonconformist heroine to the story line that keeps you guessing right up to the end.”

—Charlotte Observer

“Long the high priestess of the genre termed chick lit, Goodnight Nobody finds Weiner pushing old genre boundaries to write a thoroughly entertaining post-feminist whodunit . . . Goodnight Nobody is full of the kind of tantalizing dialogue that won Weiner a film deal for her In Her Shoes. The author’s legendary wit is best employed as Kate navigates the murky waters of modern motherhood.”

—The Denver Post

“Weiner’s knack for creating characters with personality and witty social commentary make this a winner. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal

“The mix of humor, politics, sociology and old-fashioned whodunit suspense in Goodnight Nobody will keep readers delighted right up to the final page.”

—Connecticut Post

“Weiner has done it again. The witty novelist who first burst the seams on the size-nothing paradigm for gal-centric novels in Good in Bed has now created a leading lady mothers everywhere will adore. . . . With its Miss Marple-worthy twists and turns, Goodnight Nobody is ultimately so engrossing that readers will forget they’re holding a book until the last page is turned.”

—The Star-Ledger (Newark, NJ)

“Weiner takes the serious themes of commitment, self-esteem and identity and mix in moments of laugh-out-loud humor. . . While the mystery in Goodnight Nobody will keep readers guessing, it’s the engaging Kate Klein—and her take on motherhood and womanhood—that propels the book to one that begs to be read in one sitting.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“Witty, clever and engaging . . . . Chick lit with a twist is Weiner’s winning recipe.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Weiner stands out among the chick-lit pack and continues to do so with Goodnight Nobody . . . Fans will be relieved to know that while the genre has shifted, Weiner’s natural storytelling, sardonic humor and vivid characters remain . . . After Book No. 4, Weiner is saying goodnight to nobody.”

—San Jose Mercury News

“A zippy, entertaining, and ultimately heartfelt read.”

—Parenting

“Weiner’s in Susan Isaacs’ territory, that place where a smart and insatiably curious housewife can morph into a brave if unschooled investigator faster than you can say CSI. . . By the time the book ends, Weiner wisely fails to resolve Kate’s dilemma of the heart, which may mean we’ll be reading more mysteries featuring the clever Mrs. Klein.”

—The Hartford Courant

“Weiner has a gift for creating funny, flawed heroines.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A compelling murder mystery . . . Weiner uses her comedic skills to create an entertaining read.”

—Newport News

“Witty and clever . . . Weiner proves that her writing prowess extends beyond chick lit and deeply into the mystery genre. Weiner is gifted and funny, and Goodnight Nobody equals her earlier well-received works.”

—BookReporter

“Weiner keeps her streak intact . . . What makes her novels so appealing to her faithful female readership are her themes: the unrealized expectations of physical beauty, the daily joys and frustrations of pregnancy, motherhood and marriage, and the struggle to find balance and keep one’s identity.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Sweet and entertaining . . . funny and well written. Goodnight Nobody’s a good read and could spawn new genre.”

—Asheville Citizen-Times

“A first-rate mystery.”

—The Huntsville Times

“Weiner ventures into new territory. The story contains many of the themes found in her previous books—friendship, family, self-acceptance, and embracing a less-than-perfect life—along with an intriguing twist: a murder mystery.”

—Pages magazine

“Jennifer’s writing is so full of details, it’s like Harry Potter for adults, so much so that I might just throw a midnight party at Barnes & Noble when her next novel comes out.”

—Jane magazine

“Sharp, dark humor, melancholy and serious musings on relationships and regret gracefully layer a taut tale of dual stumpers. . . . Goodnight Nobody rings surprisingly true for a murder mystery, because it demonstrates how sometimes, the deepest mysteries are to be found not in crime scenes but in a neighbor’s past. Or, maybe, your own.”

—Palm Beach Post (Florida)

“A real pleasure . . .witty, poignant and lively. . . . Imagine the scheming upscale neighborhood of Desperate Housewives, the dark secrets of Peyton Place, and the light-hearted banter of Sex and the City. Goodnight Nobody is all that and more.”

—The Tennessean (Nashville, Tennessee)

“With her latest novel, Weiner pushes even further, merging the genre she both defines and defies with another one entirely: the mystery. . . . Weiner’s style is compelling. She’s able to craft characters that are so funny and fallible you just want to plop down and hang out with them. . . . Weiner once and for all proves she belongs in no category other than the one of her own.”

—The News & Observer (Raleigh, North Carolina)

“Somewhere between the desperate, deviant ladies of Wisteria Lane and the perfect, pretty housewives of Stepford are the hausfraus of Upchurch. . . . With Weiner’s crisp, clear writing and attention to detail, the thread that keeps this fun going is the catty pleasure one gets when each dirty little secret of every pretty little suburbanite is revealed.”

—Columbus Dispatch (Ohio)

“Weiner brings to bear all the heavenly chutzpah fans grew to love in her previous novels. . . . Like Cannie in Good in Bed, plucky Kate proves that no matter which genre Weiner experiments with, her enduring genius lies in creating protagonists that readers will be rooting for in the end.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Bloody entertaining . . . Goodnight Nobody has all the components of a ripping murder mystery of the Sue Grafton/Janet Evanovich variety. . . . With its fully-realized characters, its multi-layered plot, and its incisive observations about contemporary life, Goodnight Nobody goes down surprisingly well, just like Kate’s signature cocktail—vodka and Pedialyte.”

—Buffalo News (New York)

“Mystery is a departure for Weiner, but she works it well. Goodnight Nobody is still utter Weiner. She wraps her usual writing style around this novel about secrets and shows readers that something entirely imperfect usually lies beneath the appearance of perfection.”

—Richmond Times Dispatch (Virginia)

“A wickedly pleasant read with a likable, disgruntled heroine and delightfully scathing pokes at domestic uppitiness. Weiner takes us among the mansions and Pilates mats . . . she delves into the twists of love, loss, and suburban ennui.”

—Bookmarks
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For Frances Frumin Weiner



“Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question—‘Is this all?’ ”

—Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique

“Sighed Mayzie, a lazy bird hatching an egg:

‘I’m tired and I’m bored

And I’ve kinks in my leg

From sitting, just sitting here day after day.

It’s work! How I hate it!

I’d much rather play!

I’d take a vacation, fly off for a rest, if I could find

someone to stay on my nest!

If I could find someone, I’d fly away—free...’ ”

—Dr. Seuss, Horton Hatches the Egg

“Well I had a dream and in it

I went to a little town

And all the girls in town were named

Betty.”

—Laurie Anderson, “Smoke Rings”




PART ONE

The Good Mother


ONE

“Hello?” I tapped on Kitty Cavanaugh’s red front door, then lifted the brass knocker and gave it a few thumps for good measure. “Hello?”

“Mommy, can I ring the doorbell?” Sophie asked. She stood on her tiptoes and waved her fist in the air.

“No, it’s my turn,” said Sam, kicking his sneakered feet against one of the half-dozen perfectly spherical pumpkins beside Kitty’s front door. Halloween was a week away, and we’d only gotten around to carving our single jack-o’-lantern the night before. It had come out crooked and its right side had rotted and caved in overnight, and it looked like we had a sadistic stroke victim parked on our porch. When I’d lit the candle, all three kids had cried.

“My turn!” said Jack, shoving his younger-by-three-minutes brother.

“Don’t push me!” cried Sam, shoving back.

