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As these elegant silver cars make their way along a curved path above the streets of Brooklyn, they will bring not darkness but periodic infusions of light; and meanwhile, shards and splinters of light will pierce the tracery of their soaring supports, gladdening the beholder’s eye.

—Marcus Ogilvy, 1924
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Chapter 1



Even when Constance Tepper was a girl, the skeptical, blunt telephone voice of her mother’s friend Marlene Silverman made her happy—uneasy but happy. Marlene knew something about life that Con’s mother would never know, but which Constance seemed to have been born suspecting, looking around in her crib for an eye to catch. Their conversations were about other people’s foolishness. “I know!” Con would say, pressing herself into her mother’s heavy red drapes, her back to the room, eyeing the jagged, crisscrossed Brooklyn sky, which darkened as they spoke. It almost seemed that Marlene had called to speak to Con, not to her mother.

“Did you watch that program about the camps?” Marlene might ask. Con knew which camps Marlene meant.

“No,” she’d have to say. They watched Sid Caesar. They watched Lucille Ball. Then Constance would begin to feel jealous, and soon—as if jealousy caused what happened next—Marlene would say, “Well, let me talk to Gert.” Con’s mother was a little dull, and it puzzled Con that Marlene preferred Gert anyway. Con’s father died suddenly when she was twelve, and after that—maybe even before that—Marlene called to be of use: Gert was not a particularly sad or helpless widow, but she worried, and she didn’t understand money. Marlene knew what called for worry and what didn’t. And Marlene understood money.

Maybe there’s always someone whose company is a delight and who can hurt by withholding it. Con grew up, didn’t see Marlene for long periods, found new sources of love and pain. She married and moved to Philadelphia; she had a daughter. Marlene’s interest and approval still counted. This story takes place at two times in Con’s life, fourteen and a half years apart. I want to tell it this way—shifting back and forth in time—for reasons that will become obvious, but also because what interests me most about Con is not exactly that she could remember and learn—who can do that?—but that when she discovered, in middle age, that more than fourteen years earlier she’d failed to pay attention, she tried to find out what she needed to know, even though she didn’t want to.

 

Morning sun—speckled during its passage through a dirty windowpane—laid a parallelogram of brighter color across the stripes of a tablecloth belonging to Gertrude Tepper, who was not home. The parallelogram was observed by her daughter Con, age forty-five, who was spending a week in her mother’s Brooklyn apartment (while Gert visited her old friend Marlene Silverman in Rochester) to look after the cat, a big orange beast—similar in color to one of the stripes on the tablecloth—now heavily asleep, circled by his tail, on the table, which held scatterings of his hairs. The orange stripe—pinkish orange; apricot? mango?—was the color of unhurried time, Con decided. She liked a dark red stripe, too. Con believed—drinking her mother’s coffee and eating a bagel—that she had time, time to gaze at the striped tablecloth, trying to remember how long she’d known it. Something almost caught Con’s eye, something off to the side on the floor. Without knowing what it was, she preferred not to look at it. Surely it didn’t matter.

The parallelogram of sun came to a point on the oak floor. A faded blue rug, fluffy with orange fur, covered the space between table and sofa. Past the table in the other direction was an open kitchen and a back door with an elaborate bolt; it led to a dark staircase. Gert never went down the stairs but she had an agreement with the super: she left her garbage outside that door, and he ascended the three flights and picked it up. In return, Gert tipped him lavishly and often, or thought she did.

Her mother and Marlene had figured out together, Con suspected, that she could stay with the cat, though she’d have to leave both her work and her child—a tall and confident sixteen-year-old daughter. “Joanna’s an adult,” Marlene would have said. “And Connie told me her job is flexible.” The work was flexible, but within limits. In truth, Con was glad to be where she was, in her mother’s sunny, dusty apartment without her mother. Con would have preferred to live in New York, maybe alone. Her daughter could be her difficult self at home. Con’s husband, Jerry Elias, was on one of his trips. “Oh, fuck you,” Con had said when he announced this one. She’d said it in the past with more energy. Jerry left several times a year, for two or three weeks at a time. He always had. It was not part of his job (he owned a lamp store in downtown Philadelphia) nor was it vacation. He studied historical topics that made him curious. She’d agreed to it when they married, as he sometimes reminded her, and it was hard to explain to her friends why the trips angered her now. Jerry did nothing with the notes he took, which were on yellow three-by-five cards everywhere in their Philadelphia apartment, disarmingly legible and so full of excitement that Con was sure he took these trips in just the way and for the reasons he said he did.

