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one




HE WASNT GOING TO LIKE IT. HE HATED THE RITUAL of the formal family picture, but the time was right. In four short days, his only child was leaving the nest, breaking out of her chrysalis into an exciting new world. If ever there was an occasion to mark, this was it.

Starting college was a rite of passage, a beginning.

It was also an ending, one Emily Arkin had been dreading for years. Prior to kindergarten, Jill had been all hers. Then she was gone three hours a day. Then six. Then seven, then eight.

College was twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. It was a springboard to adulthood and total independence.

How do I look? Jill asked, joining Emilys reflection in the bathroom mirror.

Emily lost a moments breath. She always did when Jill came upon her unexpectedly. That this striking young woman was her daughter never failed to amaze her. She had Emilys dark hair and fair skin and Dougs height, but the features came from earlier generations, and what was inside was pure Jill. She was sweet, sensitive, and smart. She was innocent, yet sophisticated, the product of growing up in a small town, in a shrinking world.

Emily didnt want the innocence lost. She didnt want the sophistication honed. She didnt want Jill hurt. Ever.

Mom, Jill pleaded softly.

Emily made a helpless sound and reached for a tissue. Sorry. I didnt mean to do that.

If you cry, I will, too, and then well both look a mess. Dads on the phone. She paused, cautious. Is he going to be angry?

Emily forced a bright smile. Whats to be angry about? Hes already dressed for the cook-out. In ten minutes, the pictures will be done and well be on our way. The doorbell rang, in old age more a clang than a chime. Theres the photographer, she said and took Jills face in her hands. You look beautiful. Come.

The sun was falling in the west, gilding the edges of the broad-leafed maples that stood on the front lawn, and the peaks of the white picket fence beyond. Leaving Jill there, Emily went to the door of the small den that was Dougs home office and caught his eye.

He held up a finger and continued to talk.

Stomach jangling, as always when she couldnt gauge his mood, she waited, watching him. At forty-four, he was even more athletic of build than he had been at twenty-two. Then, sheer physical labor had kept his body in shape. Now, daily workouts at a health club did it. His stomach was flat, his back straight, his shoulders broad. He wore his clothes well.

They were fine clothes. He shopped when he traveled, and he looked it. The pleated slacks and open-neck shirt that he wore today spoke more of Europe than of a small town in the northwest corner of Massachusetts.

Emily half-wished she had bought something new to wear for the pictures, to look more sophisticated beside Doug. But she hated spending money on herself, when there were other bills to pay. Better a new muffler for the wagon than a silk something she would never wear again.

Doug hung up the phone. Who rang the bell?

She slipped a cajoling arm through his. Larry Johnson. Hes new with the Sun. A photographer. Hes good, and very cheap. I asked him to take a few pictures before we leave.

Emily.

I know. You hate having pictures taken, but Jills leaving in four days, four days, and then our lives will be changed forever.

Maybe, if shed been going to D.C. like Marilee. But Boston? Its barely three hours away.

She wont be our little girl anymore.

She hasnt been that for a long time.

You know what I mean, Emily coaxed, but more anxiously now. This is a milestone, Doug. Besides, she needs a picture of the three of us for her dorm room. Smile for her? Please?

If he said no, she would send Larry home. A scowling Doug defeated the purpose. But he sighed and produced a vapid smile. Relieved, she led him out of the house.

Jill sat on the swing that hung from the largest of the front maples. With the light dappled by leaves, and a backdrop of rhododendron and white fencing, the setting was bucolic.

Emily was remembering the hours and hours Jill had spent on that swing, the pumping and soaring and spills, when a muted ring came from the house. Doug took off before she could protest. She stared after him in dismay, then resignation. He was home, at least. He had promised to stay the week. It was a concession that didnt come without strings. Taking phone calls was one.

Refusing to be discouraged, she turned back to Jill. I want a picture of you here, she said and when several shots had been taken, she moved in beside Jill for several of them together.

She covered Jills hands on the chains of the swing and leaned in close. Cheeks touching, she smiled at the feel of Jills smile, laughed to the sound of Jills laugh. History was suddenly pleated, the years juxtaposed, and the laughter was that of childhood again. Emily loved its sound. She couldnt bear to think of the day it would be gone.

Leaving the swing, they went to the backyard and posed on an outcropping of rock by the pond. From slightly above her, Jill draped her arms over Emilys shoulder. Emily held her hands. They leaned against one another, lost their balance and laughed, then tried again, while the photographer snapped away.

Doug! Emily yelled toward the window that marked his den, but Jill had another idea.

One of my mom alone, she announced.

Emily jumped out of camera-range. Uh-uh. This is your day.

But I want one of you.

I want ones of us. She looked toward the house. Doug?

His face appeared at the screen, again a finger raised.

Emily tempered her frustration with a short sigh and the knowledge that he would eventually come. He might be grumpy, but he would accommodate her. It wasnt often that she asked for anything. He knew that.

Returning to the front of the house, they posed on the steps, Emily above, Jill below, then shifted places at the photographers direction. Emily wore an easy smile. She was good at easy smiles, even when less easy things ate at her mind. Some might call it dishonesty. Emily called it making the best of the situation.

Hard to tell mother from daughter, the photographer remarked, to which Emily gave a doubtful snort.

Its true, Jill said. Theyll think youre my sister.

Emily fixated on the they, strangers in a dorm room three hours away, and felt a hollowness inside.

Mom, Jill growled, squeezing the fingers laced through hers.

Im okay, Emily vowed.

Ill only be in Boston. Well talk all the time.

I know.

You can drive in and take me to lunch.

I know.

We can go shopping.

I know. But it wasnt the same. It would never be the same again.

Fighting the knot in her throat, Emily gave Jill a hug and held on until she was recomposed. Then, staying close, she faced the camera again.

When the screen door opened behind them, she felt shed been granted a reprieve. Doug was a distraction from empty thoughts. He was her husband. He had been her world before children had come, and he would be again, once Jill was gone.

Where do you want me? he grunted in a way that set her stomach off again.

Problems? she asked. He was a business consultant, a troubleshooter hired by small companies to right things gone wrong. At a time of economic anemia, he was state-of-the-art medicine. He had never been more in demand.

He shot her a tired look. Always.

Where?

Pittsburgh.