“Sophie, then Sam, then Jack,” I said. Two degrees in English literature, a career in New York City, and this was where I’d ended up, standing on a semi-stranger’s doorstep in a Connecticut suburb with uncombed hair and a tote bag full of bribe lollipops, wrangling three kids under the age of five. How had this happened? I couldn’t explain it. Especially not the part about getting pregnant with the boys when Sophie was just seven weeks old, courtesy of an act of intercourse I can barely remember and can’t imagine I’d condoned.

Sophie reached up, pigtails quivering, and rang the bell. A dimple flashed in her left cheek as she gave her brothers a smug look that said, This is how it’s done. Nobody answered. I looked at my watch, wondering if I’d heard Kitty wrong. She’d called on Wednesday night, when the boys were in the bathtub and Sophie was sitting on the toilet, applying lipstick and waiting her turn. I was kneeling in front of the tub, my shirt half-soaked, a washcloth in my hand, scrubbing playground grime from underneath their fingernails and enjoying one of my most persistent and vivid daydreams, the one that began with two men knocking on my front door. Who were they? Police officers? FBI agents? I’d never figured that out.

The younger one wore a beige suit and a clipped inch of sandy mustache, and the older one had a black suit and thinning black hair combed over his bald spot. He was the one who did the talking. There’s been a mistake, he would tell me, and he’d explain that, due to some glitch I’d never quite fleshed out (Bad dream? Alternate universe?), I’d wound up with someone else’s children, living someone else’s life. Really? I would ask, careful not to sound too eager as a woman—these days, she was usually the lady from the Swiffer commercial who danced around to the Devo song, happily dusting—stepped between them, hands planted on her capable hips. There you are, you little scamps! she would say to the children. I’m so sorry for the inconvenience, she’d say to me. No problem, I’d graciously reply. And then she’d say . . .

“Telephone.”

I looked up. My husband stood in the doorway, with his briefcase in one hand and the telephone in the other, staring at me with something that was either disdain or its close first cousin. My heart sank as I realized that getting slopped with the boys’ bathwater was the closest I’d come to showering that day.

I reached for the phone with one soapy hand. “Can you watch them for a sec?”

“Let me just get out of this suit,” he said, and vanished down the hall. Translation: See you in an hour. I stifled a sigh and tucked the telephone under my ear.

“Hello?”

“Kate, it’s Kitty Cavanaugh,” she’d said, in her low, cultured voice. “I was wondering whether you were free for lunch on Friday.”

I’d been too shocked to stammer out “Sure” or “Yes.” I’d wound up saying “Shes,” even though lunch with Kitty Cavanaugh wasn’t high on my to-do list. As far as I was concerned she represented everything that was wrong with my new hometown.

I remember the first time I’d seen Kitty. After a morning of unpacking I’d driven the kids to the park our Realtor had pointed out. I hadn’t washed my thick, curly brown hair in three days and was looking more than a little disheveled, but the other mothers wouldn’t mind, I thought, as I pulled into a parking space. As the kids and I walked through the white picket playground gates, we saw four women seated on the green wooden bench by the seesaws: four women wearing the identical shade of dark pink lipstick; four formidably groomed, exquisitely fit, terrifyingly capable-looking women. Each one had a monogrammed paisley silk diaper bag slung across her shoulder, like a Pink Lady jacket. Or an Uzi.

“Hi!” I said. My voice seemed to bounce off the pebbled rubber mats underneath the slides and echo through the swing set. The women took in my outfit (loose, syrup-stained cargo pants, fingerpaint-smeared sneakers, one of my husband’s washed-out long-sleeved gray T-shirts with one of my own violet short-sleeved shirts on top), my messy hair, my makeup-free face, the belly and hips I’d been meaning to do something about for the past two years and, finally, my kids. Jack looked okay, but Sam was clutching his favorite pacifier, which he hadn’t used in months, and Sophie had pulled on a tutu over her pajama bottoms.

The buff-looking blonde in the middle, in camel-colored boot-cut pants topped with a zippered fleece vest, raised her hand and gave us a semi-smile. Her name, I’d later learn, was Lexi Hagen-Holdt, and she looked exactly like what she was—a former all-state athlete in soccer and lacrosse who’d worked as a high school coach before marriage and had started training for a triathlon six weeks after she’d had baby Brierly.

The brunette next to her had shoulder-length light brown hair perfectly streaked and styled, and eyebrows plucked into perfect arches, then dyed to match; she gave us a half of a wave. Her full lips twisted sideways, as if she’d tasted something sour. This was Sukie Sutherland, in Seven jeans and high-heeled, pointy-toed suede boots—the kind of outfit my friend Janie would have worn out clubbing and I never would have attempted at all.

“Hi!” said the redhead—Carol Gwinnell—at the far end of the bench. She sported a pumpkin-colored sweater with a long skirt in swirling shades of red and orange and gold. Her little gold earrings were clusters of bells that jingled and chimed, and she wore sequined purple slippers trimmed in gold braid. Carol’s husband, I would shortly learn, was head of litigation at one of the five biggest law firms in New York City. Carol and Rob and their two sons lived in a Bettencourt and had a summer house on Nantucket, which I guess gave her the right to dress like she was going to a Stevie Nicks concert if she wanted to.

Finally, the fourth woman deigned to approach us. She knelt down gracefully in front of my kids and one by one asked them their names. Her straight, thick hair fell to the center of her back, a glossy sheet of chocolate brown held with a black velvet band. She had lovely features: full lips, a straight, narrow nose, high cheekbones, and a neat little chin. Given her hair, and her golden complexion, I would have expected brown eyes, but hers were wide set and a blue so dark it was almost purple. The color of pansies.

“And I’m Kitty Cavanaugh,” she said to my children. “I have twins too.”

“Kate Klein,” I managed, thinking, Don’t fall for it, you little bastards. Of course, my kids were charmed. The boys let go of my leg and smiled at her shyly, while Sophie stared at her and said, “You’re so pretty!” I tried not to roll my eyes. The last time Sophie looked at me that intently, she hadn’t said that I was pretty, she’d told me I had a hair growing out of my chin.

I plastered a smile on my face and made a series of mental notes: figure out where to buy a perfectly cut suede jacket; find out where these women got their hair blown, their teeth bleached, their eyebrows plucked; and try to locate the other overwhelmed, undergroomed, bigger-than-a-breadbox mothers like myself, even if I had to cross state lines to find them.

The ladies had gone back to their conversation, which seemed to concern the student-teacher ratios at the town’s competing private schools. It had taken three more playground visits, twenty minutes spent listening to Sukie talk about reorganizing her pantry, and a trip to Mr. Steven, the local hairdresser, before Kitty and I had had an actual conversation, about what kind of baked goods I should bring to the Red Wheel Barrow annual holiday bake sale. “No nuts, no dairy,” she’d told me. I’d nodded humbly and managed to keep from asking, “How about crack? Would crack be okay?”

Our second talk had been less successful. We’d been standing side by side at the swings on the playground one summer afternoon. Kitty was wearing a pink linen sundress, simple yet elegant, a look (and a fabric) I hadn’t attempted in years, and I was wearing my usual—grubby pants and a cotton tank top—feeling overweight and underdressed and entirely inadequate. It’s this town, I thought, tugging at my waistband with one hand and pushing Sophie with the other. Back in New York I’d get the occasional whistle from a construction worker, an appreciative glance from a guy on the street. Sixty miles out of the city and I was Shamu in a sweater set.