Con’s bagel was gone, but a little coffee remained. She pushed her chair back. Later, she’d go for a run. Now as her eye played with the blur of cat into tablecloth and room into room, she allowed her gaze, at last, to shift to the kitchen floor. On the gray tiles was an object that did not belong: a yellow three-by-five index card, one of Jerry’s cards. In her purse was just such a card, on which she had written the name and phone number of the director of a house for former women prisoners; she couldn’t completely forget work this week. She didn’t know how the card could have found its way to the kitchen floor. Con was barefoot, still in her pajamas. She wanted to hold on to her pleasure in the lazy morning; she delayed standing up. She merely had to remember why she might have carried her purse, which was too full, into the kitchen. If she had opened it there, the card could have fallen out.

Con had arrived the previous evening, hours after her mother had left. The apartment smelled so characteristically of itself—of boiled meat, onions, dust, and cat—that it was hard to imagine it without Gert. Letting herself in, Con couldn’t help calling, “Mama?” There was silence, except that she heard water running. The orange cat came toward her. A newspaper was spread on the table, with a mug next to it. A pair of tan lace-up shoes stood near the sofa and another tan lace-up shoe was on a bookcase. Con carried her things into the bedroom, followed by the yowling cat, whose name was Sandy. On the bed was her mother’s pink bathrobe, and on the night table were a toothbrush, toothpaste, and a bottle of pills: her mother’s cholesterol medication. The cold water in the bathroom basin was on.

Con (who had known Gert was forgetful, but not this forgetful) had poured herself a juice glass of cream sherry from a bottle on the kitchen counter, and drank it sitting on her mother’s Danish Modern brown sofa, kicking off her shoes. As she drank, she had an idea about the case she was working on, a second idea; she’d had one on the train, too. She went into the bedroom, took her notebook from her bag, and wrote down the new idea under her earlier note, then replaced the notebook in the bag, which she put on the dresser. There had been no reason to carry the purse into the kitchen. Before sleep—in her mother’s bed, which smelled like Johnson’s baby powder—she’d read a few pages of The Satanic Verses by Salman Rushdie.

Now she looked behind her. The sticky glass still stood on the lamp table, and her own black shoes lay on their sides near her mother’s upright tan ones. A crocheted afghan in orange, pink, and dark green was bunched on the sofa. At last Con stood. As she had known it would, the card read “Mabel Turner,” with a telephone number: the director of the house for former prisoners. She hastily buttoned an undone button on her pajama top, as if someone could see her. Con was five feet one inch tall, with short red hair—something like the cat’s—and freckles. She considered that freckles made anyone look like a child, but her voice—her voice was strong, loud, and a little husky, with a Brooklyn accent she didn’t try to overcome. She stepped forward, as big as she could be—but feeling stupid and clumsy in her pajamas—and tried the back door. She knew now it would be unlocked, and it was. In a rush, with a cry, she locked it, pushing against it; for a second she thought someone pushed back.

Then she scrambled into the bedroom, where, indeed, her purse was gone from the dresser, gone from anywhere else in the small apartment she might have put it, though she searched again and again, so determined to see it, so used to seeing it, that it seemed she could re-create it—black nylon, shaped like a briefcase but smaller, overstuffed, with “Le Sac” embroidered over and over on the trim. Someone had come into the apartment, and had entered the room in which she slept. She returned to the living room, seized Sandy the cat, and held him to her chest, but he flowed from her arms until his center of gravity shifted and he landed loudly on the floor. Then he leaped to the table and licked his orange fur.

Con looked everywhere in the apartment for an intruder, even where nobody could fit—in the broom closet, the oven. She had fastened the chain on her mother’s front door the night before, and it was still in place. She dressed, but couldn’t leave: her train ticket home was in the stolen bag. So were her wallet, the magazine section of yesterday’s Sunday New York Times—April 16, 1989—a bottle of aspirin, the notebook, a checkbook, photographs of Jerry and Joanna and Con’s sister, Barbara. Also lipstick (which she wore only at work), a comb and brush, a light blue plastic case containing two tampons, and her keys—including the key to this apartment. Her address book. In her wallet were forty dollars in cash, her credit card, her driver’s license, her Blue Cross card, and her library card.