Her heart fell. Concord or Manchester, even Boston he might do in a day. Pittsburgh was always longer. Do you have to go?

I dont have to, but if I want to keep the account, Id better.

Oh, Doug. He had promised her this week. Her heart broke for Jill. Her heart broke for herself.

More sharply, he said, Hell, I cant say no. Money is tight, and universities cost money. Im still gagging over that check I wrote last week.

Its okay, Jill said quickly. We still have stuff to do that Dad cant help us with at all. Well be busy, Mom. Will you be back before I leave, Dad?

He softened, touching her head. Sure, I will. Ill only be gone two days.

The photographer took several shots of them there, with Emily and Jill on the front steps and Doug leaning over the rail. Then he sat Doug on the steps and arranged Emily and Jill nearby, and when he was done with that pose, Jill jumped up.

I want one of my parents alone, she said, and this time Emily didnt argue. She slid onto the step below Doug and sat between his legs with her elbows on his knees.

It should have been the most comfortable pose in the world. They had sat that way dozens of times, back when they had first met, when life had been simpler.

Emilys life was still simple. It revolved around Jill and Doug, around the small house that needed repairs they couldnt afford, the small group of friends whose loyalty money couldnt buy, and the small town whose wealth lay in its warmth.

Dougs life was the one that had changed. He traveled constantly, power-lunched with power brokers, immersed himself so deeply in innovative management techniques that Emily was hard put to associate him with the unassuming organic farmer she had married. Maybe that was why she felt odd now, sitting between his legs with her elbows on his knees.

Mother! Jill cried. Smile!

Emily smiled. For Jill, anything.

And it wasnt all that hard. Of the many things motherhood had taught her over the years, hiding heartache was one.



Brian Stasek strode into the drugstore with a whimpering Julia on his hip. She wasnt happy, but then, neither was he. He was hungry, tired, and hot. She was hungry, tired, and wet. He had used the last of the Pampers at a rest stop five hours before. They were badly in need.

He found the aisle, found the size, found the sex. Gathering an armload of boxes, he found the cash register. The boxes clattered onto the counter. Julia began to wail.

He jiggled her on his hip while he reached for his wallet. Almost there. Almost there. Almost there.

Shes a cute baby, said the girl at the register.

Brian grunted. I thought so, too. Then she became all mine, and things changed. Let me tell you, taking care of kids isnt for the weak of heart. Remember that, if youre planning on having one in the near future.

The girl took a step back. Julia cried louder.

Since Chicago, he muttered.

Maybe shes sick, came the timid suggestion.

He sighed. No. Just tired. There was more to it than that, but Brian didnt have the strength or inclination to share the rest, certainly not with a teenaged stranger. He needed dry diapers, warm food, and a solid bed, in that order. So he tucked the change back in his pocket, gathered up the boxes, and returned to the Jeep.

The diaper was changed in no time. After three days, Brian was experienced enough to know that striving for perfection, where an unhappy child was concerned, was absurd. As long as the diaper was in the general vicinity, it would do its thing, give or take.

Give or take was what it had done. So he fished a dry jumpsuit from the depleted clean bag, stuffed the soggy one in the bulging dirty bag, and lifted his repaired daughter.

Pretty Julia, he said with a grin and gave her a hug.

She began to whimper.

The grin left. Right. Food. Pausing only to stick an empty baby bottle in the wasteband of his jeans, he backed out of the Jeep with Julia in his arms and straightened.

She began to squirm.

He held her still and looked her in the eye. If I let you walk, itll take twice as long to get where were going.

She looked back at him with pale blue, unblinking eyes. They were laced with silver, iridescent, almost unearthlywhich was how people often described his. They said that his eyes were his deadliest weapon, that one long hard look gave even the meanest man pause. For the first time in his life, he knew what they meant. When Julia looked at him with those eyes that way, it was like she knew something he didnt, like she knew lots of things he didnt.

Yeah, yeah, he said in an attempt to show her that he knew something, too, youve been stuck in the car for the better part of three days, and youre dying to move.

The eyes held his.

He sighed. So if youre hungry, youll make a beeline for the food. He set her down.

She made a beeline for the street.

He caught up her hand with an Oh, no, you dont, toots, but it was a minute of tugging and vehement, if unintelligible, complaints from Julia before she accepted the sidewalk.

Brian thought of Gayle. She had been the one wanting children, even when he said they should wait. They were both workaholics, he said. They couldnt do a child justice, he said.

She said that they had waited long enough, and that much longer and her ovaries would rot. She said she could do it all, wife, mother, and job.

Then she died, and he was left holding the bag.

And a sweet, sorry, sad little bag she was, he mused, looking down at the bobbing brown curls, the padded bottom, the toddling legs. Julia was used to Gayle being gone days, but the nights were tough, especially now, with four weeks worth piled one on top of another, and then there was the matter of breast milk, which Gayle had offered morning and night, right up to the end.

He was out of his league on that one.

Maybe on this one, too, he thought, looking on down the street. Then again, maybe not. He dragged in a long breath, then let it out, and when something inside him eased, he inhaled again.

Grannick wasnt bad, if its main street was anything to go by. It was clean. It had the kind of new-old New England charm that was stereotypical of a college town. People strolled in the early evening glow. They looked intelligent and peaceful. They looked casual. They looked countrified. Some of them looked just like him.

He wore old jeans, a black T-shirt that had seen blacker days, a pair of worn sneakers, and a three-day stubble. It was his undercover look. Back home, it was tough. Here, it was camp.

Julia toddled on with the occasional whimper.

Beside the drugstore was a video store, with its long expanse of neon that gave Julia a few seconds pause, then a bookstore, then, marked by elegant gold letters on a burnished field, the Eatery. Brian felt a surge of energy. Well, look at that. Right there when we need it. Now, thats a good omen, Id say.

The Eatery would have been lovely had he been there with Gayle. But Julia was hungry and tired, alternately gnawing on her fist and crying, not at all pleased to be held in one place, and the menu was Southwestern, heavy on avocados, sprouts, and salsa, none of which was her standard fare. He had been hoping for something as pedestrian as roast turkey, mashed potatoes, and peas. Going with the next best thing, he settled for a burger and fries.

The place did have milk, a large glass of which the waitress set before him. It was a breathless minute of pouring from the glass into Julias bottle, working around her eager arms and impatient cries, before, at last, came a blessed silence.

