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“SOME WOUNDERFULLY IMAGINED MOMENTS....CHARACTERS WHOSE FAMILY MYSTERY IS FAULKNERIAN, RIFE WITH HIDDEN INTENSITY.”
—The New York Times


A STRANGER’S HOUSE


For a long time, Claire and Tom Templeton have wished in vain for a child. What they have instead is a house, a charming old Cape that is their consolation. In the gray chill of a Massachusetts autumn, the Templetons and two local handymen, loners and eccentrics, work to rebuild the ramshackle home. As the house takes on a new life, Claire begins to understand its tangled history—and to reconcile her own past and renew her hope for the future.


“A smooth, uncompromising novel about learning to live with both the defeat of old dreams and the obligation to fashion new ones.”
—The Boston Globe


“THERE IS SO MUCH GOOD IN THIS BOOK.


The author is intersted in real life: people who work for a living... and who fumble with some sense of the spirit-life that is brought alive in the murky world of love, marriage, and friendship....Bret Lott creates a character you can care about, one whose life deepens as the book moves forward....REWARDING.”
—The Milwaukee Journal


As in The Man Who Owned Vermont, his widely acclaimed first work of fiction, Bret Lott once again depicts a young couple who struggle with difficulties in their marriage....A STRANGER’S HOUSE LIVES, BREATHES—AND IS INDEED BREATHTAKINGLY REAL.”
—The Los Angeles Times Book Review
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“Bret Lott is a writer with a gift for evoking the small sadnesses of life and for describing action . . . with the luminous precision of a Dutch painter.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“I deeply admire A Stranger’s House. Bret Lott has the rare ability to slip inside the heart and mind of a woman. Claire Templeton is a complex, flawed, sympathetic character, and her frustrations and passions are our own.”


—Meg Wolitzer


“Lott excels at characters in crisis . . . evoking their moments of truth with wit and passion. . . . CLAIRE IS. . . A MEMORABLE, MOVING CHARACTER.”


—Chicago Tribune


“Coupling the small details of time and place with the grand scale of human emotion, Lott has created a moving second novel. .. . He probes, in understated prose, the subtleties of marriage and the parent-child bond. . . . MEMORABLE.”


—Library Journal


“In the largest sense, A Stranger’s House is about sheltering and taking care. .. . A SUSPENSEFUL AND POIGNANT BOOK.”


—Charles Baxter
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Our inheritance has been turned over
to strangers, our homes to aliens.


—Lamentations 5


O mother of the womb,
did I come for blood alone?


—Anne Sexton


“For the Year of the Insane: A Prayer”
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“Remote,” I said. I was at the window, the glass dirty with rain-spattered dust. Just outside the window the forest began, thick with pine and birch and oak and maple. The first trees began not five feet away.


The realtor, behind me, said, “Remote is what you and your husband asked for.” She giggled, and I pictured her: gold sport coat, brown polyester skirt, black pumps. Her hands would be folded together in front of her, head cocked to one side, a smile across her face that would show as many teeth as possible. I pictured her in the empty room, the room, house, entire barn and parcel empty, she had told us, for fifteen years.


Still I didn’t turn to her, but only looked out the window, the trees heavy with shadow now, the sun already down behind them.


“But not too remote,” she went on. “Not too. Twenty-five minutes from Northampton. That’s not that bad, considering what you’ll be getting: this lovely place with twelve acres and that beautiful barn out there. It’s just what the doctor ordered.” She laughed again. I heard her step back, heard the soft click of her shoes across the linoleum.


Sounds came from upstairs, footsteps cracking across the floors up there, then slow steps on the stairs behind me. I turned to the sound.


Tom said, “The floors up there seem sturdy enough.” He had one hand on the banister and was moving down at an angle, almost sideways. “These stairs’ll take some getting used to, though.”


He came to a small landing where another set led to the other upstairs room; below the landing were no banisters, and I watched as my husband took each step carefully, his hands out to either side to keep his balance.


The realtor had turned to Tom, too. “A good-morning staircase,” she said, her hands clasped at her chest. “The original. The less space a staircase took up, the more living space there was. That shows what intelligent builders they were.”


She turned to me, her smile just as I had imagined it would be: all teeth, cinnamon lipstick to match her outfit.


I said, “But remote, I guess, is what we want.” I looked from the realtor to Tom. “I guess it’s not that far out.”


He shrugged, went to the fireplace, squatted to look up the chimney.


“And it’s a Cape, a three-quarter Cape,” she said. “Just what you wanted, and it needs plenty of work.” She moved across the room to the staircase. “You know, we like to call these a Handyman’s Dream. That’s what we call them.” She looked around the room, that smile still there.


I looked around then, too. Cheap plastic paneling had been nailed to the walls, pieces of it cracked and broken back at the corners to show pale, flowered wallpaper. The linoleum, light peach, was dull and worn, gouged down to the black resin where furniture had been scraped along the floor. Banister ribs were missing here and there on the upper half of the staircase.