I had been daydreaming out loud about a vacation I’d probably never take, describing some resort I’d read about in a travel magazine in my gynecologist’s waiting room. Private open-air bungalows . . . individual swimming pools . . . fresh-cut pineapple and papaya set out on the terrace every morning . . .

“Can you bring kids?” Kitty had asked.

Startled, I’d said, “Why would you want to?”

“Phil and I take our daughters everywhere,” she’d said primly, giving little Madeline a push. “I would never, ever leave them.”

“Never ever?” I’d repeated—a little sarcastically, I’m afraid. “Not even for a Friday night at the movies? Not even to go out to dinner? Or for a light snack?”

She’d shaken her glorious hair, a tiny smile—a smug smile, I thought—playing around her lips. “I would never leave them,” she’d repeated.

I’d nodded, plastered a smile on my own face, eased Sophie out of the swing, mumbled, “Have a nice weekend” (without realizing until much later that it was Tuesday), hustled all three kids into the van, stuck a DVD into the player, turned up the volume, and muttered the word “freak” all the way home.

Since then, Kitty and I had had a nod-and-wave acquaintance, smiling at each other across the soccer field or the dairy aisle of the grocery store. I didn’t want it to go any further than that. But I’d said yes—or “shes”—anyhow. Oh, well. Mindless assent, I thought, and shoved a wayward curl behind my right ear with one shampoo-slick hand. It was what had gotten me three babies and a house in Connecticut in the first place.

“I think we have a friend in common,” Kitty said.

I wiped my hands on my thighs. “Oh? Who’s that?” For one giddy moment I was completely sure that she was going to say Jesus, and that I’d be stuck listening to a soliloquy about her personal relationship with the Savior and how I needed one myself.

But Kitty answered my question with another one of her own. “You were a journalist, right?”

“Well, that’s putting it a little strongly,” I said. “I worked at New York Night, and I covered celebrity addiction. Not exactly Woodward and Bernstein stuff. Why?” Here it comes, I thought, bracing myself for the invitation to edit the nursery school newsletter or do a quick polish on the Cavanaugh Christmas card. (“Dear friends! Hope this season of comfort and joy finds you well. It’s been a blessed year for the Cavanaugh Clan . . .”)

“There’s something . . . ,” she began. Just then Sam dunked Jack under the water. “Mommy, he’s drownding the baby,” Sophie observed from the toilet seat, where she was twisting her hair into a chignon. I bent down to drag Jack upright. He was spluttering, Sam was crying, and Kitty said we’d talk on Friday.

At least, I was pretty sure she’d said Friday. Positive, almost. I took a deep breath and lifted the knocker again, noticing the way the Cavanaugh house gleamed under the cloudless blue sky. The hedges were trimmed, the leaves were raked, the windows sparkled, and there were charming arrangements of bittersweet and miniature pumpkins in the window boxes that complemented the dried-red-pepper wreath on the door. Gah. I gave an especially forceful knock, and the door swung open.

“Hello?” I called into the dim, echoing entryway. No answer . . . but I could see lights gleaming from the kitchen at the end of the hall, and I could hear music playing, one of the Brandenburg Concertos, which were undoubtedly more edifying than the polka tunes my kids enjoyed. “Kitty? Hello?” I called again. Nothing. The wind kicked up, sending a drift of brown leaves rattling against the hardwood floor. I was starting to get the proverbial bad feeling about this as I wiggled my cell phone out of my pocket, called information, and asked for the Cavanaugh listing at 5 Folly Farm Way.

The operator connected me. Inside the house I could hear Kitty’s phone ringing . . . and ringing . . . and ringing.

“Nobody’s home,” Sophie said impatiently, bouncing up and down in pink sneakers that did not quite match her orange overalls.

“Hang on,” I said. “Hello?” I called into the house. Nothing.

“Mama?” Sophie reached for my hand. The boys looked at each other, their foreheads drawn into identical furrows, plump mouths pulled into matching frowns. The two of them were all curves and dimples and alabaster skin that flushed when they were overheated or upset. Their lashes cast spiky shadows on their cheeks, and their brown hair curled into ringlets so beautiful I’d cried at their first haircuts . . . and second . . . and third. Unlike her brothers, Sophie was tall and lanky, like her father, with olive skin and fine brown hair that tended toward snarls, not ringlets.

“Stay here. Right here. On the porch. On the pumpkins,” I said, in a burst of inspiration. “I want tushies on pumpkins until I say it’s okay. And don’t close the door!” Sophie must have caught something in my tone because she nodded. “I’ll watch the babies.”

“We’re not babies!” said Jack, with his hands balled into fists.

“Stay here,” I said again, and watched Sophie scowl at her brothers as they copped a squat on one of Kitty’s perfect pumpkins. I held my breath and walked inside. The Cavanaughs had the same house we did, the Montclaire (six bedrooms, five full baths, hardwood floors throughout). The investors in our development were Italian, plenty of the residents were Jewish, and yet the homes all had names that made them sound like members of the British Parliament. Evidently nobody would buy a model called the Lowenthal or the Delguidice, but if it was the Carlisle or the Bettencourt, we’d be lining up with our checkbooks.

I tiptoed through the entryway, into the warmly lit kitchen, where the solemn notes of the cello and an antique clock’s ticking filled the air. No dishes in the sink, no newspapers on the counter, no crumbs on the kitchen table, and no lady of the house that I could see. Then I looked down.

“Oh, God!” I clapped my hand against my mouth and grabbed on to the countertop to keep myself from sliding to the floor. Kitty had gone for the same upgrades that Ben and I had picked. Her countertops were granite, her floors were pickled maple, and the French doors leading to the garden had leaded glass insets. There was a Sub-Zero refrigerator and a Viking range, and between them was Kitty Cavanaugh, facedown on the floor with an eight-inch carbon-steel Henckels butcher’s knife protruding from between her shoulder blades.

I ran across the kitchen and knelt in a pool of tacky, cooled blood. She lay arms akimbo, white shirt and hair both a sticky maroon. I felt dizzy as I leaned over her body, queasy as I touched her sticky hair, then tugged at the handle of the knife. “Kitty!”

I’d watched enough cop dramas to know better than to move the body, but it was as if I were floating outside myself, unable to stop my hands as they grabbed her slender shoulders and tried to pull her up into my arms. The music swelled to its crescendo, strings and woodwinds sounding in the still, copper-smelling air as her torso came loose with a sickening ripping sound. I let her go. Her body thumped back onto the floor. I clapped my hands over my mouth to keep from gagging, and stifled another scream.

“Mommy?”

I could hear Sophie’s voice, which sounded like it was coming from another planet. My own voice was shaking as I called back, “Just a minute, guys!”

I got to my feet, wiping my hands convulsively against my pants, and whirled around once, then again. It wasn’t until I’d slammed my hip against the breakfast bar that I finally forced myself to hold still and think. Should I call the cops? Get my kids? What if whoever had done this to Kitty was still in the house?

Cops first, I decided. It took me what felt like forever to work my hand into my pocket, extract my cell phone, and dial 911. “Yes, hello, this is Kate Klein, and I’m visiting my friend Kitty Cavanaugh’s house at Five Folly Farm Way and she’s . . . um . . .” My voice broke. “She’s dead. Somebody killed her.”

“That address, please?” asked the voice on the other end of the line. “Your name?” I gave it. Then I spelled it. When she asked me for my Social Security number and date of birth, I hissed, “Just send someone! Send the police . . . send an ambulance . . . send the Marines if they’re around . . .”