She phoned the police. A detective would come to the apartment, said the dispatcher. Con should wait. “I can’t go out. I can’t lock the door!” said Con, but the woman had disconnected.

 

Fourteen and a half years later, on a Sunday morning in November, 2003, Con was not thinking about the moment when she pushed against her mother’s back door and imagined she felt a responsive push back. She was not thinking about that April day at all (and when she happened to think of it, she remembered few of the details) but these days when she closed a door, a trace of the memory of that moment still made her push a little harder than was necessary or even desirable. She was not aware that she pushed too hard, but after a while doors she frequently opened and closed loosened on their hinges. This morning she intended to clean her apartment, starting with the job she liked least, the bathroom. But first she planned to tighten the loose hinges on the bathroom door. She’d tried doing it several times, but the holes were now too loose for the screws, which went round and round without catching. Con hadn’t been able to imagine solving this problem, but eventually had found a home repair Web site that instructed her to fill the holes with golf tees and screw the screws into the tees. This absurd plan appealed to her so strongly that she hadn’t minded buying a whole package of golf tees, even though nobody she knew played golf.

She climbed on a chair to remove the upper screws from their hinge. She then sat on the floor to remove the lower ones, loosened the door, and leaned it against the wall. She dipped tees in glue and inserted them into the holes, taking some delight in this activity, which suggested sex. The glue had to dry overnight. Then she’d saw off the part that stuck out. Now she would clean.

 

Con (in 1989) imagined taking her mother’s largest knife from the kitchen drawer and stabbing the burglar, sliding the blade into T-shirt fabric and a fleshy male back. Surely the burglar was a man. To continue this fantasy, it was necessary to imagine a less indifferent cat, who howled and butted his head into her shoulder, so that Con awakened in time to confront the intruder. But he would have been between her and the kitchen before she could have known he was there. And he might have carried a knife, or a gun. For some reason Con didn’t imagine the burglar shooting her, but shooting her mother. He shot her mother, her mother lay gasping and bleeding, and Con, having somehow equipped herself with the stainless-steel carving knife, hurtled toward his big back to stab him.


Con didn’t know when her mother had put the garbage out, moving in her slow, steady way, bracing an arm on the doorjamb when she lifted the plastic bag from the round metal pail, then pulling it to the landing and walking slowly back in her pink robe to the table, the TV, or the sofa, leaving the door unlocked. Gert might have become the victim. Con examined her conscience to discover whether she wanted this misfortune to have come to her mother instead of her, like the man in 1984 who is finally brought to selfishness by the totalitarians, and begs them to torture his forbidden lover instead of him. Five years had passed since the real 1984, and though things were not good—Reagan followed by Bush; the Iran-Contra scandal; the Democratic Speaker of the House being investigated for ethics violations—they were not as bad as 1984 in the book.

She looked up the number and canceled the credit card, which she shared with Jerry, who would surely be using it for his meals and bed. Jerry was in upstate New York or Vermont, investigating Ethan Allen’s attack on Fort Ticonderoga. “Are you going to interview witnesses?” sharp-tongued Con had asked.

“If I can find any,” Jerry said amiably. He’d given her the name of a motel, but it was in the notebook in her purse. She couldn’t phone him, but if she could, she realized, it would be to blame him—irrationally, of course—for the burglary, as if it wouldn’t have happened if he’d been quietly selling lamps. Friends asked how she knew Jerry didn’t take these trips to be with women, and she replied that she figured he didn’t because the idea infuriated her less. Now, indeed, if Jerry were in bed with a woman, he’d at least be in bed, next to a telephone. Even if he were committing adultery, Jerry would be unable to ignore a ringing telephone. But he was probably in a boat halfway across Lake Champlain, investigating ways of approaching Fort Ticonderoga from various directions in the dark. If she didn’t even try to find out the names of motels near Fort Ticonderoga, it would be to punish Jerry. And this was love, Marlene would say ruefully. Well, she would call Marlene.

But phoning her with a topic in mind was not easy. Whatever Marlene was thinking about was more surprising and suggestive than anything Con might be thinking about, even a recent crime. Over the years, Marlene had considered whether the Congress of Racial Equality would eject its white members, including her; whether a man she’d once dated would be indicted in the Watergate scandal; and whether a movie made in Rochester would include, in the final cut, the scene in which Marlene had said—on camera, in all forty-eight takes—“I’ll have the sirloin.”