“And it’s a clean place,” she said, now moving toward Tom still squatting, still peering up into the flue. “The owner has made sure of that. He’s had somebody come up here three times a year since 1973 just to clean the place, clear leaves and what-have-you from the gutters, sweep the place out, clean the windows.” She laughed again. “Stuff I probably only do once or twice a year in my own home, if I’m lucky.” She stopped in the middle of the room, her hands still clasped, and looked out the window as if she had just seen the world outside. “And the country”, she said, and went to the window. “This is the real thing. A Cape. Everyone wants one. There’s a waiting list for good ones, not that this isn’t a good one. It’s just that this is a Handyman’s Dream, and it’s out here away from everything. And I’ve been working with you so long. It’s just what you wanted.”


She was right It was what we wanted: a three-quarter Cape. There was this room, the largest; on the other side of the staircase was another, smaller room that would be Tom’s office if we took the place; leading off that room and in the opposite corner of the house was a small, windowless pantry leading into the kitchen and dining area, which led back into this room. One room led into the next and the next, a circle of rooms, a chain.


Tom had smiled when the realtor had shown us the room that might be his. It was a smile I had not seen before, one that showed nothing beyond simple pleasure, I imagined, at his own room, with a fireplace and windows looking out into trees.


He said, “But why are they selling now? After that many years?”


The realtor was quiet a moment, still looking out the window. She looked down, her face hidden from us. Then she quickly turned, and here was the smile again. “I’m not sure, actually, but I can talk to someone back at the office. I’m sure it’s not anything structural. That I can practically guarantee you. This place isn’t going to fall down tomorrow.”


“Tom,” I said. “What’s upstairs?”


The room was turning dark now, the brown paneling giving over to black, the worn floor soaking up, it seemed, any failing light that came in through western windows.


He stood up and opened his mouth, and in the premature twilight caused by trees outside and the walls around us, his face began to disappear. I saw his lips move, saw his eyes, his hair, but slowly, slowly I began to lose him.


“A big bedroom,” he had said, “with a fireplace. And another room a little smaller. Your room, for whatever you want.”


“Unfortunately,” the realtor said, “I’m afraid it’s getting a little dark now. I’m not sure I want any of us going up and down those stairs. Not now.”


I said, “I want to take a look, though. To see what condition it’s in.”


“Claire,” Tom said from somewhere across the room, “it’s the same as down here. Needs plenty of work, but nothing we can’t handle.” He paused. “We can come back Saturday. Just you and me.” He stopped, and I thought I could see his head turn, maybe the faint reflection in his glasses of whatever light made it into the room. He said, “If that’s all right with you.”


“Me?” the realtor said, and she, too, had begun to disappear, disintegrate. “That’s fine, so long as I’m positive you’re interested. Why, the three of us, we’ve been looking for the right place for you for so long I feel as if we’re family.” She laughed again, a hollow, tin laugh that quickly echoed through the empty house. Then the sound disappeared, and there were no voices here, none that would stay. Ours were only dead air in this house.


I woke up, cold. I glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Two twenty-seven.


The cold air had thrown me off, and for a moment I did not know where I was. I thought that perhaps we had already moved into the house, the three-quarter Cape, that there had been some long period of time I had missed between our having seen the place for the first time in that spreading darkness and now—maybe months later—waking up already settled in the old house.


I sat up and turned to Tom. He had the sheet and blanket pulled up to his chin. He was snoring lightly, then stopped and rolled away from me.


I closed my eyes, swallowed, turned to put my feet on the floor.


I knew where I was. In the apartment, where we had lived for eight years. I stood, the floor cold beneath me. I held myself against the cold, and went around the foot of the bed and out into the hall.


I turned on the hall light, shaded my eyes from the fixture above me, and looked at the thermostat. I turned on the heat, set the dial for 72, and turned off the light.


I thought of going back to bed, but I couldn’t. For some reason I felt as if I didn’t live here anymore, as if that weren’t my bed in there, my dresser, my armoire, my closet full of clothes, and so I went into the kitchen.


The apartment was the second floor of a Victorian some 100 years old. One bedroom, a living room, kitchen, and bathroom. The kitchen, I imagined, had been someone’s master bedroom at one time, before houses here had been broken into apartments. It was a story a realtor had told us once when we had first begun looking for a house: how during the Depression people needed places to live, and homeowners needed money. Now most all the houses in this part of town had separate entrances for each floor, had stoves and sinks and toilets and tubs rigged up in what had otherwise been bedrooms. Our bathroom, in fact, was the same size as the bedroom, the toilet and clawfoot tub off to one side, the rest of the room only linoleum and paneling.


Realtors, I thought. I leaned against the counter, listened for the radiators to start up. Realtors had shown us homes for over a year now, Tom and I having started looking some nine months after my mother died, when finally the problems accompanying her death seemed almost over—her house near being sold, the outstanding mortgage ready to be paid off. The cost of the burial itself took a large piece of that home with her, but we saw we would be getting some money, and knew, somehow, that buying a home would be best. By this time we knew we would not have children, or at least had effectively buried our hopes deep enough to where we no longer spoke of children. We needed to move away from town, to start our own lives away from here.