“Ma’am?”

My voice trailed off as I saw a square of creamy, heavy-stock stationery beside Kitty’s telephone. I saw ten digits that froze the blood in my veins.

A Manhattan area code, the same number he’d had when I’d known him, the same number I’d dialed all those times when we’d lived down the hall from each other, the number that I’d struggled almost daily ever since to keep from dialing again.

I think we have a friend in common . . .

Without even thinking I hung up the phone, reached out with one shaking hand, and grabbed the note. I crumpled it and crammed it deep into my pocket. Then I shoved my bloody hands under Kitty’s kitchen faucet, dried them on her cheery fall-leaf-printed dish towel, and ran down the hall on wobbly legs.

“Mommy?” Sophie’s narrow face was pale, and her big brown eyes were wide and solemn. Sam and Jack were both holding her hands, and Sam had his thumb stuck in his mouth. Sophie looked at the blood on my pants. “Did you get hurt?”

“No,” I told them. “No, honey, Mommy’s fine.” I fumbled a Wet One out of my bag and took a few hasty swipes at the stains. “Come on, Sophie,” I said, and I gathered the boys into my arms, feeling the fierce engines of their hearts beating hard against my skin as I carried them down to the edge of the driveway and we sat there, waiting for help.


TWO

“Excuse me,” I said, raising my voice above the crackle of the scanner, the radio tuned to the all-conservative talk station, and the cluster of cops muttering by the Mr. Coffee. “Stan?”

Stanley Bergeron, Upchurch’s chief of police, gave a distracted nod. He’d parked me on a wheeled metal chair in front of an empty desk with a cracked rotary phone, beneath a yellowing sign-up sheet for Weight Watchers at Work, none of which was making my heart brim with confidence. Neither was the receptionist-slash-dispatcher, scratching her scalp with the tip of her pencil and pretending to type while hanging on every word that was uttered.

Be cool, Kate, I told myself. Don’t act guilty, or they’ll think you are. But it wasn’t going to be easy. Some people crack their knuckles when they’re nervous. I crack jokes. I took a deep breath and tried for a tone of detachment. “Hey, can you at least tell me if I’m under arrest? Because, not to be flippant, but if I’m in jail it’s really going to mess up the carpool schedule.”

“You’re not under arrest, Kate,” Stannie rumbled. Stan was short, barrel-chested, and jowly, with a basset hound’s watery brown eyes and a droopy dun-colored mustache. He’d been a member of the New York City Police Department until September 11, when he’d traded high crime and the threat of terrorism for sleepy little Upchurch, where a big day might involve writing a speeding ticket or two, rousting teenagers from the local lovers’ lane, and chasing down one of Lois Kenneally’s champion corgis, who had a tendency to wander. Stan and I had gotten to know each other during my first six weeks in Upchurch, when, thanks to my failure to master the extremely expensive and very sensitive alarm system, he’d been out to my house on Liberty Lane almost every other day.

“We just need to ask you a few more questions,” Stan said.

“What else?” I asked, trying to sound like my heart wasn’t in my throat, like I wasn’t still shaking, like I couldn’t feel the crumpled note in my pocket bearing my former crush’s phone number swelling and throbbing like a tumor. I’d thought about going to the bathroom and flushing it down the toilet. But what if it got stuck? Then I’d imagined tearing it into shreds and eating it. But what if I got sick? Better to just wait it out. I shifted in my seat, imagining I could hear the paper crackle when I moved.

In the three hours since I’d staggered out of Kitty Cavanaugh’s house, I’d called Gracie, my babysitter, to come take the kids home in my minivan. Then I’d been driven to the police station, where I’d filled out my statement and had my fingerprints taken. I’d explained three different times to three separate people why my fingerprints were on the knife’s handle. My interrogators had included one cop who’d grunted in disgust and said, “Geez, lady, don’t you watch CSI?” I’d widened my eyes and said, “Is it on Noggin? Because if it isn’t, probably not.”

I pulled on the beaded barrettes that were holding my bangs out of my eyes. Mr. Steven had sold me on layers, but because he’d declined moving into my house and styling my hair each morning, I always had at least two inches of oh-so-trendy choppy bangs hanging in my eyes any given moment. As I reclipped them, I inquired, “Do I need a lawyer?”

Stan shrugged. “Why would you need a lawyer? You’re a witness, not a suspect. You don’t have anything to hide.”

“Or do I?” I intoned. Stannie stared at me. “Just kidding,” I said. Stan’s face fell. “Please. Like I’ve got time to go around plotting murders. My husband’s been in California for a week. I’ve barely got time to empty the dishwasher.” I looked at my watch, hit redial on my cell phone again, and hung up without leaving a message when Ben’s voice mail answered. I’d already left half a dozen messages—none of which he’d returned—that were variations on the pertinent theme: I stopped by Kitty Cavanaugh’s house and found her dead on the kitchen floor with a knife sticking out of her back. Now I’m filling out a statement at the police station. Please call. Please come home. Please call me and come home as soon as you can.

My husband was out in Los Angeles for some big Democratic confab, soliciting new clients for his political consulting firm. If you’ve lived anywhere in the Northeast for any of the past three election cycles and seen an ad where one of the candidates appears in jiggling slow motion, or in grainy mug-shot black-and-white looking like he might have little boys’ body parts stashed in the basement freezer, chances are you’ve seen Ben’s work. He’s got two senators, three representatives, the governor of Massachusetts, and the United States attorney general as satisfied clients, the word “hotshot” permanently preceding his title, and more than enough money to keep the five of us safely ensconced in this bedroom community forty-five minutes outside of Manhattan, where the least expensive house costs more than a million dollars, where all the cars have four-wheel drive, and where I haven’t made even a single friend.

I shifted on the chair again as the elementary school crossing guard consulted with a fellow in blue polyester, who I was pretty sure was the postman. I wondered if everyone in town who wore a uniform had shown up for the occasion.

I pushed the note deeper into my pocket. I’d washed my hands twice, but my fingertips were still black with the police department’s ink. Stan, meanwhile, was mumbling on the telephone. The receptionist set down her pencil and slid a mirror and a tube of mascara out of her desk drawer. She tilted the mirror, pretending to fix her eyes, while staring at the action in the corner. Finally, Stan hung up the phone, had a quick word with the crossing guard, nodded at the mailman, hitched his pants up under his belly, and sauntered over to my desk.

“Do you know Evan McKenna?”

My heart froze. Oh God. They knew. Somehow they knew I’d taken the note with Evan’s number on it. In about five seconds Stan’s friendly smile would vanish, and he’d pull out the handcuffs. I’d be arrested. Thrown in jail. I’d never see my kids again. My husband would divorce me and eventually remarry, someone tasteful and appropriate, a slender blonde with a decent backhand who’d fit right in to this town he’d chosen, and my brother-in-law would spend the rest of his life saying, “Told you so.”

I rubbed my hands along my thighs. “Why do you ask?”

“His name came up on her caller ID.”

I felt myself relax incrementally. “I knew someone with that name in New York. We were . . .” I twisted my inky fingers. “We haven’t been in touch in years.”

Stan nodded, dropped his bulk into a chair, and wrote something down.

“So he’s not a suspect?” I blurted, before an even worse thought occurred. “He’s not . . . he isn’t . . .” Interesting. All the years I’d been wishing grievous bodily harm upon Evan, all the fantasies I’d had about him expiring in a manner both excruciatingly painful and humiliating enough to ensure that his passing would appear in “News of the Weird,” and now that he might actually be in danger, I couldn’t stop shaking.

