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Venom and the River: A Novel of Pepin

Marsha Qualey




Part One




1.

Saturday night, and people were at home in all three of the houses that faced the park on Hadley Street. In the bungalow on the north corner a teenaged boy stood at a piano and banged on the keys with a fist. One door over, a woman sat in a red leather chair and watched television as she knit a small pink sweater. And in the carefully restored Queen Anne on the south corner a couple made love on a sofa as a kitten nosed and pawed through the clothing on the floor. 

Leigh Burton was aware of none of it, though she sat a short distance away in her car, which idled at the curb on Hadley Street. Her eyes were fixed on the lights going out in the lone house she could see on the far side of the park. 

One by one the windows of the large house went dark. Just as the last light blinked off, the boy at the piano swatted sheet music to the floor, the knitter set down her needles and answered the phone, the kitten pounced on one of the naked lovers, and in the aging Toyota idling at the curb on Hadley Street, Leigh Burton sighed and dropped her head onto the steering wheel for a moment, then she sat erect and shifted the car into gear.

*

There were only a few vehicles parked at the River View Motel. The motel sign blinked: $39.50. $39.50. $39.50.

A door on the second floor of the motel opened noisily, and a man stepped out and moved to the end of the balcony. There was a yellow flash, then the red glow of a burning cigarette. 

Leigh stepped out of her car, turned, and reached back in for a small bag on the passenger seat.

“Nice ass, honey,” the smoker said. “Come on up. My wife and I like it with a third.”

Leigh straightened and looked across the parking lot. More neon flashed: Dee’s Café. Dee’s Café. Dee’s Café. She tossed the bag back onto the seat and slammed the car door and walked away from the motel. The smoker laughed.

Dee’s Cafe was noisy, bright, and crowded. A long bar stretched along the far wall. Leigh paused, plotting a route that would quickly get her past the eyes that had fixed on her the moment she’d appeared in the doorway. 

Early Dylan blasted from the jukebox as she moved briskly past the booths and tables and around drinkers watching the action at a pool table. The bartender who took her order was a fit middle-aged woman with graying twists. Her large breasts tumbled loosely under a sleeveless plaid shirt as she moved this way and that, reaching for a glass, the bottle, ice. Leigh set a bill on the bar. “Are you Dee?” Then she pointed to another bartender—a blond, pretty, younger woman who was leaning on the bar and talking quietly with a very tan, weather-worn man perched on the edge of the end stool. “Or is that Dee?”

The woman took the money and tapped her chest with an index finger. “Dee,” she said. She pointed to the blonde woman. “Kate.” Then she turned to another customer as she set down change that she’d pulled from the pocket of her short green apron. 

Dylan finished singing about the big brass bed. Leigh looked into the mirror behind the bar and saw that a few pairs of eyes were still staring at her. She raised her glass in greeting, and the eyes turned away. 

Two young guys and a woman at the pool table took turns making tricky shots. Leigh watched in the mirror, quickly figuring out that there was no real game in progress, just some showboating. Between shots the pool players each turned and watched her watching, stares meeting over the reflection of well-ordered bottles. 

The woman at the pool table smiled, tipped her head, and raised an eyebrow as she lifted her cue. Join us?

The men—boys, really—rested on the edge of the table, punched each other, and giggled.

Leigh sipped Scotch. It was the second time in not even five minutes that she’d gotten an invitation. Maybe there was a sign taped to her back or forehead: Yes, I’m alone, and yes, it’s been too long since the last time.

Leigh swiveled her stool from the mirror so she was face-to-face with the real thing. She shook her head. The friendly woman shrugged, turned back to the table, and made a shot that earned loud applause from nearly everyone in the café.

The woman was securely middle-aged, but she didn’t act or look like the mother of the two man-boys. A family friend? Or maybe the town’s good-time gal, the one who had a reputation for educating Pepin’s young men. When the woman pushed up the sleeves of her tight v-neck sweater, Leigh spotted large diamonds on both ring fingers. A stepmother, maybe. A stepmother out for beer and pool with her new husband’s boys, enjoying a little bit of flirty fun that might take a turn toward family trouble. “Careful, girl,” Leigh whispered. 

“Here on pilgrimage?”

Leigh drained her Scotch. “Sorry?”

Dee’s very firm dark brown biceps tightened and relaxed as she wiped the bar. She set down her towel. “I’m guessing that you’re a little girl who’s come to visit the big river. I was one myself once, making that first trip to the holy land. Fell in love with the place, and I’ve been here ever since.”