Brian cornered himself in the booth and settled her in his arms. Her eyes met his and stayed, eerily knowing, daunting in that. He tried to convey confidence, since a confident touch was what she needed, or so his mother had said. She had also said that Julia could stay with her, that it would be easier for him until he was settled, that the trip would be rough with a baby, but he hadnt listened. He had needed to take her then and there, had needed this little scrap of Gayle and him, the best of their old life, the seeds of his future.

Besides, if he hadnt taken her then, he might have lost his nerve.

Which was a joke, given what he did for a living. He was known for his calm under fire, but hell, the police academy hadnt prepared him for fatherhood. As detectives went, he was street-smart and quick, but neither of those things impressed Julia, and as for his shield, shed as soon bury it in cereal as cower before it.

Brian knew what it was to see the seedy side of life, then go home, close the door, and shower it away. But there was no showering Julia away. She was his for the forseeable future. Taking her from her grandmother in Chicago was the most daring thing he had done in his life.

A burger and fries, the waitress sang, setting a platter before him. He smiled his thanks, but didnt move. Julia continued to drink. He knew that she was perfectly capable of sitting up, tipping her head back, and holding the bottle herself, but she seemed content.

And so, for that brief moment, was he.

But the moment passed. Julia finished the bottle, sat on the booster seat beside him, and ate pieces of the hamburger he offered, but she was tired. Normally neat, she grew messy and whiney. She rubbed at her eyes with ketchupy hands. She said words that Gayle would have known, but that meant nothing to Brian. He tried to pacify her with more milk, but she wasnt having any part of itor with the Coke he had ordered for himselfand when she started crying, Mommmmymommmmy, he lost his appetite.

Swinging her into his arms, he paid the bill and started back toward the Jeep, only to set her down again when the squirming resumed.

It was warm out. The air was still, heavy with the ripe smell of trees and grass and so different from where he had been that he wondered if this was an omen, too. He had never particularly wanted to live in the country, but it seemed the best choice, given the circumstances. He needed a sane place to raise Julia. He needed a peaceful place to heal.

Julia began to whimper again.

He swung her up. What is it, sweetie?

Mom-my.

Mommy isnt here, but Daddy is. Everythings going to be just fine. See? Heres the Jeep, right where we left it. And intactwhich was a city thought if ever there was onebut not so dumb, given that the vehicle held the sum of his most precious earthly possessions. Not to mention paraphernalia for Julia, her favorite crackers and juice, and the stuffed rabbit that she refused to sleep without.

Brians mind lingered on crackers and juice and his own belly, which would undoubtedly speak up several hours hence. Julias crackers and juice wouldnt do the trick. He had tried the night before.

So he returned to the drugstore and bought a party-size bag of cheddar popcorn, three Heath Bars, and a six-pack of apricot nectar. He was turning to leave, with Julia under one arm and his purchases under the other, when a round of squeals drew his attention to the back of the store.

A photo booth stood there, its half-curtain drawn, and beneath and behind, more legs than he could sort out and count. He grinned. He remembered that fun.

The squeals came again, high laughter followed by a flash of light and the frenzied repositioning of legs. The laughter rang out, the legs froze, the light flashed, then it all began again. When it was done, six preteens tumbled from the booth.

Brian wasnt sure how they had all fit in, but they seemed happy and healthy, and the activity suddenly struck him as such a throwback to an earlier time, such a refreshing change from a world of video arcades and computer massacres, that he couldnt resist.

Tucking the paper sack into the booth, he dug in his pocket for change, and slid in with Julia on his lap. Grammie will love this, he told her, and tried to push her curls into some semblance of order. If we smile for the camera, shell see that were doing just fine. Isnt that a great idea, Julia?

Julia was looking at the innards of the booth as though it were a house of horrors. Her unearthly eyes were growing wider by the second. Tears pooled on their lower lids.

Oh, sweetie, its okay, Brian coaxed. Nothing will hurt you here. Daddy wont let it. Look, he said with pumped-up enthusiasm, Ill just feed it some quarterswant to help mehere, hold the quarter

It fell on the floor.

He bent over to retrieve it, inadvertently squashing Julia, who let out a wail. He hugged her. He kissed her head. Shhh. Daddy didnt mean that. Here, lets try again. But he pushed the quarters in himself, because retrieving the thing in such cramped quarters hadnt been easy on him either, and because he figured he had Julia quieted, but not for long. There. Now we look here, he pointed at the big black circle just as the first flash went off.

Startled, Julia began to scream and didnt stop this time, despite Brians efforts to console her, cooing his sympathy, holding her cheek to his, begging her to smile. Moments later, standing outside the booth waiting for the strip of pictures to emerge, he figured that, if nothing else, he had that first shot before she had lost it completely. Guardedness was better than terror, he supposed.

As it happened, he didnt even get guardedness. He got three shots of Julia crying her heart out while he held her cheek to his. For that first shot, she had been down on his lap. All that showed of her was a mess of curls on the top of her head.

Wondering if this, too, was an omen, he folded the strip of photos in half and stuffed it in his pocket. Then he set Julia on his hip, snatched up the paper sack, and strode from the store.



Myra Balch sat at the upstairs window of her small frame house, watching the world go by. It wasnt a large one, as worlds went. She lived at the end of a dead end street lined with small frame houses not unlike hers, but from her end, the only house she could see was the Arkins.

That didnt mean she didnt know what was happening on the rest of the street. She most certainly did. She knew when the Wilsons weekly oranges came from their daughter in Florida, because the UPS truck turned around in Myras driveway. She knew when Abel Hinkley got a raise, because the furniture delivery truck did the same. And that funny little truck painted like a rat. The exterminator. At the LeJeunes. Again.

Of course, there were things her driveway couldnt tell her. That was why she went walking up and down the street every morning at eleven. She wanted the news. And the exercise, of course, she wanted that, too. Frank was a big one for keeping in shape. If she ever got fat, hed leave her, no questions asked.

The sheers moved, just a flicker. She wished for more, wished for a breeze to cool the house. Frank kept promising her a fan, but he never seemed to get around to buying it, so the air remained still and warm.

She leaned forward. The photographer who had taken pictures of the Arkins was leaving. He was the same one who had taken pictures for Ginny Haists sixty-fifth birthday, and the pictures were grand. Myra hoped he had done as well for the Arkins.