Like Gert, Marlene had gone partway through college, but Gert had studied business and Marlene, who was younger—the Depression was waning by the time she started at Brooklyn College—studied art. “I was a starving artist,” she once told Con, “but not for long,” apparently implying that only fools were starving artists for long. She’d spent decades in offices, first in New York City, later in Rochester, where she moved for a job or a man. She had once been married briefly, but had no children, and her marriage was never discussed. As children, Con and Barbara were hushed if they asked questions, and as a young woman Con got answers that told her nothing. Gert claimed she didn’t remember Marlene’s husband’s name and didn’t know anything about him. These days Marlene worked as a receptionist in a veterinary practice, a medical white coat over tailored pantsuits with shoulder pads. She refused to wear synthetics, and Gert said she spent half her salary on dry cleaning. In her white coat Marlene probably looked like a crusading woman scientist in a movie, and indeed, Gert claimed the veterinarians were afraid of her. Fierce dogs lay down and thumped their tails when Marlene gave them a look.

Con knew Marlene’s phone number by heart. “Marlene,” she began.

“Connie!” Marlene’s voice was deep, except for the Brooklyn sarcastic lilt. She smoked. She had always smoked. “It’s all right—she’s here. But”—the voice rose in pitch, then descended—“you and I have to talk.” She must have turned toward Gert. “It’s Connie.”

Con could hear her mother in the background. “Let me talk to her. The trip was fine.”

“I haven’t even said hello,” said Marlene to Gert. Con’s mother would be halfway between the breakfast table and the phone, importuning in a nightgown with no bathrobe. Of course the trip had gone badly. Gert would take the wrong train, lose her belongings on it—what she hadn’t left at home or in the taxi to Penn Station—and get off at the wrong stop.

Con struggled to adopt her usual tone with Marlene; they’d gossiped and connived all her life. “So. That much is accomplished,” Con said. “Mother makes it to Rochester. However—”

“One moment,” said Marlene, who knew when other people were impatient, but might not care. Con was pacing as far as the phone cord would let her, then returning to lean on the kitchen counter so as to draw invisible lines, one after another—more and more firmly—on the countertop. “An incident last night,” Marlene continued. “Of course I can’t go into detail.”

“My purse was stolen,” said Con loudly.

“When?” said Marlene. “My God. Look, I know it’s not a good time to bring this up—but I think Dr. Herbert should have a look at her. She’s saying things—”

“Last night. My purse was stolen from my mother’s apartment,” said Con.

“Oh, my God!” said Marlene again. “A break-in? Armed?”

“He didn’t break in. He walked in. My mother left the back door unlocked.”

“Connie, you see what I’m saying about your mother? It’s unbearable.”

“Yes—” Con began, but Marlene interrupted. “He didn’t hurt you?”

“I didn’t see him. I was sleeping.”

“Thank God you’re all right,” said Marlene (who had often proclaimed, “Since Hitler I don’t believe in God. Who needs him?”). She continued, “My own experience—well, I was all right too. A black man snatched my purse, and black men chased him. Yet people talk as if no black man would do that for a white woman.”

“I know.”

“Of course you know, of all people.” Marlene meant that Jerry was part black. “Oh, Connie, here I am going on. Are you sure it’s gone? Is anything else gone?” Nothing looked disturbed—and then Con remembered something. The night before, she’d put her purse down next to a little wooden box her mother had owned since Con was a baby. Her father had brought it home from the war, and on top was a copper plate on which a faintly colored map of France was embossed; in the corner, a girl in wooden shoes pointed at the map, and as a child Con had wondered why if the girl wore wooden shoes she didn’t point at a map of Holland. Standing in the kitchen, she couldn’t say for sure that the box was gone, but she was pretty sure the dresser top had been dramatically bare. The thought sent a new coil of anxiety through her body.

“Your money?” Marlene said. “Your credit cards?”

“Everything. I don’t have a dime.” Again she heard her mother’s voice. “Let me talk to her!”

“In a moment,” said Marlene, then to Con, “She unlocked it when she put out the garbage.” Everyone knew about Gert’s household arrangements, which were the main topic of her conversation. “It could have been days ago. She could have been killed. Gert, darling, when did you put out the garbage?”