Leigh rattled the ice in her glass. “A little girl? Clearly not. I’m five-nine and I’m forty-seven.”

Dee looked at her for a moment before nodding. “Doesn’t matter. You’re welcome here, and the next one is on the house.”

Before Leigh could refuse or say thank-you, Dee pushed the bottle toward her and moved away. What the hell, Leigh thought. She poured. 

“I’m here…” she called out. Heads turned. She studied the glistening mix of ice and liquid in her glass, then drank deeply.

Dee returned and cocked her head.

“The vice president,” Leigh said. “His new secretary. Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“His papers and things. He’s promised them to the state historical society and he’s trying to get them in order. He’s hired me to help.” 

Dee’s smiled faded. She glanced toward the other bartender and the tan man, who were both now staring at Leigh. 

“Name’s Leigh, right?” Dee said as she reclaimed the bottle.

“Yes. How did you know?”

“Word’s gotten around. Apparently the vice-president’s pretty excited about your arrival. We never see him down here, but don’t let that keep you away.” 

Leigh cupped the glass in her hands; in spite of the spoken welcome, she was suddenly certain Dee was regretting the free drink.

A woman’s laugh rippled and soared. Leigh finished her Scotch, set the glass on the bar, shouldered her purse, and walked toward the door, where she turned and glanced back.

Dee was whispering to the woman at the pool table, who had her eyes fixed on Leigh while her hand rubbed the lower back of one of the young guys. When she noticed Leigh looking she once again lifted her cue. The boy nuzzled her neck as she shouted, “Welcome to Pepin!”

*

Two drinks in ten minutes. What the hell was that supposed to prove? Leigh shook her head as she walked out of the motel bathroom. She put the sleeping pill on her tongue and chased it with water. There was a brief pinch of worry when she pictured the alcohol mixing with the pill, then she shrugged away the thought and again tipped the glass to her lips. A few drops dribbled on her T-shirt as she walked, drank, and glanced down at the strip of light that suddenly spilled across the floor from the narrow gap below the thin door that separated her motel room from the adjacent one. 

Her neighbor’s hall door slammed shut, and immediately something landed heavily against the hollow separating door. “At last!” a man said. 

Leigh paused, looked at the door, waited for more. 

There was another thump, then the sound of something or someone sliding down to the floor. 

“What if someone saw us?” said a woman. “Smack in the middle of town!”

The man mumbled. 

“I don’t care what lie you told the desk clerk,” the woman said. “Mother will know what I’ve been doing. She’ll smell it on me.”

More mumbling. 

“Oh god, yes,” said the woman. “We must be crazy. Quick, be quick.”

“Mother will know,” Leigh whispered. She set her water glass on the night stand, sat on the edge of the bed, and pulled her legs into her arms. Lovers in room 213. What was the story? She leaned forward to listen, and the shift in weight nearly spilled her from the soft mattress onto the floor. She pushed out a leg to catch herself just as the man and woman next door laughed and moved deeper into their room.

As 213 quieted, Leigh crawled under the covers of her bed and opened her current reading. The book mark fell onto her lap: Emily’s prom picture. It was a solo shot—no sign whatsoever of the date, some boy named Aaron. Not that Emily had told her the boy’s name or even told her she was going to the dance. Not that Emily had sent the picture. All Leigh knew about the night, the date, and the boy was courtesy of Emily’s new stepmother, who had attached the photo to one of her cheery monthly emails that always carried the same subject header: “Update from Columbia, SC!” 

She ran her fingers over the edge of the photo. “Beautiful girl,” she whispered, studying the salon-styled hair, the blue dress, the confident smile. “My beautiful girl.”

Two pages, then the sleeping pill landed, and Leigh’s head sank heavily. She tucked the photo into the book and set that on the table. She reached for the light and nearly knocked the lamp over before finding the small knob and turning it off.

The lovemaking next door became suddenly audible and then quickly reached a howling climax. That was quick, thought Leigh. And just as she melted into sleep, she touched her fingers to her lips and blew the lovers a kiss, wishing them well.




2.

Bell does not work. Please knock; we’ll hear you.

Leigh smiled at the handwritten message that was taped over the doorbell button. An encouraging sign, that semi-colon. Nice to be going to work for once in a place where even minor household messages involved thoughtful punctuation. 