She had crocheted Jill an afghan for school and planned to give it to her on the night before she left. She knew Emily would be touched.

The photographer backed out of the driveway and drove off, leaving Emilys old wagon looking bare and forlorn. It had seen better days, poor thing.

Dougs car was another matter. It was little more than a gleam of black and chrome in the shelter of the garage. She wondered if it would stay there when they rented out the rooms above. She wondered if the renter would be expected to park on the street. She wondered whose idea it was to rent in the first place.

Probably Dougs. He would want the money. It wouldnt bother him if there were strangers around. He wasnt the one who would see them coming and going. He wasnt the one whose privacy would be disturbed.

Emily deserved more. Myra did what she could to helpand her lace cookies were the best in townbut lace cookies could only do so much.

Flowers helped. Myra always had one bloom or another to give Emily. And, of course, there were things like knitted mittens or an afghan, guaranteed to bring a smile.

Myra gasped. There they were, Emily, Jill, and Doug, climbing into that rusty wagon, off to the Whittakers cook-out. Tomorrow night there was a party at the Davieses, and the next night one at the Eatery, where Jill and her friends had all waitressed.

One party after another. Myra didnt know what it was about people that made them want to make fools of themselves in public. Emily understood that. She wasnt throwing a party for Jill. She didnt see the girls leaving home as cause for celebration. Their parting would be a private affair, surely a sad one.

But I dont talk, Myra vowed as she rose from her chair, never have, never will. I bake my cookies and knit my sweaters, and keep still. So what do they do? They plan a party for me. She started down the stairs. I dont want a party. Theyre the ones who want it. They left here the very first chance they could, and they never came back for long, and they feel guilty about that. So now theyve brought food for a party, and theyve taken over my house.

To her right, at the bottom of the stairs, the dining room table was covered with her mothers embroidered linen and the first of the food her daughters-in-law had brought. To her left, the living room was filled with sons and grandkids, all glued to a baseball game on television.

Turning toward the back of the house, she slipped through the kitchen, let herself out the door, and went down the steps and across the lawn without being noticed. She paused to admire the whole of the huge, pale green weeping willow that stood on the bank of the pond, before settling onto the scrolled wrought-iron bench that sat beneath the veil of its arms.

She plucked bits of fallen leaveswillow lint, she called it affectionatelyfrom the bench, then leaned over and plucked bits from the ground. She worked her way down the bench, grooming the grass beneath the willow until it was neatened to her satisfaction. Then she sat back and admired the pachysandra she had planted and pruned over the years, and beyond that, the impatiens, and beyond that, the lilies. Looking out over the water, she sighed.

Such a beautiful spot. And so well tended. She had done her best. She would continue to, until the day she died.

That thought made her restless, impatient, and frightened at the same time. She carried a dreadful burden. When she thought of death, the burden shifted and threatened to spill. She gathered her strength, steadied it, and vowed that she wouldnt die yet.

But it was coming. She knew it, more and more so, with each birthday that passed. Time was running out.

Myra? It was her daughter-in-law Linda, the career woman who believed that all women were sisters, regardless of age, and that mother was too formal a name for her mother-in-law. Why are you sitting out here alone?

Im not alone, Myra said kindly. She liked Linda, actually. Quirks and all, Linda was more tolerant than the others. The others would have argued with her even now, but Linda merely smiled.

We want pictures. Will you come inside?

But pictures should be taken out here. This is the most beautiful spot around.

Linda swatted away a mosquito. Its very buggy.

Not for me. I use the right perfume. Its in the bathroom off the kitchen, if youd like to try some. Not that the boys will like it, but a few bites wont hurt them any. Yes, the idea was growing on her, if were taking pictures, Id like them taken here. But youll have to call Frank. We cant take pictures without him.

Linda smiled. Ill go get the others.

Myra returned the smile, and it lingered. A picture-taking session beneath the willow was perfect. So there was something to be said for daughters-in-law, after all. Certainly for grandchildren. Even for sons who felt guilt after years of neglect. Far be it from her to tell them that by the time they had left home, she had been ready for them to go, tired of the fights with each other and with Frank, tired of the cooking and the cleaning. She had been more than ready for a rest.

Not that she would tell Frank that. Lord no. He would be furious. He hadnt liked the boys leaving, hadnt liked it at all.

Come on inside, Mom, called her oldest, Carl. Well take pictures in the living room.

Out here! she called back.

The light is dimming out there.

Indeed it was. Dusk was imminent. But she wasnt as dumb as they thought. Its still brighter here than it is inside.

We can use a flash in here.

You can use a flash out here, too. She grinned. Its here or not at all, Carl. Its my birthday. The grin thinned. Youll have to tell your father were out here. Where is he? I thought he was puttering around the woodshed, but I dont see him there. Find him for me, Carl?

Carl retreated into the house, but only for a minute. When he returned, he wasnt alone. The other sons were with him, and the daughters-in-law, and, trailing dutifully, the grandchildren. Before Myra could do more than pat her hair and check to make sure that her collar lay flat, she was surrounded by family, kneeling in front, sitting beside, standing behind.

In the crush came the thought that maybe this wasnt such a good idea after all, that the grass under the willow would be hurt, but it seemed too late to say that, and then there was the matter of Frank.

Wheres your father, Carl? she asked, looking around. She didnt see Frank anywhere. I want him sitting on this bench. She tried to oust the grandchildren to her left, but they were packed in too tight.

Carl put the camera to his eye. Look here, everyone.

Wheres Frank? We cant take a picture without him.

There was murmuring behind Myra and a snicker or two in front. She ignored them, sitting straighter, putting on the kind of starched face that Carl wouldnt care to photograph.

I want Frank here, she insisted. Its only right. Hes part of this family.

Take the picture, Carl.

Its getting darker.

Mommy, Im bit!

On the count of three, Carl said from behind the camera.

Myra sat forward, looking to see if Frank was off to the side, wading in the pond. He did that sometimes, when the air was warm.

Onetwolook here, Mom.

But your father

From behind her came a gentle, Myra, and Lindas hand on her shoulder. Its all right. Hell be along. What if you smile, and then we can surprise Frank with the picture?

Unsure, Myra looked back at her. Should we?