And so, though we thought we made ourselves clear, realtors showed us places that in no way resembled what we wanted and had asked to be shown. Realtors had brought us to ramshackle buildings with ell upon ell, roofs falling in, floors broken out, chimneys crumbling, the realtors always saying all these homes needed was a little TLC. Tom had worked his way through college as a carpenter, putting up barns, taking them down, refurbishing some homes here and there, but nothing as large and detailed as what we were shown. Or we were brought to immaculate homes far beyond what we could afford, homes that needed maybe only a paint job, some wallpaper.


We had been shown Saltboxes, Greek Revivals, log homes, even a tri-level ranch. But we had wanted a Cape. There was something both Tom and I had seen in the design that had satisfied us. We had talked about the shape, the size, and then decided it was the simplicity, the easy symmetry of the house that we liked so much: the central chimney, that heart from which all rooms emanated. Heat from the chimney gave each room enough warmth for sleep through winter nights; each room had its own window to let through spring breezes, fragrant air.


Our apartment had none of that simplicity. It was just a jumble of rooms never meant to house a family other than the one that had built both floors a century ago. The only door into and out of the apartment was in the back, at the far end of the kitchen. One had to go through the kitchen to get to the living room, through the bathroom to get to the bedroom, a chaos of rooms we had wandered through long enough, saving money, believing for eight years that we knew where we were going, but never really knowing. Only waiting.


And I thought then of my mother’s house, the house that had been mine when I was growing up, and how it had remained what realtors liked to call a “single family unit,” when it was only a house, one that had survived, somehow miraculously, being divided into apartments, and for a moment I wondered if she wouldn’t have been less lonely, less turned in to herself if perhaps that old house had been split up, as though her dying as coldly and silently as she had might have been changed somehow by the layout of a house. Of our house, and I thought of how she had lived there for so long—my father dead these twenty-one years, me, her only child, as good as dead to her, visiting her only twice a week, Sunday afternoons for cookies and coffee, Thursday nights for grocery shopping, our time together each visit more forced, more trying.


I swallowed, and I bowed my head and closed my eyes, and made myself think of something else, move somewhere else, away from my mother’s house.


The radiators started up, first the slow whistle of air, then the building rattle of water through pipes for the first time since late April. It was September already, and the weather had finally broken: last night the temperature had been in the high seventies, the air so thick that even the sheet on the bed had felt like heavy wool.


I moved through the kitchen to the door, looked out the window. I still held myself.


The air out there was crystalline, and I could see everything: a tricycle in the yard two houses away, a plastic kiddie pool leaning against the garage of the house directly behind ours, other sets of stairs just like ours leading up the backs of other houses to other second-floor apartments. I looked at all these things, then saw something move in the next-door-neighbor’s yard. It was a small movement, nothing measurable. I wasn’t even sure I had seen anything, but still I looked at their yard, trying to find that movement, and I saw it again, a spark of light down near the foundation of the house.


I made out the neighbor’s Christmas tree against the foundation, where it had been brought from inside last January, left there, forgotten. I had watched it over the months, seen it wither, turn brown, its needles fall. The light I had seen was from the few strands of tinsel someone had missed when taking down the decorations nine months ago, light reflected from somewhere, perhaps the half-moon overhead, as the pieces of silver moved in the small, cold wind outside.


I stood at the window, looked again at the kiddie pool, at the faint chrome arc of the tricycle’s handlebars. I watched for the tentative light from the Christmas tree down there, and felt the emptiness again that finally made us want to leave the apartment.


I still watched the Christmas tree, and waited for some piece of light We would take the place, I knew then. There was nothing more for us here. Only dead time, and the ghosts, perhaps, of children that never were, that would never be. Perhaps, too, the ghost of my mother.


I waited for the apartment to warm up before I would go back to bed, move in under covers, and again wait, this time for the light of morning.
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When light came, it fell into the bedroom at a different angle, the angle of September, and I could finally see that the sun was disappearing, moving across the sky in a different arc to form new shadows in the room so that what I saw—the same old pieces of furniture—were somehow new. Here was the footboard before me, new sunlight glancing off the dark oak grain to give it greater depth, sharper lines. Light fell on the hardwood floor to delineate each single strip of wood; dust motes on the air—the air warmer now that the radiators were going—ducked in and out of the light.


“So what do you say?” Tom said, and leaned in from the bathroom.


I looked at him, my eyes dry with no sleep and the warm air. His glasses were fogged over a bit from the steam of his shower, and I had to smile, my dry face wrinkling with the movement of muscles beneath my skin. It seemed almost too much work, but I smiled.


“I’m sorry,” I said. I stretched and yawned. More dust motes floated up around me, some caught by the light and lifted even higher, others falling, disappearing. I said, “What were you talking about?”


“What else?” he said, and leaned against the doorjamb. He crossed one foot over the other. “The house up in Chesterfield. Weren’t you listening?”


He stood before me naked, his hair wet, his deep-brown nipples clouded over with black hairs that spread across his chest.


I said, “Come back to bed and we can talk,” and I sat up, pulled off my T-shirt and slipped off my underpants.