She lifted and dropped the tarnished heart-shaped door knocker, then turned and looked across the expansive yard that bordered the park on Hadley Street. She instinctively noted and mapped the three houses opposite, the two red-x’d elms at either end of the block, a majestic, late-blooming white lilac that shaded a square sandbox, and the dense copse that curved like a green half-moon from beyond the park’s sad playground to the edge of the house where she stood. 

A woman and child walked into the playground. The woman waited while the girl skipped from swing to swing to swing, pushing the flat green boards into motion one by one. When she reached the slide she sat for a moment on the lip before falling back with her thin, bare arms raised above her head. 

Leigh smiled, feeling the heat of the sun-soaked metal and the contagious, drowsy torpor of long school-free days. She checked the date on her watch. Emily’s summer vacation started tomorrow. Some vacation: riding camp, mission trip to Mexico, tennis camp, a one-week SAT prep program, three weeks at Hilton Head with the newly blended family and the stepmother’s parents.

I can’t come to Minnesota. There just isn’t time. 

The entire summer? Not one goddam long weekend the whole summer? 

Well forgive me for having a life. Maybe next year, okay? I promise I’ll visit whatever new hiding place you’ve found. And you should watch your language, Mother.

Leigh turned angrily toward the door and banged the knocker down on the dark wood that was striped with peeling yellow varnish. Ten o’clock, he’d told her ten o’clock so why didn’t anyone answer? She looked over her shoulder at her car parked on the edge of the circular crushed-stone driveway. A bit of rust. Some dents. One hundred and nine thousand miles, which wasn’t that much, really. It was a Toyota, after all. Plenty of life left in it, more than enough for a quick, no-turning-back-now drive to South Carolina for an unannounced visit. If they didn’t open this door in ten seconds, maybe that’s what she’d do. To hell with the job, the money, Mr. Doesn’t-answer-his-door Vice-President.

Suddenly the girl in the park slid down onto the sand at the bottom of the slide, picked herself up, and tore toward her mother. What happened? Leigh wondered. What fright or worry or command or desire made her run like that? 

What had she desired at that age? What did she want now?

Leigh stared at the mother and child hugging and knew the answer: to be there, ready, when Emily came running.

Behind her, locks and bolts clicked and slid into place. “Just a sec!” a woman shouted. “It’s kind of stuck. Would you mind kicking it down at the bottom right corner?” 

Leigh kicked.

A young pregnant woman scowled at the door as it swung open. A fat baby rested on her hip. She stroked its back with her free hand and said, “You’ll have to get used to things not working. He has so much money, you know? But he won’t fix things. Anyway, you’ll want to use the kitchen door when you come and go. I’ll show you where that is. Sorry you had to wait. I heard the knocking the first time, but I was feeding the baby and he’s just getting used to drinking out of a bottle instead of me and I didn’t want to interrupt him. Come on in, Terry’s all ready for you. He’s pretty excited.”

“I’m Leigh Burton.”

“I figured you were. We’re not expecting anyone else. I’m Geneva, his cook and whatever.” She smiled. “Not that sort of whatever, okay?” She motioned Leigh in with her head, then pushed the door closed with her foot, giving it a second, harder shove with her free hip to put it securely in place. “And neither baby’s his, okay? The one in my arms or the one due to slide out in October. Neither one—no matter what you might hear from anyone in town. That would be something for you to put in his memoirs, though, wouldn’t it? Probably worth a whole chapter: The ancient statesman and his fertile young wench.”

Leigh hoped her face showed nothing. “I’m here to help with his papers, not a memoir.”

“Good grief, I clean the guy’s bathroom and I change his sheets. He doesn’t hide anything from me.” Geneva shook her head. “I’ll play along if we have to. I guess that’s how it is with a ghostwriter, you can never admit anything.”

Leigh fixed a smile.

Geneva rolled her eyes. “I hope you get paid extra for the lying. If you get tired of it, you don’t have to keep it up with me, okay? Like I said, there’s nothing I don’t know.” 

“Then you probably know what room I’ll be using. Should I bring in my suitcase?”

Geneva shook her head. The baby tilted back and shook his, then giggled and sank against his mother’s arm. “You aren’t staying in the house.”

Leigh frowned. “The vice president said I’d have a place here.”