Definitely.

But he may be angry that we didnt wait.

He wont be angry. Hell be pleased.

Myra wanted that more than anything in the world. Pleasing Frank was crucial. It was the key to her survival. It was what made her steady that heavy load she carried, what made her turn away from death, even those times when she was so tired of fighting that she wanted only to close her eyes and succumb.

She lived on for Frank.

Look at Carl, Linda urged, and Myra was unsettled enough to do it.

Thats it, came the cameras voice, sounding enough like Franks to put Myra momentarily at ease. On the count of three, everyone say cheese. One, two, three

There was a collective, Cheeeeeese, and a flash of light.

Myra neither smiled nor spoke. It wasnt Frank behind the camera, after all, but Carl, and she wasnt sure Frank would like being left out. If he was angry, he could argue with Carl.

But it didnt work that way. She was the one who lived with him. She was the one who suffered.

The count came again, the collective, Cheeeeeese, and the flash, and then the crowd that had swarmed down on her so suddenly, as suddenly dispersed. The back door slapped again and again, until at last it was still and all was quiet.

Myra closed her eyes. She let the warm night breeze cleanse the space around her. Then, silent as always, she slipped to her knees and began fluffing the grass, combing it with her fingers, caressing the soil beneath. This was the most beautiful spot around. It was right to take a family picture here. This was a place for reunions.








two




PART OF THE BEAUTY OF HAVING A CHILD, EMILY decided, was the reflection it brought to ones own life. Through Jill, she remembered things that would have otherwise been lostovernights with giggling friends, the fear of being left chairless when the music stopped, the warm, wet flush of a first kiss. As Jill experienced things, Emily relived them.

So, now, she relived leaving home. She relived the frantic shopping and packing, the last teary gatherings with friends, the fear of a faceless roommate, the terror of academic failure. She also relived the excitement, because, in hindsight, going to college had been the single most pivotal point in her life. She had met Doug the first week. They had been married within the year.

It had worked for her. But for Jill, she wanted more. She wanted four years of study and fun, a degree, traveling with friends, sharing an apartment, getting a job, building a namethen coming back to live nearby.

Thinking of Jills eventual return was one way to fight the sadness of her going away. Another was to keep busy, which Emily did readily in her capacity as laundress, social secretary, and cooker of favorite meals. Still there were times, as Jill whirled through her final preparations, when Emily stood watching her, wondering where the years had gone, wishing them back. There had been a solace in knowing how Jill spent her time and with whom. There had been a luxury in determining it.

Now she was losing her grip.

It had to be, but that fact didnt ease Emilys dread. The time was too short, four days gone in a flash. Before it seemed at all possible, Emily found herself behind the wheel of the wagon, with Jills eyes fixed on the turnpike ahead, and every inch of spare space behind them filled.

Emily tried to think of what might have been forgotten. Do you have your bank check? It represented Jills summers earnings and would be her spending money at school.

In my wallet.

Your tuition receipt? She had to show it to get her dorm key.

In my pocket.

The campus map?

Right here, held aloft in the tightest of grips.

Careful. Dont crush it.

Jill relaxed her hand.

As they passed Springfield, Emily tried to think of last bits of advice. Time was running out fast. You should be able to pick up curtains and a carpet at stores on the edge of campus.

I know. I have a list of places.

Go with your roommate.

Of course.

Dont wander around alone.

Ill be fine, Mom.

They passed Worcester. As straight as the road was, Emilys stomach swerved.

Say no like you mean it.

Huh?

If some boy tries to pressure you. Be firm. Use your knee.

Jill sighed loudly.

When they passed the Weston tolls and Boston materialized on the horizon, Emily felt a crowding of emotion, overlaid with hollowness, shot with dread. Then Jill took her hand.

They said little more for the rest of the trip, holding hands that way until they pulled off at the Cambridge tolls, and then life switched to fast-forward. They found the dorm and unloaded the car. They met Jills roommate and the girls across the hall, down the hall, and around the corner. They put things in drawers. They filled the closet, made the bed, spread Myras afghan. They set up a desk lamp and the answering machine and Jills computer.

Fast-forward ended abruptly, with the room as neat as it would probably be for the rest of the term, and nothing else for Emily to do. So they sat on Jills bed, just the two of them plastered side by side, and looked at the pictures Jill had brought. There was one of Jill and five friends, crowding together in laughter at the Davieses party, one of Jill and her two best friends, Marilee and Dawn, one of the same three girls and their mothers.

I like this one a lot, Emily remarked. The other mothers, Kay and Celeste, were her own two closest friends. She had a copy of the print on her kitchen corkboard. And this one a whole lot. It was a montage of five of the Larry prints, with Emily and Jill in varying states of connection.

My sister, Jill teased.

Your mother.

Theyll never guess. Just think of all that you wont have to do with me gone.

Emily gave her a look. Are you kidding? Im spending the next month cleaning your room.

Dont touch my room. I want everything the same when I go home. Ill clean then. Its only seven weeks til fall break, less if I get lonesome. Maybe Ill take a bus home and surprise you some weekend.

Emilys throat tightened. She was losing her daughter. Oh God. I want you to have fun here, Jill, the rational side of her said. These will be an incredible four years. I just know they will.

What about you, Mom? Will you be okay?

Emily felt a thudding inside. She put an arm around Jill. Ill be fine.

I dont like the idea of your being alone.

Your father will be home at the end of the week.

Yeah. For two days, before he leaves again. Cant you get him to stay home more? It isnt fair to you that hes gone all the time.

Emily swallowed her agreement. Loyalty to Doug made her say, He has to work. He wouldnt travel so much if it werent important.

I know, but youve always had me before, and now you wont.

Ill have Kay and Celeste, and John, and all the other people I know around town. Ill have Myra, who loves to sit and talk, and if I cant clean your room, Ill clean the rest of the house, and when Im done with that, Ill do the room over the garage.

My playroom? Jill asked in dismay.

You havent played there in years. It has the potential for being a great little apartment.

My friends and I loved it. Can I live there next summer?

Not if someone else is paying for that privilege.

Youd really rent it out?

Why not?

Because its ours. Which was just what Emily had told Doug when he had first suggested it. As though hearing the thought, Jill said, Daddys the one who wants to do it, isnt he?