Again came her mother’s voice. “The garbage? What are you talking about?”

“Is Jerry coming?” Marlene persisted.

“Jerry’s on a trip.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.”

“Marlene, please let me talk to my mother now.” But Gert had gone to the bathroom. “Well, I suppose nature called,” said Marlene. “We’ll call you back.” Con rushed to the bedroom. The box was gone. It was about two inches high, not very wide, with a little keyhole in front. When Con was a child, her mother had let her lock and unlock it, play with the contents and put them back. The key was kept in a drawstring bag Barbara had made in Girl Scouts. In the box Gert kept necklaces her children had made or bought her, a few old pins and bracelets. While Con stood helplessly in the middle of the bedroom, the phone rang. Only a few minutes had passed, but Gert had used the time to become afraid. “Did you reach Joanna?” she began. “Is Joanna all right?”

“Why shouldn’t Joanna be all right?” said Con.

“The thief could go to your house,” said her mother.

“I’m sure she’s all right,” said Con, though as she protested she became a little frightened. The burglar had her address and keys, and a train ticket to Philadelphia, an hour and a half away. “He probably kept the money and threw away the rest,” she said, sternly calming herself. But she had to get off the phone. “Mama,” she said then, “Mama, you left the back door unlocked.”

“No, it wasn’t me,” said her mother. “Maybe you opened the door.”

“Of course I didn’t.”

“Maybe the super came in. To fix something.”

“You know that didn’t happen.”

“Go home,” said her mother. “The cat’s too fat anyway.”

“I can’t go home. I don’t have any money, and I have to change your locks.”

“Go home.”

They hung up. Con stood with her hand on the bedroom phone, now trying vainly to see the old battered jewelry box elsewhere, moved from its former position on the dresser.

The burglar had not just grabbed. He had paused, taken two things, and decided how to hold them both as he moved quietly away. The pause made her feel his presence in the room—his recent presence—as she hadn’t before. As a young woman Con had been too capable-looking to start up men’s fantasies, and she’d rarely been whistled at or propositioned. Once, at a party, a drunken classmate had said he’d like to nibble her earlobe, and Con was intrigued, but the man didn’t touch her; later, he apologized. Now she understood that she might have awakened to find a man leaning over her, a man with a weapon, a man twice her size and weight, and she felt a variety of fear she hadn’t felt before. She was ashamed to note she was picturing a black man. She had to gain dominion over her thoughts.

The doorbell rang. The police officers had arrived—a black man and a white woman, both bulky with equipment. They took down all possible information, and were baffled only briefly about why Con was not her mother and where her mother was. They asked several times if she’d seen or heard anything. They dusted the doorknobs and her mother’s dresser for fingerprints. Con at first didn’t mention the box, because the jewelry hadn’t been valuable, and then she did mention it. They nodded. “Anything else? Camera?”

“No,” said Con, though she didn’t know for sure.

They urged her to change the locks, and when she explained about her keys, her identification, and the house in Philadelphia, they thought it would do no harm to change those locks as well. “What about your car?” the woman officer said.

“My husband has it. He’s away. They’ll never find the car.”

“They lose interest in a day or two,” said the man. “If the car was on the block…” They closed their notebooks.

“Could you lend me a couple of dollars?” Con said then, though she didn’t know what she’d do with only two dollars. “I don’t have a penny. I’ll mail it to the police station.”

The woman said, “There’s a number for crime victims—” but the man stopped looking like a cop and looked embarrassed for Con. He took two dollar bills from his wallet and handed them to her. Con was embarrassed too, but she took the money, and didn’t inquire too carefully how to return it.

The officers were slow to leave, at last shifting their solid bodies through Gert’s apartment door. As Con held the door for them, fear for her daughter made her arm stiffen. It was all she could do not to slam the door into the backside of the policewoman. She had asked them if she should change her locks in Philadelphia, not whether she should worry about Joanna’s safety. And they had been mildly in favor of changing the locks. She replaced the chain and dialed her home number. Joanna was not home or did not answer. She was at school or asleep. Con left a message—just “Call me at Grandma’s, please!”—then regretted it. Joanna certainly wouldn’t call back. Con called Directory Assistance and asked for the number of the school. Eventually she reached the attendance office. Joanna Elias was absent. Well, she was probably asleep. Con would not let herself think about Joanna.