Stan ignored both of my questions. “What does Mr. McKenna do?”

“Models,” I said.

Stan didn’t crack a smile. “His occupation?”

“He was an investigator, when I knew him. He did freelance work for insurance companies, workmen’s comp claims, and . . .” My voice trailed off. “Divorce cases. Surveillance. Cheating husbands . . . oh!” So maybe I was a little slow. You’d be too, if you hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in four years. I jumped to my feet so quickly that one of the barrettes flew out of my hair. “Maybe Kitty hired him because her husband was cheating on her! And her husband found out and killed her!”

Stan stared at me. So did the postman, and the young patrol officer I recognized from the elementary school crosswalk. In my fantasy, the handcuffs and the smug brother-in-law were gone, and Stan was clapping me heartily on the back, saying, Brilliant, Kate, you solved the case! Instead, he merely flipped to a fresh page in his notebook. “Do you know Philip Cavanaugh?”

I shook my head and picked my barrette up off the floor.

Stan scribbled something. “Let’s back up. When Kitty called she said she wanted to talk to you about something. Do you know what?”

I shook my head again. “I have no idea. I’m sorry. I wish I could be more helpful, but really, I didn’t know her well at all.”

“You don’t know what she wanted to discuss.”

“No. Have you talked to her husband yet?”

Stan licked his thumb and flipped to a fresh page in his notebook. “Why do you ask?”

“Isn’t it always the husband?”

He rubbed his cheek. “Always?”

“Well, in my experience as a journalist, it’s always the husband.”

Stan was now staring at me with his mild brown eyes like a second head had sprouted out of my neck.

“On Lifetime Television for Women too. Husband. Always. Unless it’s the boyfriend.”

He started writing again. “Did Kitty have a boyfriend?”

“I have no idea.” I shrugged. “If she did, she must’ve had amazing time management skills. You know, with two kids . . .”

The front door swung open, and a police officer walked in, holding tightly to the elbow of a tall, handsome man of about forty, a man with silvery blond hair and a gray flannel suit who looked like he’d forgotten how to walk.

“Excuse me,” said Stan, hustling over to the two of them. The receptionist abandoned the pretense that she was doing anything other than eavesdropping, setting down her mascara wand and tilting the mirror to follow the action. Stan grabbed the gray flannel man’s other elbow and steered him around the corner, into his own office. The door closed with a click behind them, but not before I could hear the man start shouting.

“My wife,” he was saying. “My wife.” His voice broke. I shut my eyes, remembering the weight of Kitty’s body, the nauseating tearing sound her shirt had made when I’d pulled her off the floor. I looked at my watch again. Almost three o’clock. Soon Kitty’s daughters would be home from school. Who would be there to tell them the news? Where would they go?

I listened as hard as I could. Stan’s voice was low and soothing, his New York accent reminding me painfully of home. I could only catch a word here and there, but I could make out all of Philip’s. “My fault,” I heard him groaning, as the receptionist strained forward, wide-eyed and breathless. “All my fault.”

•   •   •

They let me go fifteen minutes later, with instructions not to leave the state and to call if I heard anything from Evan McKenna.

“I will,” I told Stan, “but I don’t think he’ll call me. We don’t talk,” I said.

“Things change,” said Stan.

The crosswalk officer, a pink-faced kid with a buzz cut who looked all of nineteen, drove me back to the scene of the crime. I ducked my head and racewalked past the news vans already parked in front of the Cavanaugh house and into Gracie’s car. I’d barely made it to the end of Folly Farm Way before my heart was hammering so hard I was afraid to keep driving. Evan McKenna. After all this time.

I pulled out my cell phone and began dialing the number I hadn’t realized I still knew by heart. Three digits in, I hung up. What would I say if he answered? Hi, it’s Kate Klein. Remember me? You broke my heart? Anyhow, I know we haven’t spoken in years, and oh, by the way, I guess you knew Kitty Cavanaugh, and she’s been murdered and the police need to talk to you.

I put the phone in my pocket, set my hands on the steering wheel until they stopped shaking. I left a message for my best friend, Janie Segal, and told her to call as soon as she could. Then I drove myself back home.


THREE

The next afternoon, after I’d schlepped the kids to Little People’s Music, fed them grilled cheese and pickles for lunch, and read to them from Where Did Grandpa Go?, a treacly watercolor book written by two psychologists to “aid young readers as they process loss and grief,” I piled them into the van, along with the requisite two tons of extra clothing, Wet Ones, Dora the Explorer stickers, and juice boxes, and went to the Upchurch Community Park.

I’d lived in Upchurch for almost eight months and, by my own clear-eyed estimation, hadn’t done one single thing right. I’d worn my customary cargo pants to the Red Wheel Barrow Preschool open house, when all the other mothers were in skirts and boots with heels. I’d yelled, “Son of a bitch!” when Sophie slammed my thumb in the car door, even though Rainey Wilkes, whose son was in my kids’ nursery school class, merely uttered, “Fudge!” after her husband, Roger, backed over her foot in the parking lot.

But none of this compared to the disaster that was my twins’ third birthday party.

Back in New York, where Ben and the kids and I had lived in a two-bedroom apartment with a sliver of a view of Central Park, it would have been a perfectly appropriate fete. I’d invited all of the kids in the boys’ nursery school class to join us on Liberty Lane, plus half a dozen friends from New York, including Zeke, who had two mommies, and Jonah, who had two daddies, and May, whose single mother had adopted her in China the year before. I’d bought a piñata, baked a cake (from a mix, but I’d thrown in chocolate chips and a packet of pudding), and served it with punch and soda, cut-up vegetables, and a bowl full of Cheez Doodles. Ben and I had shoved our couches against the walls to make more space in the living room. For entertainment there was fingerpainting, pin the tail on the donkey, and, for the adults, Janie in a short black dress, mixing mojitos and discoursing voluminously and obscenely on her latest beau’s lack of bedroom skills.

Everybody seemed to have a good time, although I did notice that the other Upchurch mothers were keeping their kids away from the Cheez Doodles as if they were severed fingers and asking lots of questions about whether there were artificial dyes in the punch. I also saw a few of the kids staring at our back yard and asking where the pony rides were, or when the men were coming to set up the bouncy castle. I’d figured they were kidding. They weren’t.

I found that out two weeks later, when we attended a party for one of their nursery school classmates. It was held at the Upchurch Inn, and it featured a catered spread with a smoked fish buffet, a sushi chef, and a life-sized ice sculpture of the birthday boy. No plastic forks or pin the tail on the donkey, no nontraditional families, no partially hydrogenated snack foods or artificial anything, and no talk of inept cunnilingus over punch. The entertainment was also a cut above what we’d offered. The father, a sports agent, had set up a half-sized basketball court in the parking lot and had somehow prevailed upon the entire starting lineup of the Knicks to make the trip to the suburbs and play H-O-R-S-E with the party guests. And lose.

Ben didn’t say a word, but I knew how upset he was from the way his lips were pressed together, and how he jabbed at the radio buttons extra hard as we drove home.

“I didn’t know!” I protested, as the kids, wiped out from the excitement of the four-tiered birthday cake, the personalized goody bags, and the thrill of meeting the seven-foot-tall center, snoozed in their car seats. “Honest to God, if I’d had any idea, I would have hired a clown!”

Ben sighed noisily.