Emily wondered if Jill resented Dougs not being there at the dorm with them. Plenty of other fathers were. Why do you think that?

Because he isnt home enough to care whether some stranger lives in our house.

Its the space over the garage, Emily argued, as Doug had, and its a good thirty feet from the house. It has a separate entrance, not even on the house side. We wont see a thing.

Was it his idea?

I dont remember whose idea it was, Emily lied, because whose idea it was didnt matter, but it does make sense. The money will come in handy. Maybe then your father could stay home more. She raised the last picture. It was another from the Larry batch. Doug was sitting on the front steps, Emily one step lower with her arm around his thigh, Jill one step higher with her arm around his neck.

Emily had the impression that they were restraining him, deliberately holding him there, which wasnt all that absurd, given that he had run back to answer the phone again, shortly before the shot had been snapped.

Nice picture, Emily said, but suddenly she wasnt thinking of Doug. She was thinking that the time had come, the inevitable last few grains of sand through the hourglass. She was hearing freshman sounds in the hall, knowing that Jill should be out there, not in here with her. Oh God. I should go, she whispered, and the tears came then, helpless tears that flowed with love. You be good.

Jill threw her arms around her neck and held on tight.

Be good, Emily repeated in the same choked whisper, and have fun, and study, and call me.

Jill was crying, too. Emily could feel the sobbing rhythm and hated it, hated it, but loved the warmth and the closeness.

Call me, Emily repeated.

I will. Ill miss you. Ill worry.

Emily held her back, startled by that. Worry? About me?

Jill nodded, but she didnt elaborate, and Emily was on the verge of an all-out deluge, knowing that the longer she stayed, the worse it would be. So she stood quickly, gave Jill a last hug, and ran from the room.

She was barely out the door when she turned right back. She shouldnt have done it, because Jill hadnt had time to move. She was sitting alone on the bed, her face teary, looking forlorn.

Oh God, Emily whispered, then said, Im going straight to Grannick, but I may stop at the market before I go home. If you call and Im not there, just leave a message, and Ill call back. We may have to do that for a while, until you start classes and things settle down. Ill be in tonight, but not tomorrow morning. Im having breakfast with Kay and Celeste. She caught her breath. Oh God, she whispered again. She ran to the bed and gave Jill a final last hug. Want to walk me down?

Go, Mom.



It was awful, Emily cried at the Eatery, emotional even twenty hours after the fact. I have no idea how I found my way back to the car, and then I could barely see the road, I was crying so hard. She looked so alone sitting there on that bed.

Celeste grinned. And two minutes after you left, she was probably out in the hall having a grand time. Did you talk with her last night?

Emily searched her pockets for a tissue. Uh-huh.

And?

She blotted her eyes. Uh-huh. A grand time. Great girls, hot guys, quote unquote. How about you? Have you heard from Dawn?

Not a word, but that was the deal. She agreed to go to college in Grannick in exchange for my pretending shes miles away. I cant call her. She calls me. And she hasnt.

That should only be my problem, Kay mused, catching the eye of the waitress and pointing at her coffee cup. Three times the first day, twice yesterday. The books say thats normal. What they dont say is that it costs. I was forewarned about tuition, room-and-board, and textbooks, but none of them mentioned the phone bill. Ill have to pay it before John sees it. Hell hit the roof. He still thinks she should have gone to UMass.

Hah, Emily said. John may make noise, but he cant fool me. She knew him well. She had been his friend before Kays, and both of those, before the girls were even born. John is proud as punch that shes in Washington. You wait. Hell be looking forward to those calls.

Three times a day? Kay asked and looked impatiently around. I need caffeine. You do know that if I didnt love you guys so much, Id never be here this early.

Emily knew about that love. Monday meetings with Kay and Celeste, sans spouses or offspring, were therapeutic. They had breakfasted through the summer and would switch back to dinners once Kay, who taught eighth-grade English, returned to work. When does school start?

Thursday. Ahhh. Here she comes. She extended her coffee cup to the waitress with a grateful smile, then, declaring a pre-school splurge, ordered a hearty breakfast.

Emily and Celeste ordered more modestly.

Celeste watched the waitress leave. Seems like yesterday our kids were taking the orders.

Emily knew what she meant. It was, almost.

Its weird waking up to an empty house. I keep looking into Dawns room, just to make sure shes gone.

Do you miss her? Emily wanted to know she wasnt the only one who felt all hollowed out.

She just left.

So did Marilee, Kay said, still I miss her. Weve been separated before, and for longer periods of time than two days, but college is different. Its significative.

Emily thought that sounded right.

Its also about time, Celeste avowed. Dawns been my responsibility and mine alonewhich is nice, when you think that I havent had to pander to her father all these years, and not so nice when you think of the work. Im the one whos had to nag and pester and bribe her to keep studying. Thats the down-side of single parenthood.

Just as Emily was thinking it, Kay said, Its the down-side of motherhood.

Do I miss her? Celeste asked. Emotionally, yes. Practically, no. I feel relieved, like I got her where she is, and now someone else is sharing the responsibility.

Who? Emily asked, eager for reassurance. She trembled to think of Jill alone in Boston.

Whoeverthe school, the adviser, the RA. Her. Shes responsible for more of her life. Finally.

Do you think shell do okay? Kay asked, with good cause. Of the three girls, Dawn was both the brightest and the most impulsive. More than once, Jill and Marilee had kept her from doing things she would have come to regret.

Emily hoped she would find new friends to guard her like that. She worried about it even with Jill, who was eminently sensible. Jill thrived on being surrounded by friends. In the rush to align herself with a group in college, she might make a mistake. For all Emily knew, the girls on her floor, who had seemed so nice, might have been waiting for their parents to leave to show their true colors. For all Emily knew, they might want to drink themselves drunk every night, buzz-cut their hair, and snort coke. For all Emily knew, the guys would be cute and polite and thoroughly lecherous. For all Emily knew, serial killers staked out the cafeteria lines.

Celeste didnt seem worried. Dawn will be fine. She knows what I expect. God only knows Ive drummed it into her enough. Actually, her father is making noises now. Isnt that a hoot? The shadow takes form, after all these years. She got her brains from him, and now hes footing the bill. Little did he know when he agreed to pay her college tuition in his rush to be free of me, what it would cost.

Little did any of us know, Emily remarked. Its tough.