A smile seemed to twist from his mouth, as if it hadn’t wanted to leave, as if he, too, could feel the muscles involved, the work of it almost but not quite more than he could bear. He came to me, and once inside me, my legs up above me and clasped around him, I could see his smile end, the muscles giving up. September sunlight cut through the air, through him, across his chest at an angle downward that gave his face and shoulders too much detail, each hair and pore and freckle too much attention, everything below the light falling to darkness, indiscriminate shadows of skin and flesh and bone.


The irony, of course, lay in all the precautions we had taken the first four years, the importance of not getting pregnant, the pills placed on my tongue like some sort of sacrament, my trips to refill prescriptions at the University Health Center pharmacy like pilgrimages each month, where I would wait amid runny-nosed undergrads for the small, gray-haired woman behind the Plexiglas window to hand me the oblong, pink package, pills that were only chemicals put into a body that had no use for them.


We had fights those four years, fights over when to begin, and it was always me who started them. I wanted to begin our lives.


I remember one Thursday morning, when, after making love, Tom had simply pulled away from me and had headed to the bathroom. All I had done was say, “Let’s start now.”


He hadn’t spoken to me, hadn’t said a word as I heard him take his shower, then towel himself dry. I climbed out of bed to take my own shower, all without a word between us, because we both knew what the other was thinking.


I’d dried myself off, then gone into the bedroom, put on my bra and underpants, when finally he’d said, “What do you think? Just what do you think?”


I went into the bathroom. He was standing at the sink, his razor poised at his throat, ready to swing up his chin, shave off the cream and stubble. He brought down the razor, and put both hands on the edge of the sink.


I reached across him and brought from inside the medicine cabinet the pills, and sat on the toilet seat. I hadn’t dried my hair yet, and I could feel it wet on my shoulders, a single drop falling down my back.


I was looking at the pink plastic, at the foil center, half the pills already gone. Today was Thursday, and the Thursday pill sat there, ready for me to pop it out, swallow it. The days listed there on the package, I thought, were like some sort of strange calendar truer than anything you could hang on a wall. Twenty-one days on, seven days off. But I wanted off now. I wanted off.


He reached to the hot-water knob, turned it on, then rinsed the razor, though there was no shaving cream on it. He tapped it hard against the sink, and slowly brought the razor to his throat. He started shaving again.


He said, “You’re not even thinking of the baby, it sounds like to me.” He brought the razor down, rinsed it again. “It seems you’re not even looking at the future. We don’t have the money yet. Look at the schedule. We’re not even halfway there. And you don’t know if you’ll be written into the next grant or not. At least that’s what you told me. And my job”—he tapped the razor again, started in on his left cheek—“my job is still trash. You know I need a promotion. You know I want to be in town. I’ve had enough of this shit writing about house auctions in Williamsburg and car wrecks in Turners Falls. I want in town. That’s where I’ll be, too, in a couple of years. But I don’t want a child until then. I just don’t like the idea of me being outside of town is all. I want to be here. That, and the money.”


He finished with his cheek, turned on the hot water again. He stopped, the razor just before the water, and looked at me.


He said, “Claire?”


“What?” I’d said, too loud, and I turned and stood, faced the bathtub, our old clawfoot bathtub, the shower ring and curtains rigged up with wires hung from the ceiling.


“Think of the baby,” he said.


I still had the pills in my hand, my finger on Thursday, ready to postpone the future and what we both wanted, but I turned around to him. Tom, startled, dropped the razor in the sink.


He was wrong about my not thinking about the baby, because I was. I was thinking about him or her—it didn’t matter which—and about the life, and I said, “I am thinking of the baby. You’re wrong, goddammit,” and I threw the pills at him, threw the package and Thursday and the other week-and-a-half’s worth of drugs that damned whatever possible life was in me. “I’m thinking of it, and that’s what’s wrong,” I said, and I cried, put one hand up to my eyes, covered them; with the other I leaned toward the toilet tank and put my hand on it, felt the cold porcelain. “I’m thinking of it, and I want it.”


I wiped my eyes, tried to see. Through my tears I saw Tom kneeling, his face still not shaved completely. He was reaching under the sink, and then he stood. He held out his hand, the package in his palm.


I looked up at him. I said, “Goddamn you,” and I took the package from him, and I pressed down on Thursday, and I put the pill in my mouth.


I stared at him, the pill on my tongue, and I decided to let it dissolve there in some act of vengeance. I wanted to taste it, to feel the dark magic that would fool my body into thinking it was pregnant, wanted to imagine each molecule of the potion there in my mouth, and imagine it washing away my hopes.


But Tom was right: we didn’t have enough money saved, didn’t have secure-enough jobs. There was just too much to wait for, and then, because the taste of the pill had become too bitter to bear, I pushed Tom away from the sink, filled the blue plastic cup with water, and I washed the pill down with huge gulps, afraid the taste would remain on my tongue forever.


Tom was standing against the wall next to the sink, his face still half-shaved. His eyes were down.


I stared at him and waited for him to look up, willed him to look at me. But he would not look, and I said, “Happy?” and went into the bedroom.