“You’ve got a place all right, but not in the house. I’ll show you later, when Terry and Tucker are napping.” She kissed the curly crown of the baby’s head. “This is Tucker. He’ll be one at the end of next month, the day before Terry turns ninety. Ever met a vice president before?”

Three, Leigh thought. And two presidents, two first ladies, and one presidential mistress—though the after-hours bar gossip back then always laid heavy odds that the blonde family friend with the low laugh, Texas drawl, and PhD in comparative lit was in fact the book-loving First Lady’s late night companion. 

What would this girl think about that, Leigh wondered. Not that she could share the gossip because Leigh Burton, hack writer for hire and newly arrived in this backwater town in Minnesota, didn’t have several years as a Washington correspondent on her resume and therefore wouldn’t have years of DC facts and gossip and political nuance stored in a well-ordered mental file belonging to an ex-journalist once named Nancy Taylor Lee. 

Leigh said, “I saw Hubert Humphrey when I was little and on a family trip to Minneapolis. Long time ago.” 

It was a nimble and truthful verbal sleight of hand. Geneva brightened. “He was a friend of Terry’s. He’ll want to hear that. But it’ll get him started talking and you can’t let him ramble too long, especially about the sixties.” She shifted the baby to the other hip and headed down a hall. “His memories wear him out.”

Lucky man, Leigh thought. Mine frighten me.

*

Terrance Bancroft swayed from side to side as he hovered over piles of papers and photographs spread across a large table in a spacious dining room. Three gooseneck floor lamps were placed around the room, each aimed at the table. 

His blue dress shirt was crisply ironed, the silk tie expertly knotted, the cuffs of his sharply pressed gray flannel trousers lightly touched soft leather loafers. But you can’t dress up ninety-year-old hands, Leigh thought as one slowly rose from the old man’s side, moved through the air over the table, then slapped down on a manila folder. 

He looked up and smiled. “I liked your revisions of the outline I made, but I think we should start with this instead of the incident at the UN. This will make a perfect first chapter. Krakow Accords.”

“Terry, this is Leigh, but you obviously guessed that.” Geneva handed the baby to him. “I’ll get coffee ready and take it to the study. You two can get acquainted there.” 

He expertly set the boy on his hip and positioned an arm around his back. “How about some of those butterscotch scones, Geneva? We’ve got company, after all.”

“She can have some, but you can’t. You had three for breakfast.” Geneva pushed a swinging door with her foot and slipped around it and disappeared.

“What the hell, let me die young,” he called after her. Tucker laughed and shouted, an infant echo of the old man’s yell. As he crowed, he arched his back and nearly tumbled out of the arm. Leigh reached forward. The baby spotted her movement and curled back securely. 

“Did you read the last batch of books I sent?” Terrance Bancroft asked. 

Leigh nodded. “I brought them with me. When I unpack I’ll—”

He swatted the air with his free hand. “Keep ’em. I won’t reread them. McNamara’s was the worst of the lot, don’t you think? I put up with all their bullshit for fifty years and it was all I could do to read it again in their memoirs. Apologies and lies, that’s all any of their books were. Not mine, Leigh. We’re writing an honest book. Like my first one was. No apologies. No lies.” He sat down heavily in a chair. Tucker immediately lunged for a roll of stamps that had uncurled on the table. The man blew softly across the boy’s head as he extracted stamps from Tucker’s fist. 

The baby stared into the old face. Terrance Bancroft looked down, his own wide blue eyes locked on the boy’s. “This is Tucker,” he said. “One of those last-name names. Quite a few of those at prep school when I was young. St. Paul’s. It’s in Connecticut.”

New Hampshire, Leigh thought. You went to college in Connecticut.

“St. Paul’s,” he murmured. “Then Yale. We used to take the train. Rob and Timmy and me. George and Ted would join us in Chicago. Oh, what a party those trips were.” He closed his eyes and returned to a long-ago train ride. The arm around the baby loosened. Tucker instantly sensed the sudden freedom and lunged toward a red pen. Leigh quickly stepped around the table and caught the baby as he tumbled off the lap. Tucker gave her a resigned look as she secured him in her arms. 

Geneva pushed through the door. “Coffee’s in the study. Why don’t you two go talk there.” 

The former vice president scooped up papers and folders from the table. “Good. We’ll get down to work.” 

“Could I freshen up first?” Leigh said. “I’ll be right there.” He nodded and disappeared.