Celeste eyed her strangely. Doug does well.

Doing well barely meets the cost of the tuition.

But hes a single-practitioner. He markets his mind and works out of the den. He has no overhead to speak of.

He has huge travel costs.

Celeste remained skeptical. To look at him, youd never know hes anything but loaded. He was like something out of a magazine the other night.

Clothes are his weakness, Emily allowed. Clothes and cars. But he doesnt gamble, and he doesnt come home with lipstick on his collar.

He doesnt come home, period.

Sure, he does. Hes home most weekends.

Will he come home more, now that youre alone? Kay asked.

How can he, with Jills bills? He has to work harder than ever.

Celeste made a noise. Doesnt it get you down, that he isnt there more? At least I have an alimony check to warm my cold hands.

Yes, it got Emily down. She and Doug had been inseparable, eons ago. But she couldnt dwell on the past. Its not so bad, she said. She yawned and stretched, then set her elbows on the table and grinned. I have the bathroom all to myself. Besides, things will be different with Jill gone. For the first time in years, weekends will be just Doug and me. Good quality time, fun, like the old days, just the two of us. The prospect gave her hope.

Kay sighed. Im envious. John knows nothing about fun.

John is wonderful, Emily argued.

Hes a cop. Life is one long investigation.

He is decent, upstanding, and honest.

Oh yes, Kay granted. Hes also a master worry-wart. He sees the underside of a lettuce leaf. Why do you think I pour myself into my work? If I listened to half of what he says, Id be basket case. I dont even have Marilee to distract me now. Id die without a job. She focused on Emily. You need one.

Doug doesnt want me to work.

If he isnt here, what difference does it make? Celeste asked. If he isnt here, you can do what you want.

But I respect his feelings. Weve discussed it. Ive offered, but he says no. Its a matter of pride.

Pride? Hah! He feels threatened.

Emily laughed. He does not.

Hes worried that if you get a job, you might succeed at it and eclipse him. It was that way with the book.

No, it wasnt. I did that book as a favor to John. It was never intended to be anything big.

You wrote a book, Celeste argued, and it was published. Thats one hell of an accomplishment.

But Emily didnt see it that way. I ghost-wrote it. Sam and Donnie were the ones who did the police work. They told me their story. All I did was take down their words and neaten them up.

Kay started to speak, stopped when their food arrived, resumed the minute the waitress left. You did more than that, Emily. John knows it, Sam and Donnie know it, and Id warrant Doug does, too. You listened to Sam and Donnies ideas, you interviewed people and verified facts, then you put everything together. You were the only one who sat at that typewriter, night after night, after Jill was in bed. It always bothered me that your name wasnt on the cover.

I didnt need it on the cover, Emily protested, laughing again. She picked up her spoon. It was inside. That was enough.

Celeste stared at her. If it was me, Id have milked being a published author for everything it was worth.

But the work meant something to me. I didnt do it for the money or the acclaim. Believe me, I was perfectly happy with the mention I got. I dont aspire to be in the limelight.

You may not, Celeste said, but I do. She raised a piece of English muffin and held it daintily, though she wasnt first and foremost a dainty woman. She was tall and slim, with a direct gaze and a fresh mouth. She rarely wore makeup, couldnt bother with much more than a French braid, and made so little attempt to attract men that they were invariably attracted. While Kay leaned toward blouses and skirts and Emily toward tunics and leggings, Celeste was more comfortable in jeans and a simple white shirt. Ladies, she declared now, my time has come.

Emily exchanged a bemused look with Kay. Your time for what?

Celeste set down her muffin. Living. Without Dawn to nag, I have undirected energy.

She just left, Kay said, as Celeste had moments before, but Celeste ignored her.

Ive been looking at my life, really looking, turning it inside out and looking at it that way, too. Ive been waking up with the sun, in a stone-gray empty house, thinking about what I want to do. For starters, Im getting my nose fixed.

Kays jaw dropped. Youre kidding.

But why? Emily asked.

Look at this nose. Its an ugly nose.

But youve had it forever. Its part of who you are.

Not anymore. As of Thursday morning, itll be narrowed and shaped, along with this.

Emily couldnt see what she was pointing at. Whats that?

My double chin.

I dont see a double chin. To Kay, she said, Do you see one?

No. Youre nuts, Celeste.

But Celeste was insistent. I see the double chin, and I see the ugly nose. The fact that you two dont is irrelevant. Im the only one who matters. Its my self-image.

Emily couldnt argue with that. Still. You really dont need any of it, Celeste.

But I want it. And when the swellings gone down and the stitches are out, Im having streaks put in my hair.

Gray ones like mine? Kay cracked, though Emily was hard put to differentiate between sandy and gray in Kays hair.

Blonde ones, Celeste said. Im going with a lighter brown as a base color and blond streaks. Lighter is younger. Except for you, Emily. You always look sixteen.

Emilys sable-colored hair was thick and glossy, blunt-cut an inch below her earlobe. Two minutes with a blowdryer and the ends curled under. She had worn it that way since she was, well, sixteen.

And after my hair is done, Celeste announced, Im buying clothes.

New jeans?

Only if they have gold studs running up and down the legs, and even then, only if theres a matching top that buttons down to here. She pointed to a spot below her breasts, then added in an undertone, Or unbuttons. Whichever.

That isnt you, Kay said.

Why not? Why cant I change?

Why would you want to?

Because Im bored with me.

Emily was wary. Where are we headed, here?

Celeste grinned. Men. Im starting to date.

Celeste, Kay chided, you already date.

I go to dinner or a movie with friends who happen to be male. I wouldnt call them dates.

Emily humored her. If those werent dates, how will these be dates?

Theyll be romantic, for one thing. Im putting an ad in the paper.

You arent.

Celeste.

I am. I want wine and roses and music and poetry. And sex.

Not healthy, Emily warned. Things have changed since we were kids.

Physical needs havent. Mines been on hold for seventeen years. A few more, and Ill be too old to care. The way I see it, its now or never.

Are you looking for a husband? Emily asked in search of a method to the madness.

Celeste made a face. Are you kidding? And let Jackson off the alimony hook? No way. I want some fun. Thats all.

Kay folded a rasher of bacon into her mouth. Emily pushed a blueberry around with her spoon.

You guys disapprove, Celeste said.