I heard him move in the bathroom, the hard tap of the razor on the sink, the water run. Then he turned it off. He said, “No, I am not happy. But we have no choice,” and I remember seething then, my husband with this last word, when it was me, me who had ingested the drug, me whose body would someday be filled with life, neither of us knowing back then that that someday would not come. We would be waiting the rest of our lives.


I told Tom I wanted the place in Chesterfield, that it seemed the house needed what we could give it: repairs, restoration, care. He had nodded, tightened his tie to his throat as he stood before the armoire mirror. Next he took off his glasses and cleaned them with the tip of his tie. It was a quick move, almost instinct, the left hand holding the frame, the right swirling the tie on the lenses, and I knew what it meant: he was thinking, measuring, deliberating. Every time he cleaned his glasses this way, so quick and business-like, it meant he was contemplating a decision. Right now, I knew, he was heading toward some move about the house, and I smiled.


He put the glasses back on, touched the tie at his throat again, and smiled at me.


“Well?” I said.


He shrugged. “We’ll have to think. And go out there tomorrow.” He paused. “We’ll see.”


I said, “We will,” and then we were off to work, down the stairs and to the car as every day. The cold air outside was new, as new as the angle of the sun, crisp air that signaled there would be no return of the moist, green air of summer.


We drove over to the newspaper, where for the last three years he’d been an assistant editor, the five years before that a reporter. He still did stories a couple of days a week, just as most everyone else did on the paper. But Tom wanted it that way. He couldn’t live at his desk, he’d found out only a month or two after he’d been promoted to assistant editor, sitting every day before the green screen of his terminal. Some days when he’d spent the whole day behind the desk, he would come home, take his glasses off and not put them back on until the next morning, though he was so nearsighted he had to wear his glasses while reading in bed. On those nights after the computer screen had killed his eyes we would sit in the living room, me watching television, him with his eyes closed, just listening.


The newspaper offices were in a low, ugly white building an architect some years ago had decided might make the paper seem more important, more in step. But to me the building had always resembled a ranch-style tract house, the roof moving up to a low peak of asphalt shingles, the walls of clean brick. All horizontal lines, all flat, all uninteresting, squatting here in the middle of a 350-year-old town.


I’d been inside the building only once, a few months after we were married. Tom had brought me in to show me his desk. The inside was just one huge room, partitions and cubicles here and there, all the rest simply rows on rows of computer terminals and men and women smoking, the click of keyboards like rattling bones.


He’d brought me to the middle of one row, the two of us weaving between people, all of them sunk into their chairs, eyes staring at the green screens. We finally stopped at a desk.


“This is it,” Tom had said, his hands in his back pockets. People around us typed away, oblivious. The desk was covered with papers, the only sign the mess might have belonged to him the blue-green ceramic coffee mug I’d bought for him.


But even though Tom worked there every day, his desk no longer in the middle row but, now that he was an assistant editor, pushed up against one of the walls, that one time had been enough for me. I’d never been back inside, where a couple hundred people worked each day, typing, smoking, sweating over deadlines. There were too many people in there, too much sound, too much pressure. Let me work away quietly at the lab, I told Tom every time he asked me to come in. He could have that ugly place.


We were in the parking lot, and Tom climbed out of the car. “See you tonight,” he said, and closed the door.


I said, “Think about Chesterfield,” but I was too late, the door already closed, Tom on his way. But then, when he was at the door, one hand to the handle ready to pull it open, he turned back to me, gave a quick wave.


He was smiling, and seemed now to be a happy man, one looking forward to the future; looking forward, I imagined, to the house in Chesterfield.
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I leaned into the secretaries’ office, said, “Hi,” then moved on down the hall to the locker room. Paige and Wendy called out “Good morning,” their voices echoing down the dark hall.


The locker room—only a converted men’s bathroom—smelled like it always did: Lysol and urine. Bradford Hall, our laboratory, had for some twenty years been a men’s dormitory on campus; that many years of undergraduate boys leaning over urinals and missing had chemically altered the tile and grout so that, no matter how much Lysol the janitorial crew used, the place still smelled the same.


Sandra stood at her locker, the door open. She shrugged off her backpack, hung it up inside, and turned to me.


“Good news,” I said. “I think we found the house.”


She pulled her lab coat from inside the locker, started putting it on. She smiled, and said, “You’re kidding. You mean the happy couple’s finally decided after a decade of searching that indeed a house exists for them somewhere in the universe?” She had on what she wore every day: a man’s oxford shirt, white painter’s pants and tennis shoes, uniform for most every psych grad student on campus. Today she wore her brunette hair in a French braid, her hair pulled taut away from her face. She had beautiful skin, healthy and tan from riding her bicycle from the married-student housing complex just north of campus to work and back every day.


“Finally,” I said, and laughed. “At last count we’d seen three hundred and twelve houses. This, of course, spread out over twelve realtors, each of them feeling as if we were family.” I hung my pocketbook on the hook inside the locker and pulled out my lab coat “But this house is different. At least I think it is. The work well need to do isn’t too difficult, at least from what we saw of it. It was pretty dark by the time we got out there to see it.”