“Or a circus!”

“You’re with those women all day long. You didn’t know?”

I shrugged. “I’m sorry,” I told him.

“Next time, ask someone” was all he said.

I promised that I would, even though I didn’t think it would help. The die had been cast. If our disastrous birthday party hadn’t sealed the deal, Sophie’s a cappella rendition of “Don’t Mess with My Toot-Toot” at the Red Wheel Barrow’s “Every Child Is Talented” show would have done it. Not only had the teacher sent a note home about the need for “more appropriate lyrics” for future performances, they’d had a schoolwide conference about it, complete with a child psychologist from Greenwich on hand to answer any questions the kids might have had about what constituted a toot-toot and who was allowed to touch theirs.

“Don’t mess with my toot-toot,” I sang, piloting the minivan into a parking spot. “Don’t mess with my toot-toot. I know you have another woman. So don’t mess with my toot-toot.”

I did feel a twinge as I climbed out of the driver’s seat in the town park’s parking lot, wondering what kind of morally deficient opportunist would leverage a neighbor’s murder to improve her social standing. I wasn’t even sure it would help. I wasn’t at the bottom of the Upchurch mother totem pole; I wasn’t even on the pole. I could barely see the pole. If one woman announced that she was using recycled-paper diapers, the mother next to her was using cloth, and the woman next to her was using cloth diapers she’d personally sewn. If one mother was allowing her child to eat only organic food, then Mommy Number Two was feeding her kid organic vegetarian cuisine, and the mommy after her was an organic cruelty-free vegan who gave her children only cucumbers and carrots grown in her backyard, nourished with mulch she’d composted herself.

Not that the Tal-bots, as I sometimes called them, were empty-headed, muffin-baking Martha Stewart clones. Marybeth Coe, prior to Powell and his big sister Peyton, had been a bond trader. Carol Gwinnell had managed an art gallery in SoHo. Heather Leavitt had been in the arbitrage department at Goldman Sachs before retreating into the wonderful world of cloth diapers, handcrafted wooden toys, pesticide-free snacks, and scheduling every second of her children’s lives for maximum enrichment. Preschoolers in Upchurch took tumbling classes and ice-skating lessons. They went to craft circles and learned tennis. They studied at least one instrument and two languages apiece. The girls went to dance class, the little boys played T-ball, and all children of both genders played soccer (with practice twice a week and games every Saturday) through the fall and the spring.

The parents behaved as if this were perfectly natural, as if, in fact, this were the only way they could imagine raising their young. I couldn’t figure out why. Maybe after they’d delivered their babies, a malevolent lactation consultant had sprinkled Super-Mommy dust onto their pillows, or had bent and whispered into each sleeping ear, From now on, the only thing you will care about is breast-feeding, toilet training, Mommy and Me Pilates mat classes, and whether the kindergarten’s better at Greentown Friends or Upchurch Country Day.

I didn’t stand a chance. Even if I’d only had one child on which to lavish my energies and intellect, even if I were thin and pretty and motivated enough to do my makeup plus an hour of exercise every morning, and my idea of a really good time was arranging eensy-weensy cubes of cut-up tofu in the shape of the Cyrillic alphabet at mealtime. Even if I had the kind of kids who lent themselves naturally to such an endeavor.

The other Upchurch toddlers had never seen so much as a minute of television. They didn’t have tantrums that made us late for school, or scream for Kentucky Fried Chicken, inevitably mispronounced as Kenfucky Fried Chicken, or occasion parent-teacher conferences because of their talent-show choices. Oh, well. I smoothed my pants and opened my door just as Lexi Hagen-Holdt pulled in beside me in her SUV, a brand-new model so high off the ground, and with so many oversized windows, that it looked like a mobile greenhouse. I looked at myself in the rearview mirror—chapped lips, shiny skin, unruly wavy brown hair, and too much excitement on my face. I tried to replace it with more appropriate sorrow before I opened the door.

“Oh my God!” Lexi said in her hoarse voice, extracting Hadley from his car seat without a single scream or struggle with a recalcitrant bucker. “Did you hear?” She settled the toddler on one slim hip, tossed her streaked, straightened hair over her shoulder, and pulled her pristine diaper bag from the snack-cracker-free carpet beneath the car seat. “I watched the news for hours last night, and I still can’t believe it!”

Lexi walked briskly into the park, and I followed her as my kids scattered, the boys in the direction of the metal-and-plastic climbing structure and Sophie for the swings. I sat down on the bench that in my post-baby suburban life had replaced the popular girls’ table in the cafeteria, a bench where I’d never dared sit before, and I waited until I was sure all the mothers could hear me before I ducked my head modestly and said, with just the right tremor in my voice, “I found her.”

“Oh, no,” murmured Carol Gwinnell. I saw Sukie Sutherland and Marybeth Coe hurry over to the bench. Marybeth’s eyes were red, and Sukie’s hair was swept into a hasty ponytail.

“Tell us everything,” Lexi said, patting my shoulder sympathetically and almost certainly leaving bruises. Lexi wore what I’d come to think of as the Upchurch mommy uniform: a snug (but not slutty) long-sleeved T-shirt topped with a cardigan or a suede jacket; pressed, boot-cut wool trousers; shoes that were styled like sneakers but were made of suede and nylon mesh and cost about three hundred bucks.

I took a deep breath. “Kitty called me Wednesday night to ask if I could bring the kids for lunch.”

“You two were friends?” asked Carol Gwinnell, her earrings jingling.

I shook my head, wondering why she’d asked. These women saw me in the park or the library or the school parking lot every day. They had to know that Kitty hadn’t been my friend any more than they were.

“So why was she calling you?” asked Sukie Sutherland.

“I don’t know,” I said, digging the toes of my grimy sneakers into a pile of crimson leaves. “I have no idea.”

There were more questions. The ladies wanted details. She was in the kitchen? On her front or her back? Was the door unlocked? Had anything been stolen? How did she look? Had the police said anything? Were there any leads? Was this a random crime, or someone with a grudge? What were the police doing? Was the family offering a reward? And what about Kitty’s daughters?

“They’re at my house,” said Sukie. Sukie and I had been struggling for cordiality ever since the day we’d met, when she’d told me her kids were named Tristan and Isolde, and I’d laughed, thinking she was kidding, and she wasn’t. “Philip didn’t think they should spend the night in the house where . . . you know.” She tugged at her ponytail. “Where it happened. He’s taking them to his parents’ house tomorrow.”

“Do you know the Cavanaughs well?” I asked.

Sukie shrugged. “We’re neighbors, and the girls are in Tristan’s class at Country Day.”

“Do you have any idea who could have . . .” I lowered my voice as I saw that all of our kids were within earshot. “You know.”

Sukie shook her head. Her big brown eyes were shiny. “The police talked to me, but I don’t think I was much help. I bet,” she murmured, flicking an invisible bit of lint from her long-sleeved pink T-shirt, “that it might have something to do with her job.”

“Wait . . .” said Carol.

“What?” asked Lexi.

“Kitty had a job?” I asked. This was a shocker. As far as I knew, none of the Upchurch mommies had jobs.

“What was it?” asked Lexi, easing her shoulders in circles, probably already planning her afternoon workout. “What’d she do?”

“She was a writer,” Sukie said. “A ghostwriter.”

“For who?” I asked.