“Bathroom’s this way,” Geneva said, pushing the pantry door again. “Sorry. I should have asked before.”

“I’m fine, actually. I really just wanted to talk for a minute,” Leigh said. “He almost dropped the baby, Geneva. He drifted away and forgot he had him, and Tucker nearly fell off his lap.” 

The young woman took her son from Leigh and rested her head on his. She closed her eyes briefly. “Okay,” Geneva whispered. “It’s good you told me.” 

Her host didn’t seem to notice when Leigh entered the study. He stood before a massive bookcase that covered a long wall. He pulled out a book and then lowered himself stiffly into a worn easy chair that was clearly the center of his nest. Leigh grimaced as he settled uneasily. Not that many years had passed since his picture would occasionally appear in magazines—a photograph almost always taken on tennis courts or in a rugged outdoor setting with a movie star or model a third his age at his side. 

Damn, she thought, noticing the book in his hand. “Mr. Vice President—”

“None of that, Leigh,” he said. “By the time we’re done you’ll know everything about me from the names of my lovers to the smell of my farts. I think that calls for first names, don’t you? Mine’s Terry. And this book you ghosted for my old pal,” he said as he held it aloft, “is a splendid pack of lies.”

It’s what I now do best, she thought. 

“Marvelous, every bit of it. Like I said, we don’t want lies in mine, of course. Well, except for the big one: that you’re the writer, not me.” 

“You will do the writing, Mr. Vice President. I’ll just—”

He pointed at a chair and she sat down.

“You’ll just what? Channel me?” He shook his head. “When I read this leather-bound load of shit I knew old George Simmons had found himself a first-rate writer to do his lying. It sounds just like him! It was an even better job than what you did with Timmy’s autobiography.”

“I guess I have a way.”

“With rich old men and their egos?” He set the book on a small table beside the chair. “So why do you do it, Leigh?”

Breath and blood ceased to flow for a moment until she realized he’d spoken in present tense. Not, Why did you do it? “Money and security, I guess. I’m a freelance writer; we can’t be too choosy.”

“So you ghost self-published autobiographies for vain old men. There’s nothing better out there?”

He leaned forward, intent, waiting. Suddenly she knew why those models and actresses had looked so happy at his side: The man listened.

“Last month I grossed four thousand, Terry. That’s a really good month for me. I sold the same sermon to thirteen lazy ministers, four knock-off children’s books on national parks I’ve never visited, and three thousand words on the virtues of some bogus food supplements for an online newsletter. That’s what’s out there.” She looked down at her hands. “I enjoy the vain old men I’ve worked with. And now those books have led me here. Your memoir is a real job. One I’ll be proud of.” 

“Even if your name isn’t on it?”

We should both hope my name is never anywhere near it, she thought, otherwise your publisher won’t touch it. She said, “Meaningful work and decent money is more than enough for me. It’s time I buy a house. I need a place my daughter will want to visit. She lives with her father.” Leigh closed her eyes. “Stop it,” she whispered under her breath. Giving away too much.

“Won’t come to see you, hey? Don’t be ashamed about having issues with a child. I have them, three times over. We’ll address all my domestic affairs in the book, of course, but, perhaps elliptically, don’t you think? No need to go into my kids’ lives.” 

“It’s a political memoir,” Leigh said. 

He nodded. “Exactly. They’re worried, though. You should know that and know that they might give you trouble. I told them I hired a ghost this time, and they’re afraid you won’t have scruples about trampling on their privacy. I won’t deny that I like worrying them with it because it keeps them calling and talking to me.” He rubbed his eyes with the butt of his palms and yawned. 

“You told them you have a ghost? Was that wise?” 

“Why keep it from my kids?”

“Word can get out, Terry. And if it does your publisher might want someone else on the job.” 

“The secret’s safe. My kids won’t tell because they’re hoping I give up on it. Leigh, I don’t apologize for my vanity about the writing credit. I wrote the first one, every damn word. This will be the last thing I do and…” He stared out the window. His hand rose and dipped. 

Leigh watched the hand, puzzled, until she spotted a massive oak tree on the lawn. He was tracing its lines in the air.

“It’s the last chance I have to leave something behind,” he said. “The money men have ruined everything. Bought every set of balls in Congress and erased all the good things we did. Mental health. Arts. Veterans.” He rested his head on a hand and closed his eyes. Within moments his breathing was coming in noisy, even puffs.