She had finished buttoning up the coat, and I saw the cuffs of her shirt sticking out from inside the coat sleeves. This would be her only concession to the cold outside: her shirtsleeves were rolled down.


“Where is it?” she said. She closed her locker door, leaned against it as I finished buttoning my coat I looked into the mirror on the inside of my door.


“Chesterfield. Actually a little outside, just past the gorge. It’s way out there.”


“Chesterfield. I think Jim and I got out there once on our bikes. But when we got to the end of the main drag in town, we were at the top of this hill that led practically straight down. We figured we’d better stop there and head back. We didn’t want to have to look in the face the ride back up the hill when we got to whatever was down at the bottom.”


“That’s where the gorge is,” I said. “And the place is just past there, back in the woods. It’s on a dirt road. And it’s a three-quarter Cape.” I touched my hair in a couple of places, but, as always, nothing happened. It was just there on my head, down to my shoulders. Just my hair, brunette like Sandra’s, but too fine. I closed the locker door.


I turned and looked at her, just then taking in what she had said about riding bikes to Chesterfield. “You mean you rode all the way out there?” I said.


She shrugged. “Sure. It’s not really all that far away, when you think about it. We’ve ridden to Boston before. Ninety miles. Try that out sometime, and then decide whether or not Chesterfield is way out there.” She pushed herself off the locker door, spread her feet apart, and held her arms up. She started flexing them. “We’re tough. We eat our Wheaties.”


I shook my head and laughed, pushed open the heavy door, and we headed back up the hall to Wendy and Paige’s office.


The hall was dark, a wiring problem that the Physical Plant had never ironed out so that the hall, fifty yards long from one end to the other, had only three lights, high-watt bulbs that whited out your face whenever you walked beneath them. Past the light the hall was nearly black again, the only light the reflection on the linoleum of the next bulb down the hall.


We turned into Paige and Wendy’s office, and I had to squint, the sun from their window so bright. They were both at their desks, mugs of coffee before them, the sunlight catching wisps of steam rising from the mugs. Wendy had her elbows on her desktop; Paige was leaning back in her chair, her hands on the chair arms. Both stared at nothing.


“Wake up,” Sandra said.


I said, “And smell the coffee.”


They turned to us, their faces blank. Paige said, “This is how we work best. In contemplation.”


Wendy nodded. “We’re simultaneously contemplating each other’s navel.” She picked up her mug and took a sip.


I said, “Group research?”


“No,” Paige said, her face still blank. She leaned forward in her chair and reached for her coffee cup. “Introspective wallowing. That and the fact Will wants this grant done today, and we had hoped to go home before eleven fifteen tonight.”


I went to the coffee machine and filled my mug. All our mugs hung on a rack beside the machine. Mine was the one with the rabbits all over it; Sandra’s had a nonsensical mathematic equation with no ending and no beginning wrapped around it. Wendy’s had cartoon drawings of different animals—a turkey, a bear, a rabbit—each saying mug. Paige’s was painted to look like a can of RC Cola.


I pulled down Sandra’s for her and filled it. The only one left on the rack was Will’s, an anonymous white mug.


“He’s not in yet?” I said, and handed Sandra her mug.


“Nope,” Wendy said.


I sat down in the chair next to Paige’s desk, Sandra in the one next to Wendy’s. The chairs were aluminum-frame-and-black-plastic things brought in from some classroom on campus. My chair was positioned so that when I sat down the sun shone full in my face. I closed my eyes to let the warmth go into me, both hands around my mug. “How’s Phillip?” I said.


“Perfect,” Paige said, “except for day care. Not that there’s anything wrong with the day-care center, but just the whole fact of it. The whole idea that in order to get along both Rick and I have to work so we can live, eat, wear clothes, and pay for Phillip’s day care.”


I heard her lean back in her chair, and I leaned my head against the wall behind me. My head just touched the bottom edge of Paige’s bulletin board, and I imagined all the pictures of her boy, Phillip, she had tacked up on it. There was a picture of him in a bathtub, a yellow support ring around him that kept him from falling into the water. He was looking up at the camera, smiling, one hand reaching up as if to touch the lens. Another picture was of Phillip sitting on his father’s shoulders. In the picture Rick has no shirt on, and Phillip is naked. They both look serious, as if the picture were some interruption of a private conversation. And there were other pictures.


I envied her, of course. I wanted that child, that beautiful boy. The day after he was born I’d been to the hospital to see him. A week later I held him, felt the small body in my hands, his eyes closed, his mouth moving in a sucking reflex, little lips in and out. Since then I had baby-sat for Paige and Rick most every time they asked me; it had become nothing for me to walk the ten minutes to their apartment and take care of the boy whenever they wanted to go out.


But they didn’t go out that often, and I knew it was because they, too, hadn’t had an easy time of having a child. Paige had had a miscarriage the first time. Not long after she had lost hers I went to her apartment, asked if she cared to talk, as if this passing on of misery might help her, help me. She had cried while trying to smile at me, as if she needed to hide her grief, and then she said, “It’s pain. That’s all it is. Two kinds of pain,” and she had come to me and put her arms around my neck and sobbed into my shoulder.