The detectives, she felt, had not quite believed her, with her complicated story about her mother. She could not account satisfactorily for herself, but although they had sensed it, they had not cared. New York cops were used to tricksters and the confused; if she was pathetic or despicable, she was still entitled to be heard on the subject of her puny losses. She went to put the two dollars into her wallet, but she had no wallet. She put them into her pocket.


Con spent a foolish half hour studying ads in the phone book for locksmiths, trying to guess which one would trust her for the money. She had no experience in being penniless—or, unable to put her hands on the money that was hers and Jerry’s. She had no identification. She stopped studying ads and began searching the apartment, pulling drawers from the night table, looking for money. Her mother’s apartment was only superficially disorderly—there had been one dirty mug, not six—but it contained innumerable dressers, old scarred desks, and battered end tables with drawers. Each drawer was dark with jumbled objects or dense with paper. Con searched them all, though she thought Gert would know enough not to keep money around the house. Con called her home number again, then resumed looking. She found three or four afghans and an unfinished sweater that her mother had been knitting for her years ago. She had half an idea that if she found a piece of identification of her mother’s she could perhaps convince someone she was Gert, though why that would get the locks changed and herself on a train to Philadelphia she didn’t know. Then she began to feel that she almost was Gert, that she was turning into Gert, as if her mother had left the pills, the bathrobe, even the running water, so Con could give up her own life and smoothly take over her mother’s. Something was holding her mind, slowing it and making her afraid. She looked in the mirror. She looked like herself, but maybe it was something in the air here, in the cat dander or flying orange fur, that gave her mother a stubborn passivity underneath the exterior of a sturdy old woman who could take the train to Rochester. (Why had Marlene invited Gert? Marlene’s mind was supple and quick. How did she endure Gert?) Like Con, Gert had short reddish hair—now dyed. Her face was thicker than Con’s, but similarly shaped. Con couldn’t go out for a run, but she ran the short length of the apartment several times because she couldn’t imagine her mother running.

Her mind swirled with fears she couldn’t quite separate and name; this must be the feel of her mother’s mind. She found a piece of paper and a pencil and made a list, something either she or her mother might have done. Call a locksmith, she wrote. Find the super. She dialed the superintendent’s number and got a machine. She left a message. Then she unlocked the door, stepped onto the landing—nobody was there—and rang the three doorbells on the floor. Nobody answered. Inside, she replaced the chain, but even with it in place, the door could be opened a couple of inches.

The locksmith was not going to change the locks for free, that was undeniable. She wondered if there really was a phone number for crime victims, and doubted that whatever service it reached would pay to have the locks changed. When a locksmith did call back, she explained what had happened. But he wouldn’t even take a check, he said, not that she had a checkbook. “I’m sorry,” he said, and did sound sorry.

Con couldn’t think of anyone in New York City from whom she might borrow money. She now couldn’t make any call at all. She stood with her hand on the phone and took her hand away again. She stared at the newspaper her mother had left on the table, which offered a week-old story about airport security. New procedures were going to require that passengers be asked if they’d had help packing their suitcases. She ate lunch—her mother was well stocked with soup and canned tuna—and touched the wall phone in the kitchen again, then went into the bedroom, where she put her hand on the receiver of the bedside phone, then took it away, got into bed, and slept. She fell asleep thinking of her mother on these sheets.

When the phone woke her, she was momentarily disoriented, then reminded herself it was afternoon, still Monday. The machine on the kitchen counter picked up and from the bedroom she heard her mother’s announcement, reciting the phone number. Gert recited it twice. Meanwhile Con realized that the caller might be Joanna, and reached for the phone near the bed. “Hello?” she said as the announcement continued.

Marlene’s voice said, “Can you turn that thing off?” but the announcement had ended. “I’m going to wire you money,” Marlene said then.

“Don’t bother,” Con said. “But how would you do that?”

“Western Union.”

“But I’d have to go to the Western Union office. I can’t leave.”

“You can’t get somebody to stay there for a few minutes?” Marlene said skeptically. Then, “Did you reach Joanna? Your mother keeps asking. She’s taking a nap, so you can tell me the truth.”

Con hesitated. “I can’t reach her but I’m sure she’s fine.”

“She’s not at home?”

“Or not answering.”

“Should I call her?”

“Definitely not.”