Leigh reached over to the coffee service and poured a cup, then took a scone and settled in to wait.




3.

“Get anything done?” Geneva said. She motioned to a counter, and Leigh set the tray down.

“Not really. First he got me to talk way too much about myself, then he fell asleep. He’s still out. I thought I may as well sneak away and settle into my room.” 

Geneva speed-sliced through an onion and then tossed the knife into the sink. She wiped her hands on a towel that was draped through the handle of the oven door. “He’s so good at that. The listening, I mean. I grew up in Red Wing, upriver? I moved away to go to school, but then I went back and was living there with my mom after I dropped out of college. Anyway, one day about three years ago I came down here to the shoe outlet and he was in there buying socks. An ex-vice president of the United States buying his own socks! The outlet sells really good ones, by the way. I recognized him and didn’t see any reason not to say hi so I did and I swear that within ninety seconds I was telling him the story of my life and when I was done with that he offered me this job. Did you notice how he looks at you like you were some sort of miracle?”

“He’s curious, that’s obvious. And a talented sleeper. He went out so fast, I almost wondered if something had happened.”

Geneva nodded. “That’s how it goes. He can fall asleep like that.” She snapped her fingers. “I should warn you that except for an hour or so every morning and during meals and cocktail hour, he’s mostly sleeping. So you’re pretty much on your own with this book you’re not ghostwriting. He won’t be awake enough to be much help.” She reached for the handset of a baby monitor and wedged it into a pocket. “C’mon, I’ll show you to your place.”

*

“Everyone calls it the cottage. I call it a pain in the ass, mostly because it took me forever to clean. I’m not blaming you, sorry. It hadn’t been opened or used in years. When I have my own house, it will be new construction, I’ll tell you that. He had the electrician and plumber in, so all that’s good to go. The phone works, which you’ll need because for some reason this house is a cellphone dead zone. Cable hook-ups went in there behind the desk, so you’ve got TV and broadband. He thought you’d need the Internet for research. It’s so dark in here. All the trees. I couldn’t stand staying in this place, I know that; I need sunshine.”

“I thought he doesn’t like spending money on repairs.”

Geneva made a face. “Not on the big house, he doesn’t. But he got all excited about opening this place. There are two bedrooms. One with a view of trees and one with a view of different trees. Screens are new, which will save you from being eaten alive when the mosquitoes hatch, which will be any minute. You’ve come too late for the mayfly invasion; be grateful for that. Fridge is new. He had me get a few things like coffee and juice and a couple bottles of Glenlivet, which he found out from his friend Mr. Thompson was your brand. You’ll want to go shopping. Not that I bet you’ll do much cooking because the gas stove would have been old when my grandma was born, and let me tell you it is a pain to light the oven. I always have plenty of food up in the big house, though, so you don’t have to worry about that. I’d be happy for the company. Which I suppose is obvious from the way I’m going on.” Geneva made a face and pressed her stomach. 

“Are you okay?”

“Just getting kicked. Do you have kids?”

“A daughter, sixteen. She lives with her father.”

Geneva paused like most people did when they heard that. Leigh could see the inevitable question on her face: A teenaged girl, living with the father—what’s the story behind that? The young woman held her question though. She just nodded and then led the way out of the kitchen back to the small living room. “Like most of the furniture and things in here, this desk is original to the house. It was built for a woman, so maybe you’ll be comfortable working at it. The lamp’s new, and so is the wiring. And—”

Leigh laid a hand on Geneva’s shoulder as she brushed past her, eyes fixed on a painting that hung over the desk that stood in a narrow alcove just off the living room. Her index finger hovered in the air inches from the name in the corner of the canvas. Matisse.

“Don’t worry,” Geneva said. “It’s a copy. He owns the original, though; it’s in his oldest daughter’s apartment in New York. I guess it used to be in here, right in that spot. His granddad got it in Paris even before Terry was born. Terry had the copy done last spring. Some New York artist did it.” 

“It’s beautiful,” Leigh murmured, her eyes fixed on the painting. “He didn’t have to do all this. I could have stayed in the big house or gotten an apartment. If I’d known, I’d have told him not to bother. I’m sorry you’ve had so much extra to do.”

“Oh, I bitch, but it’s been a nice change.” Geneva smiled. “Some of the worker guys have been pretty cute, so that’s been fun.” She patted her stomach. “Not that I’m doing anything but window shopping these days.” She pulled out the desk chair and sat down. “River’s that way,” she pointed. “You can walk there from here. I’ve heard that there used to be a path, but I wouldn’t try to find it because there’s a nasty razor wire fence going all the way around the woods to stop people from wandering in.”