“Do you guys ever read Content?” Sukie asked. Everyone nodded. So did I, even though the truth was that I didn’t really read Content. My husband and I subscribed, as did practically every person I knew of a certain age, class, and degree of education. Every week I’d mean to read it, but the issues full of cutting-edge postmodern fiction written by twenty-three-year-olds, cartoons that required careful deliberation before you’d get the joke—provided there was one—and political exposés about countries I couldn’t find on the map would end up stacked underneath the coffee table gathering dust until, in a fit of guilt, I’d toss them into the recycling bin. “You know that column ‘The Good Mother’?”

“Laura Lynn Baird’s column?” I asked.

“Laura Lynn Baird’s byline,” said Sukie. “Kitty was the one who actually wrote it.” She smoothed her ponytail and looked at us. “It was all over the Internet this morning.”

Like I had time to get online. Like I could even remember where in the house my laptop was located.

“I can’t believe it,” Marybeth Coe exclaimed. I couldn’t either. Laura Lynn Baird was a conservative bomb-chucker, a telegenic blonde with a pageant queen’s smile, a sailor’s vocabulary, and politics that made Pat Buchanan look like a moderate. It had been big news when the normally left-leaning Content had hired her. “We’re looking for writers to shake things up,” the editor in chief, one Joel Asch, had told one of the morning news shows that Ben taped religiously and made me suffer through before we went to sleep. “Laura Lynn Baird is possessed of that rare combination: a fine mind and a witty, engaging voice,” he’d said. He’d sounded, I’d thought at the time, mildly surprised to discover those two qualities coexisting in a woman.

“The Good Mother” appeared every month, but I’d only read it once or twice because it made me so angry I could feel my blood pressure rising with each word. The good mother, according to Laura Lynn, was one who gratefully retreated to “the sanctuary of hearth and home” after the birth of her children and wouldn’t venture forth again until her offspring had attained the age of majority. Laura Lynn was opposed to mothers who “warehoused their children in day care,” critical of “affluent, educated women, so-called feminists, bored with the routines of domestic life, hiring dark-skinned immigrants to care for their babies, mouthing platitudes about sisterhood while paying them under the table.” As far as I knew, she hadn’t yet expressed her opinion of mothers who hired the occasional sitter for a Saturday night, but I could bet that she wasn’t a fan.

“Kitty wrote that stuff?” I asked.

Sukie nodded.

“Did she believe it?”

Sukie shrugged. “She wrote it. That’s all I know.”

“Did anyone else know that Laura Lynn Baird has a ghostwriter? Before it hit the Internet?”

Sukie’s face was unreadable as she fiddled with the strap of her diaper bag. “I don’t know,” she said. “But the police asked me the exact same thing.”

The mommies murmured uneasily, digesting this surprise. I don’t know whether they were more shocked to learn that Kitty had written for someone as infamous as Laura Lynn or that one of us had worked outside the house at all.

“How is Philip?” asked Carol Gwinnell.

“I saw him in the police station yesterday,” I said. “He seemed pretty shaken up.”

“Well, why wouldn’t he be?” asked Lexi.

“Philip’s lived in Upchurch forever,” Sukie said.

“Old family,” said Carol Gwinnell.

“He was the best-looking guy in my sister’s class at Upchurch High,” Sukie said with a little smile. “We actually dated a little bit. A million years ago.”

Lexi squinted toward the swing set, holding baby Brierly against her chest in a brightly colored handwoven Guatemalan sling. “Hadley?” she called. Her voice had an edge, and her rosy cheeks were more flushed than normal. “Hadley?” She swung around wildly. “He was right over by the slide a minute ago . . .”

All of us got to our feet, and I looked around instinctively for my own brood, exhaling when I saw Sam and Jack bobbing up and down on a seesaw and Sophie singing to herself on a swing.

“Mommy!” Hadley waved at his mother from the other side of the picket fence. Lexi sprinted across the playground and scooped her son into her arms.

“Don’t!” she said, hugging him hard. “Don’t you scare me like that!”

Hadley, who’d probably just wandered off to pick his nose in private, stared up at his mother, then burst into tears.

“I thought you were lost!” Lexi said as Hadley wailed. We gathered around her, patting her back, telling her it was okay, that we were all safe, that everything would be fine. I don’t think any of us believed it. Ten minutes later trick or treating had officially been canceled. We’d agreed to have a party at Carol’s house instead, said our goodbyes, gotten into our air bag–equipped, steel-reinforced cars, and driven our children back home.


FOUR

My cell phone rang as I was tossing two bags of instant rice into the microwave.

“Hello?”

“Birdie?” The voice on the other end was tentative and quiet. My father, Roger Klein, had always been more confident with his instrument than with words. When he played his oboe, his tone was the purest I’d ever heard, but his voice could have belonged to a fourteen-year-old schoolboy with a crush. He still called me by my little-girl nickname, and it always made my heart melt a little.

“Hi, Dad.” I slammed the microwave door, hit the buttons, grabbed plates from the cupboard and paper napkins from the drawer, and looked into the family room, where the kids were happily entranced by Bob the Builder, and hopefully would be for another eighteen minutes.

“How are you doing?” he asked. “Have they caught anyone yet?”

I ripped open a bag of Shake ’n Bake. “Not that I know of.”

“Ten-ten WINS had a story about it. Her name was Kiki?”

“Kitty,” I said, cracking eggs one-handed. “Kitty Cavanaugh. And guess what? She was a ghostwriter for Laura Lynn Baird!”

“Who?”

I sighed and grabbed a package of chicken. “You know, she’s one of those blond conservatives who’s always shouting at someone on CNN. She’s got a column in Content called ‘The Good Mother,’ and Kitty was the one who actually wrote it.”

Roger wasn’t impressed. “Are you being careful?” he asked. “Are you using your alarm and locking the doors?”

I slid the chicken into the oven, kicked the door with my foot, pulled the rice out of the microwave, and surveyed the refrigerator for a vegetable my kids might actually eat. “We’re being careful, Dad. And I’m fine.”

“Do the police have any suspects?”

“Not as far as I know. Maybe it was someone who was after Laura Lynn. People hated her.”

After we’d gotten home from the park, I’d planted the kids in front of a DVD, swallowed my guilt, and spent ten minutes online. My first Google query had yielded no fewer than ten thousand hits for Laura Lynn Baird. Some of them were approving posts from hard-core fans. Others—many, many others—were from weblogs and online magazines whose authors had actively and publicly wished for her demise. “Or maybe Laura Lynn’s the killer. Every time I saw her on TV, she looked like she was two seconds away from biting somebody’s ankle. Maybe Kitty got uppity,” I guessed. “Maybe she said that she thought drug dealers should actually have trials before being sent to the electric chair.”

My father laughed. I considered a bag of baby carrots in the vegetable crisper. If I dumped enough ranch dressing on them, I might get lucky.

“Listen, Kate,” said my father. “I’ve got a concert tonight, but I could rent a car and drive up afterwards.”

And do what? I wondered, putting the dirty dishes into the sink. Use your oboe to beat murderers back from my door? “Nah, we’re fine. Ben’s coming back tomorrow afternoon.”

“Daddy’s coming home!” cheered Jack and Sam, racing into the kitchen, wearing jeans and striped shirts from the Old Navy clearance rack, waving plastic swords at each other.

“You should call your mother,” my father said.

“And where might I find Reina these days?”

He cleared his throat. “Still in Torino. I faxed her the clippings about the murder, and I know she’s worried too.”