“I wouldn’t make things worse, Connie,” said Marlene. “You know I’m no dope. I’m right about your mother. The things she’s been saying! I’m not even going to tell you. Of course it’s not true.”

“What’s not true?” said Con. Now and then something reminded her of the past—certainly a complicated past and maybe even a mysterious past—that Gert and Marlene had shared for years before Con was even born. She envied them that time, as if she somehow knew that they’d spent all of it telling secrets they planned to keep from her.

“Look, she should be tested,” Marlene said.

“You think she’s got Alzheimer’s?” said Con. “What did she say?”

“Last night,” said Marlene, “she woke up and thought she was in the train. She kept asking me what stop it was.”

That didn’t seem so bad. “Marlene, I should hang up.”

“My doctor is wonderful. I’m making an appointment. I’m trying to spare you heartache, Connie, heartache.”

“I’ll call you back.”

“But she’ll be up. I think I hear her.”

“Okay, so long then,” said Con, and hung up before Marlene could speak again. She liked this attention from Marlene. The question of the Western Union office had been unresolved. Con looked in the Yellow Pages but didn’t recognize any addresses of Western Union offices in Brooklyn. Anyway, she’d have to leave the door unlocked—it couldn’t be locked without a key—and would be afraid to return. The phone machine was flashing. It had recorded their call; Con listened to the first few words and erased it. She expected more from Marlene—rescue—but that had never quite happened. As an adolescent, when Marlene still lived in Brooklyn, Con enjoyed the fantasy that Marlene might someday invite her to come and visit all by herself—maybe for weeks at a time—but when she was finally invited for an overnight visit, Con had become lost in the tangle of subway lines. There was no good way to travel across Brooklyn to Marlene’s apartment, and eventually she gave up and made her way home. “Connie, I’m ashamed of you,” Marlene had said.

Now Con dialed her home number again. School would be out, so Joanna might be more willing to pick up the phone. But these days she never spent her afternoons at home, where Con was often working. When Joanna was younger, Con would stop work when she turned up. They’d eat and talk, or she’d drive Joanna somewhere while Joanna talked confidingly from the backseat. Later they’d return reluctantly to work, Joanna to her homework, Con to the case she’d been working on, with their papers intermingling on the kitchen table.

Con had a law degree, but after working in a big firm before her daughter was born, she hadn’t wanted to return to that life—to hours away from home, to pantyhose and skirts. She worked part-time, taking on cases for a women’s legal project and doing some of the work at home, barefoot. At present she was trying to keep the house for women ex-prisoners from being closed down. It had existed without trouble for two years in a neighborhood just outside Philadelphia, but now neighbors claimed the women were prostitutes, soliciting on the street. Joanna scoffed. She proposed that they drive to the street in the evening and see what happened. Con thought the women probably were soliciting on the street, but should be allowed to stay in the house anyway.


She tried the super again, left another message. She wondered if he was the burglar. Her mother would regard that supposition as unfair, and maybe she’d be right. How long could he keep his job if the tenants grew suspicious? But Con liked the thought that the super was the burglar: then he would stay where he was, rolling trash cans. He would be too busy to travel to Philadelphia, using her train ticket, to rape her daughter.

 

Con never returned the police officer’s money. Fourteen years later, in November, 2003, she no longer remembered the two dollars. She tried not to think about that week in 1989, and as she’d grown older, she’d become more adept at not thinking about painful subjects. This is not a story about memory. Now she herself lived in Brooklyn, in a quite different apartment, not squarish and sunny but oddly shaped, dark, with rooms that were a little hard to find, off corridors, and were full of not-quite-finished objects—bookcases made of unpainted boards, tables stripped but never refinished. Con and Jerry had had some of them for decades, and Con had acquired others, leaving them also not quite finished. The apartment had a gray metal desk in a study that might have been a living room, separated from the living room (which should have been a dining room) by a homemade partition. She had no dining room and the kitchen was small, but she had a spare bedroom, and she was glad the study was the most noticeable room. What mattered was work, even if work was often unsatisfying.