There was nothing to say after that. I knew what she meant. Just two kinds of pain: that in your womb, and that in your heart.


So Rick and Paige weren’t often willing to give up their baby for an evening; baby-sitting was seldom, and usually for no longer than two or three hours while the two of them had a quick dinner and saw a movie.


But on those nights I baby-sat I did nothing but watch the baby.


I watched while he ate, in awe of his small hand guiding a spoon into his mouth, in awe of his small legs carrying him across the hardwood floors of their apartment to the television where he would stand, two hands pressed up against the glass of the picture tube like small crafted templates, perfect toddler hands. Once the baby was asleep I would quietly go back into his room, sit in the rocking chair next to the crib, and watch him sleep, amazed at the simple act of rolling over in his sleep, at a small fist thrust into the air, at his third and fourth fingers making their way to his mouth to set him off sucking again.


I opened my eyes, the light shooting through me, and I was blinded a moment. I closed and rubbed them, then opened them to see Will standing in the doorway, his hands on his hips.


“You women ought to get working,” he said. “The rabbits are waiting. They want you. I can hear them calling you. They’re saying, ‘We want women.’”


He didn’t smile, didn’t move, but stood there, waiting for us to say something. Wendy was the first. She said, “You be careful or these women will revolt.”


Paige said, “We’re the majority in this room. The only reason we allow you in here is to get your own coffee. That, and to pay us.”


“We’ll get the rabbits to revolt if they want us so much,” Sandra said. “We’ll train them to hook up electrodes to your nictitating membrane, then give you the shock treatment, see how you like it.”


I said, “Then we’ll train them to put you through perfusion. We’ll have our own French Revolution here.”


“Vive les lapins!” Paige said, and we all laughed.


Will just stood there, his face straight. He brought his hands from his hips and walked over to the machine, brought down his mug. He poured himself a cup, then turned and walked out of the room. Once in the hallway he said, “Let’s go, girls.”


Sandra mouthed, “Let’s go, girls,” her face all twisted, her chest out, and we all laughed again, loud enough, we knew, to antagonize Will.


Sandra and I got up from our chairs. “Good luck,” I said to Paige and Wendy. “For whatever that’s worth.”


Wendy said, “It’s worth more than ‘Let’s go, girls.’”


We stepped back into the dark hall and headed for Will’s office three doors down.


He was already in his chair, the coffee cup set on top of dozens of loose papers spread across his desk. Inevitably he left coffee rings on important papers, whether reprints or originals, sometimes even grant proposals. Before the laboratory had enough money to hire Paige and Wendy, it had been me who had to take a bottle of Wite-Out and brush over brown spots, even retype pages and letters altogether. I’d bought him a ceramic coaster once, put his coffee on it one morning, but the next day I had come in to find half-a-dozen cigarette butts ground into it, the coffee mug back on a set of proposal guidelines, one more coffee ring to white out.


Sandra and I took our chairs, Sandra the overstuffed blue vinyl against the left wall, me the oak rocker against the right. We were facing each other.


As every morning, Will rummaged through the papers to find his memo pad, and started scribbling on it the list of the day’s chores.


Sandra said, “Claire and Tom looked at another house last night.” She was smiling at me, her mug balanced on her knees, her fingers just touching it to hold it there. “How many have you seen now?”


“Seven hundred fifty-three,” I said.


Will finished his scribbling, and leaned back in his chair, the squeak of springs almost too high to hear, and I knew this leaning back would be followed by some great words of domestic wisdom from this professor who plugged electrodes into the brains of rabbits, and did it on government money. He loved these moments, I knew, when he put his hands behind his head, looked across the desk, and gave a smile.


He had done this same thing to me nine years ago when he’d interviewed me, a senior at the university. The lab hadn’t even been in existence then, Will himself having been at the university only a year. He’d had more hair then, but wore the same oxford button-down and gray corduroys.


“Can you handle rabbits?” he had asked, and I remember I had looked past him to the window behind him, the shade up, heat shimmering in waves from the radiator beneath the window so that the snowflakes outside seemed to dance even more, hang an instant longer before falling to the ground. I remember thinking that rabbits were nothing to handle. Timid, stupid creatures.


“Handle rabbits,” he had said again. “That’s not as easy as it sounds, sweetheart. You don’t go in every morning and sweep little rabbit turds out from beneath a cage. That’s not what I mean. We’ve got flunky grad students to do that kind of shit. Hah.” He had laughed, and then I had laughed, too, just to be polite, all this time ready for him to ask a single question of my training, my course work, my psych background, any one question that might undo me and expose me to be what I knew I was: only a girl with no real training other than her psych courses. A girl who knew nothing about neuroscience and behavior, but who needed a job. I waited for him to ask one single question that might make me fall apart, show me to know, really, nothing.


But no such question came. Instead Will had leaned forward in his chair, that same squeak in my ears. He had put his hands on the table, reached into the mass of papers, and pulled out a memo pad. He wrote on it, then handed it across to me. I held it in my hands, my hands trembling, and read it.