Then why hasn’t she called? I thought but didn’t say. Instead, I promised I’d try ringing her in Italy when I had a free moment. I said goodbye, hung up, clicked Bob the Builder into oblivion over the boys’ shrieks of protest, and supervised hand washing for dinner.


FIVE

The earliest thing I remember is my parents singing together. My father would be at the piano, which was draped with a lace scarf and covered with gold-framed pictures of the divas: Callas, Tebaldi, Nellie Melba, and my mother, of course. I’d be belly-down underneath the piano on the pink and ivory fringed rug, with my coloring books and my crayons. My mother would stand behind him, one hand resting on his shoulder. She’d sing Mozart arias with her heavy eyelids half-closed, pianissimo, the kind of vocalization, she told me, that was hardest for the soprano to master. Even when Reina sang softly, her voice was bigger than I could ever be, huge and rich and thrilling, a living thing that pushed at the walls and the ceilings and took up all the space in the room.

I could feel her voice, and my father’s admiration: love and lust. I couldn’t name it at four years old, or six or eight, but by the time I was ten or so, I knew enough to slip out of the living room after the first song. I’d lock the door of my bedroom, flop facedown with my book, plug my headphones into my ears, and blast Blondie and Pat Benatar, but I could still hear them: the notes vibrating in the overheated air, and then the silence, more intimate than if I’d actually caught them doing it. “Mi chiamano Mimi,” she would sing—her favorite aria, one she’d never performed, a part for a lyric soprano, not a coloratura, the ones who sing the highest parts and some of the showiest ones. Still, I knew, my mother dreamed of playing Mimi, of dying beautifully every night on stage. “Il perchè non so.”

My mother, Reina, was born Rachel Danhauser in Kankakee, Illinois. She renamed herself when she moved to New York City at twenty-one with nothing but two hundred dollars and every recording Maria Callas had ever made. (She also had a full scholarship to Juilliard, but that’s precisely the kind of detail my mother tends to leave out of her life story, especially when she’s telling it to reporters.)

My parents met at Juilliard, where my father was teaching and my mother was a graduate student. I’ve imagined the scene many times: my father, a thirty-six-year-old bachelor, hair already thinning, glasses perpetually askew over his mild brown eyes, having achieved as much fame and fortune as any oboe player can hope for, because while there are superstar singers, virtuoso violinists, millionaire pianists who play solo performances to sold-out concert halls around the world, there has never really been a breakout oboe player, unless you stretch and count Kenny G, which my father does not. And there was Reina, her five feet nine inches enhanced by three-inch heels, her hair a tumble of dark brown curls; towering, magnificent Reina, sheet music clutched to her chest, folding pointed crimson-painted nails into a fist and knocking at his rehearsal room door, asking, sweetly, if he could accompany her. (I can even imagine them consummating their love beneath a sign reading PLEASE DO NOT EMPTY YOUR SPIT VALVE HERE, but only after I’ve had a few drinks.)

I was born the summer after my parents’ first wedding anniversary, and after forty-eight hours in Lenox Hill Hospital, they brought me home, to the rent-controlled prewar apartment building on Amsterdam Avenue that, since time immemorial, had been inhabited almost exclusively by musicians. Leases were handed down like heirlooms. A bassoonist leaving for the Boston Symphony would bequeath his two-bedroom to the new second-chair cellist; a tenor departing for London would hand down his studio to the new assistant concertmaster at the Met.

The air in our building was full of music. Fugues and concerti poured through the heating vents, arpeggios and glissandos filled the hallways. As you rode up in the elevator, you would hear the trill of a flute, or a mezzo-soprano working on one phrase of an aria; the brassy wah-wah of trumpets, the mournful, lowing notes of a cello . . . but it had been years since a baby’s cries had joined the choir.

The neighbors must have gathered around me, gazing down at a baby wrapped in a pink blanket, looking for signs of the talent I undoubtedly possessed. Those fingers, Mrs. Plansky the clarinetist might have said. A pianist, maybe?

Look at her lips, my father would interject. Woodwinds. Maybe the French horn.

No, no, Reina would say, clutching me proudly. Have you heard her cry? The notes she can hit? E above high C, I swear it! And she’d beam down at me, false eyelashes fluttering. (Somehow I know that even two days after giving birth, Reina would have been wearing her false eyelashes.) My daughter is going to sing, she would say, and all of them would nod almost unconsciously in agreement.

A singer, they would repeat, like two dozen fairy godmothers giving their blessing. A singer.

It would have been easier if I hadn’t been able to sing at all, if I’d been completely tone-deaf, if I couldn’t have carried a tune in a bucket. The hell of it was, I was good, just not good enough. I had a fine voice for high school choirs and college glee clubs and, eventually, for winning fifty bucks’ worth of free drinks singing karaoke at the local bar. I had an ideal environment, and the best instruction that could be bought or bartered for. But to my mother’s eternal dismay, I didn’t have an opera voice.

My singing career, such as it was, ended when I was fourteen, two weeks before I would have auditioned for the High School of Performing Arts.

“Can you have your mother come up for a minute?” Mrs. Minheizer asked at the end of the lesson. Alma Minheizer was seventy-two, small and pink-cheeked, with a corona of fluffy white hair and a wall full of framed photographs of her own performances around the world. She’d been one of my mother’s teachers, fifteen years before, when Reina had first moved to New York. I went downstairs to fetch my mother, who was home, for once. She’d made a big point of telling me that she’d turned down Queen of the Night in San Francisco in order to be home for my audition.

“What’s this about?” she demanded from where she was posed on the couch, perfectly lipsticked, eyebrows plucked into dramatic arches and glossy curls piled high, with a lap full of sheet music and her calendar. She’d been chatting to her agent—in Italian, naturally—and wasn’t happy to be interrupted. I shrugged, walking with her to the elevator, holding Mrs. Minheizer’s door, and leaving it open so that I could make out most of what they were saying. I slumped against the wall, then sat on the floor, trying to make myself invisible. Easier said than done. I was five feet eight inches tall, with my mother’s figure—big breasts that I disguised under shapeless sweaters and baggy sweatshirts, heavy hips that no amount of dieting or aerobics would ever diminish, my mother’s full lips and thick curls. She wore hers flowing over her shoulders, or arranged in a complicated updo. I wore mine hanging in my face, which did a pretty fair job of disguising the zits on my forehead. I had Reina’s looks (or I would, when my skin cleared up), but I didn’t have anything even close to her sound. I knew it, and Mrs. Minheizer knew it too.

“. . . never be better than adequate,” I heard her say. I sank down further on the carpeted hallway floor, giddy and queasy with a mixture of shame and relief. Someone had finally told Reina what I’d suspected, what a dozen other teachers had hinted at but hadn’t had the courage to come out and say . . . and because it was Mrs. Minheizer, who’d been, in her day, one of the leading soubrettes in the world, Reina would have to listen.

“Alma, that’s absurd,” my mother said. I could imagine her lifting her chin in an imperious gesture, and the gold and ruby bracelets she wore clinking on one plump wrist.

“. . . know how hard this life can be. If I had a daughter—”

“Well, you don’t. I do.” Even back then, Reina spoke primarily in italics.

“If I had a daughter,” my teacher continued, her voice smooth and quiet and absolutely serious, “and she could do anything else—write, or paint, or teach, or work in a bank—I’d tell her to do that. You know what our life is like! There are a hundred singers for every slot in the chorus, never mind the principals. If you’re not the best of the best, there’s no place for you.”
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“Hilarious . . . begs to be read in one sitting.”