On this November Sunday, Con was not at her desk. When she’d struggled with the hinges on the bathroom door as much as possible, she started cleaning, as planned. She didn’t mind scrubbing the basin and toilet, but disliked cleaning the bathtub—bending, reaching. If Jerry had been present he’d have done it. He undressed and climbed into the tub, cleaning quite thoroughly, and then he mopped the floor, having slopped water over it. Con and Jerry no longer lived together—they had been divorced for some years, and during a period of three years Con had met, married, and divorced someone else, a psychologist named Fred—but when Jerry was in New York he stayed in her extra bedroom. Con had moved to Brooklyn after her divorce from Fred. A few years later, she heard the crash of the first plane into the World Trade Center while walking to the subway. When she left Philadelphia, Jerry’s lamp store was still open, but in the final stages of failure; on the downtown block where it had stood for decades, it was the last independent store.

For some reason Jerry often cleaned the bathroom when he visited, though she’d never asked him to, and Con might glimpse him padding with wet feet back to his room, his clothes in a bundle under his arm. She wouldn’t have walked naked through the apartment, but Jerry was nonchalant, or maybe he displayed himself to provoke her.

This morning Con felt like taking a walk, but if she walked before cleaning, she wouldn’t clean. When she’d finished the bathroom except for the bathtub, she found herself in her study, checking the New York Times Web site. It was more than seven months after the start of the war in Iraq, and the United States was considering recruiting units of the old Iraqi army to speed the creation of a new one. Though the government had claimed casualties would be few in this war, twenty-two Americans had died in the last two weeks, and a long story discussed the effects of their deaths on those at home. Con checked her e-mail to further put off scouring the tub. She had no new messages, but she answered a couple of old ones. When she sent the second one, she saw that a new one had come in, and recognized Marlene’s address.

Marlene’s messages didn’t begin with the recipient’s name or end with her own. “I must see the leaves in Central Park,” she wrote this time. “I just decided to go to New York next weekend. If you don’t have room I’ll stay in a hotel.” The leaves were pretty much gone, but Con knew Marlene wouldn’t care. She didn’t mean the part about the hotel, either; she assumed she’d stay with Con. She’d like to go to a show, she said, and proposed that Con buy the tickets. She said she’d pay her back, but Con knew she might never do it.

Con didn’t clearly remember that April week in 1989, but she did remember being thrilled, over many decades, by Marlene and Marlene’s attention. It was still a thrill, but Con was busy—more than busy. These days—or weeks, or years—she was not in a good mood. The apartment was messy and likely to stay that way, and Jerry had asked if he could come later in the week. A consultant to small family businesses now that the store was gone, he came to New York to see clients, taking the train.

“Of course you’ll stay here,” Con nevertheless replied to Marlene.

Still postponing the tub, she wrote a message to Jerry. He’d cross the living room in the Philadelphia house from the remaining easy chair, around which newspapers, local and New York, would be distributed. He’d lean down past the long bones of his legs and haul his laptop from the floor, where it lived. Jerry was an impossibly tall and thin man who had grown up learning not to break the lamps in his family’s store by standing up in slow stages, checking in all directions, and he still did, though his living room had little furniture in it. A table on which the laptop might have rested was here in Brooklyn, but when Con had last stopped by the Philadelphia house, Jerry hadn’t replaced it. She didn’t know whether he checked his e-mail sitting on the floor, or unplugged the laptop and carried it to the chair.

Jerry, now with gray in his curls, still did what he did without much explanation or inquiry. He was a persuasive man. The businesses he advised had been in families for a long time and were struggling as his had struggled. He liked to tell his clients that he’d kept the lamp store going well beyond its natural lifespan by putting all the lamps on a series of extension cords and plugging the last one into an outlet at city hall. Con wasn’t sure what that was a metaphor for—what he’d wangled from the city of Philadelphia—but he seemed to manage equally well advising others in the City of New York or other cities.

“Hi,” she wrote. “Marlene just issued a royal edict: I’m to set aside a bed, she’s on her way—next weekend. I can’t remember when you’re coming. But you’ll be gone by then, won’t you?”

At last, Con cleaned the bathtub. When she returned to her computer, she had a new message. However he managed it without a table, Jerry checked e-mail often.

“I have an appointment with a real estate agent for Wednesday morning, so I’ll come to you on Thursday. I’ll be there about a week.”

Con wrote back: “A week? Did I agree to this? Why? And don’t tell me you’re finally putting the house up for sale!” Jerry had long ago bought her out of the house they’d owned together, but he had far more room than he needed.

Con went back to the Times Web site, and when she returned, Jerry had written, “Yes, I’m selling the house. A week because this is one of my trips.” He meant his expeditions to historical sites. He continued
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