1. Running rabbits


2. Stereotaxic surgery and atlas


3. Perfusion


4. Staining, mounting


I could still remember that list now. It had been foreign to me then, merely procedures read about in textbooks. Now they were routine.


“When you’re looking for a house,” Will started in, and I looked at Sandra.


“Here we go,” I said.


She said, “I asked for it.”


Will ignored us. “You want to make sure you get a dry basement. Check out the basement first. That’s the most important thing you can find in a house, a dry basement.” I could tell by his eyes, and how they were beginning to crease closed, that soon he would be lapsing into the next state beyond words of wisdom, when he would begin to tell stories of either his first or second marriage. “It was our first house,” he went on, leaning even farther back in his chair, his eyes closed to near slits, “that we lost hundreds of dollars in water damage. Books. Books, I remember.”


“Will,” I said. Someone had to stop him. “For one thing, I don’t even know if the place has a basement. More than likely just a crawl space down below. But if it does have a basement, you can be sure we’ll check to make sure it’s dry.”


Sandra said, “I’ll vouch for her. She’s responsible. Dry basements have always been tops on her list. I know it.”


He opened his eyes, leaned forward in the chair, and brought his hands from behind his head without looking at us. He tore the sheet from the pad and handed it to me.


I took it from him, and he said, “I don’t know why I put up with this. I don’t.”


“Because,” Sandra said, and sat up in her chair, “we do good work. We do damn fine work, and that’s why we’re working for you.”


The list in my hand, I looked across at her and could see she was serious. Because, I knew, she was right.


But Will only did what we expected him to do: he shrugged, still not looking at us, and simply waved us off. Slowly Sandra and I stood, still holding our coffee mugs. His mug sat On the middle of his table, there on a stack of papers, and I said on my way out, “You be careful with that coffee, not to spill it. Paige and Wendy have enough stuff out there to do, what with the grant and everything else. They don’t want to be retyping manuscripts for spilled coffee.”


He looked up at me, a piece of printout in his hand, his face without expression, but then he smiled and looked back at the paper. He said, “That coaster’s around here someplace.”


I said, “I think you broke it two years ago. The last time you tried to clear off the desk.”


He only shook his head, smiling.


I pulled running rabbits to start out the day. It wasn’t such a bad job, considering the option: sitting at the computer and punching up references for a paper Will would be delivering at a convention up in Montreal later this year. That was the chore Sandra had been given, and when we left Will’s office for the black of the hallway, I had seen her look at me, her mouth all tight, her eyes wrinkled up to give me a death look, one side of her face lost to shadow, the other illuminated by the light from Will’s office.


“Sorry,” I said. “Life in the world of Neuroscience and Behavior.”


“References,” she said, and her face went back into the dark as she looked down the hall and away from me. She looked down, and her shoulders fell.


“See you at lunch?” I said.


She was silent, and turned to me. I could see her face again. This time there was no expression, no look at all.


I placed my hand on her shoulder and gently rubbed it. “What’s wrong?” I said. I paused a second. I smiled. “You got your Wheaties today, remember?”


She shrugged, though the movement, I knew, meant nothing. It was only a sign to me that she could tell I was trying to make her feel better.


She said, “There’s nothing wrong, but then there’s plenty. Sure, we can have lunch.” She looked at me. “In the computer room.” She paused. “But if I told you it was my period, would you believe me?” She smiled. “If I told you I was part of that clinical study on PMS they’re doing over at Tobin, would you believe me?”


I laughed at her, at this woman I’d thought had been hired by Will because she was pretty, because she was beautiful in her athletic way. At first I’d been jealous, not for any secret love I held for Will, but because, once I’d gotten to work with her in the laboratory, I’d seen how professional she was, even though she was only a senior back then; how meticulously she learned to block brains, slice and set and mount and stain, all within a week and a half, when it had taken me three. Since then Will had had her co-write three papers, the latest with her name listed first, when the closest I had come had been the second name on two papers, the third on two more.


But that jealousy had disappeared over the last two years, when I had seen in her that this was her career, that co-writing papers and staining cresyl-violet thin slips of rabbit brain were what she wanted to do for the rest of her life. She wanted to be here in the laboratory, her white lab coat on, her eyes peering into a microscope to trace lesions made in single cells of the Red Nucleus, all this to contribute to a larger canvas, that of Artificial Intelligence. She wanted to try to find exactly where in the brain reaction occurred, which particular neuron fired which particular neuron and on and on into the circuit that would inevitably make a rabbit blink.


There had been a time when I, too, had felt that way, when I couldn’t wait to get here in the morning, to get things rolling, to go downstairs to the basement and run rabbits so that I might contribute to the whole of science, but that, like the jealousy I had felt toward Sandra, had been lost, too. Now I merely came to work—work—and assisted in research. I would stay here, I knew, as long as grants from the government held out, and, judging from the success of the research done in this former boys’ dormitory, that money would keep coming in, and I would have a job. Nothing more: only a job. Sometimes I wept over this, over the realization that there might not be anything more for me to do than be here; but most times I just worked, collected my pay, accepted my benefits, comforted, somehow, by the knowledge that if indeed I ever had a baby, the insurance would have covered everything.
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