Leigh touched a blue vase on the mantel. “You said this cottage was built for a woman. Housekeeper?”

Geneva fiddled with the intercom. “I guess you’ve got some family history to learn before you start writing.” She smiled. “Oops. Before you start filing papers. Terry’s granddad, the one who got the painting in Paris? He built the cottage for a mistress. He left all the trees so she’d be out of sight from the wife. No one was fooled, of course. But at least that way the family could pretend the lover didn’t exist. There used to be a separate drive that the mistress would use, but it got overgrown. Now you have to park by the big house and walk in. That wouldn’t have worked for her, of course, to be so close to the house and the wife. The mistress was a doctor and she was always coming and going to see patients. Well, that’s how it goes in the books, the part about visiting patients, that is. There’s nothing about lovers and wives, of course.” 

“The books?”

Geneva stretched her legs out and rested her hands on her belly. “Holy moly. You really haven’t learned the story about this cottage? You don’t even know that much about this place and the family?” 

Leigh shook her head. “I’ve been reading about the vice president, but I’ve focused on the last part of his career.” 

Geneva laughed. “That sweet son of a bitch; I guess he’s having some fun with you. Damn, the baby’s awake; see you later.”

Leigh slumped in a chair and closed her eyes, letting the quiet seep in and overspread the lingering echo of the young housekeeper’s raucous cheer.

What was the story about this cottage? Was it haunted by the spirit of the mistress? The betrayed wife? Nothing in his first memoir had mentioned the cottage, much less the grandfather’s doctor-mistress. So much for his claims of honesty for his book.

She went to the kitchen and opened cupboards until she found the Glenlivet. It was barely noon, true. But here she was in Pepin, Minnesota, about to start on the vain-glorious memoir for yet another rich old man. Why be cautious? 

She and Timmy Thompson had always started the normal working day with a short one, a detail she was pretty certain Timmy had shared with his old friend Terry as well as the name of her brand of Scotch. What else had he told his old friend? Had he mentioned how Mrs. Thompson’s initial delight in Leigh’s presence had soured to a consuming jealousy that might have been a good part of the reason her Thanksgiving stroke two years ago was an instant knockout?

Had Timmy told his old pal that Leigh had always rebuffed his still-smooth moves? Had Timmy Thompson, that relentless liar, been truthful about that? 

She might have met Terry the day of Mrs. Thompson’s funeral, but the children had asked her to not attend the lunch after the service.

“We know there was nothing going on,” Timmy Junior had mumbled as his four sisters stood behind him and glared, “but it would be best if you weren’t there. And now that mother’s not in the house, perhaps you shouldn’t be either. Surely you can work with him over the phone?”

So she’d packed up, gone home to her apartment in Eau Claire, Wisconsin and finished the book. Then Timmy passed her on to his friend George Hutton, who’d recommend her to Harry Towne. Each of those jobs had been completed under the watchful eye of a suspicious wife. So yes, Leigh thought as she pulled a tumbler out of the cupboard, Timmy probably had lied about getting her into bed. 

Terry Bancroft had called often when she was working with Timmy and the others on their books. They’d all called each other frequently. Timmy and George and Harry and Rob and one or two others—old friends who’d survived together, each one now pushing or pulling ninety. She had always listened carefully to the one side of the conversation that she could hear, enjoying the banter, the arguing that always ended in laughter, the mellow sadness that accompanied the sharing of news and complaints about health. 

Who would she call when there was little time left and not much to do but recall and relive and reshape the past? 

“Fuck the pity party,” she said aloud and poured three fingers of Scotch; not exactly a short one, but, clearly, this was not a normal working day.




4.

Leigh poked a finger through the groceries spilling out of the thin plastic bags, searching for the five-dollar bar of imported dark chocolate she’d tossed into the cart as she’d waited in the check-out line. “There you are,” Leigh muttered as she spotted the foil-wrapped extravagance in one of the bags she’d put on the floor in front of the passenger seat. Just as she pulled the broken rectangle out from under a jug of drinking water the Toyota slammed forward and rocked. Leigh’s shoulder hit the steering wheel, and the chocolate bar flew out of her hand as glass sprayed through the car.
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