Emily set down the spoon. Putting an ad in the paper is dangerous. You wont know what youre getting. The personals are an invitation for crazy men to prey on lonely women.

What if I put an ad in a reputable publication, like something for Harvard alums.

You didnt go to Harvard.

So?

So, someone responding might not have gone, either.

Come on, Emily. There are ways to cull out the bad ones. Ive researched this. Trust me. And anyway, she said more smugly, if you guys help me cull out the bad ones, I cant go wrong.

Whoa, Kay said, do you know what John would say if he heard you were doing this? Do you know what he would say if he thought I was helping you?

Emily agreed. The idea of this makes me uncomfortable.

Thats because youre married. If youd been single like me all these years, youd be excited. Come on, you two. Ive been good. I waited for a winner to waltz into town, and when he didnt, I settled for driving the church van on Saturday nights. Dawn is gone now, so its not like Im setting a bad example.

But the personals?

Well, look, what are my alternatives? You know this town as well as I do. There arent any eligible men here, at least not any with spirit, and I want spirit.

John hired a new man, Kay offered. He just got here.

No good. Our uniforms stink. Now, if our guys wore jodphurs and helmets, and rode motorcycles like the Staties

This guy wont be in uniform. Hes a detective. From Manhattan.

Emily hadnt heard anything about a new man on the force. A detective? Is he here on a special assignment?

No. We lost one of ours to the FBI. John is simply appointing a replacement.

From Manhattan? Celeste asked. Is he single?

Uh-huh.

How old?

Early forties.

Whats wrong with him?

Kay laughed. What do you mean, whats wrong with him?

If hes in his early forties and still single

Who do you think your ad will attract? Emily asked, still upset by that idea, but Celeste wasnt done with Kay.

If hes in his early forties and still single, and hes leaving New York City for a place like this, something must be wrong with him. He must be up on charges of misconduct. Or hes burned out. The last thing I need is a has-been.

He isnt a has-been, Kay insisted. John says hes at the top of his field.

Then why did he leave New York?

Because his wife was killed in a hit-and-run accident, and he has a young child to raise, and he didnt think he could handle doing that in New York.

How awful, Emily said, imagining well the havoc in his life. How old is the child?

Little. Under two.

How awful.

Ill say, said Celeste. Hell, Ive just gotten my freedom. Id be crazy to get involved with a man with a child.

Emily felt a stab of annoyance. If hes just come off the death of his wife, and hes changed jobs and moved to a strange place for the sake of his daughter, I doubt hed want to be involved with you, either.

Gee, thanks.

She let out a breath. You know what I mean, Celeste. Anyway, youre right. He isnt thinking freedom the way you are. Score one for him. You make me very nervous.

Not to worry, she said. The surgerys being done Thursday. Will you guys visit me?

Come Thursday, Im a career woman again, Kay reminded her. Itll have to be after school.

And you, lady of leisure? Celeste asked Emily.

Emily smiled. Lady of leisure. Cute.

Well, arent you?

No more so than before. There are things around the house that Ive been putting off until Jill left.

Dont touch Jills things, Kay advised.

I dont dare. She was very clear on that.

Well, shes right. The books say kids need to know that their personal space is secure.

Its just her closet. Its a mess.

No matter. When she comes home the first time, everything should be exactly as it was when she left.

Emily sighed. Fine. I wont touch hers, but there are other closets to clean. And the basement. And I want to repaper the bathrooms.

Let Doug do that, Celeste said.

When? Im the one with the time.

I think you should do another book, Kay decided. Does your editor still call?

Every few months, but just to talk. Were friends.

I read the note she sent along with that bottle of champagne. She loved working with you. She didnt need to say that.

Okay, so we got along, but that doesnt mean she wants another book, and even if she did, what would I write about?

Open the newspaper, Celeste suggested. Pick a crime.

True crime is hot, Kay added.

But Emily shook her head. It wasnt only Dougs pride that kept her from looking for work. I really do want to fix up the house. And when thats done, Ill tackle the room above the garage. She would be busy for months.

You really are renting it out? Celeste asked.

The space is just going to waste.

Talk about inviting strangers into your life.

We could use the money.

For Gods sake, Emily, you arent indigent.

Jills school bills make Doug nervous.

Yet he wont let you work? Kay asked. I dont understand him.

He knew this day was coming, Celeste complained. He should have had her tuition all stashed away.

How could he do that? Emily asked. Weve always used his income to live on. She defended Doug out of habit, though she was annoyed herself. They lived frugally. His business had grown steadily. She didnt understand why they were so strapped.

But if the money wasnt there, it wasnt there. She sighed. Its only the room above the garage. It wont be so bad. With a sheepish smile and a one-shouldered shrug, she said, It might actually be nice. Beat the silence. You know?
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IT WAS A SILENCE FILLED WITH VOICES SHE couldnt hear, an eerie quiet barely breeched by the smooth slur of the jazz sax wafting from the stereo in the den. She turned up the volume and listened, with the small of her back to the doorjamb and her arms crossed. Closing her eyes, she let the beat take her away.

But not for long, never for long. This was where she needed to be.

Peeling her spine from the wood, she began an aimless wandering from room to room. Earlier, she had talked with Jill, who was on her way to a dorm dinner and sounded excited, and with Doug, who was on his way to a client meeting and sounded rushed. She had heated the beef stew Myra delivered. She had watched the evening news. She had folded Jills freshly laundered sheetsthere was a line to be drawn on the leave-her-room-alone ruleand put them back on the bed.

After arranging the pillows neatly at its head, she had stood for a while holding Cat. Its fur was matted and its whiskers sparse, one eye gone, its tail shredded. She remembered reading The Velveteen Rabbit dozens of times, with Jill close by her side and Cat close by Jills. No doubt about it, Cat was as loved as that rabbit.

Surprising, that she had left it home. Kids brought stuffed pets to college. Hadnt Jills roommateshes so cool, Mombrought two? Then again, if Jill wanted her room at home preserved, there was no better watchdog than Cat. So Emily had gently placed it on the pillows, making sure that its time-worn body was securely propped.

She went down the hall now, past one closed door, the bathroom, and the bedroom she shared with Doug, to the stairs. The runner was worn. Emily remembered when it had been new. The thought made her feel old herself, absurd, given that she was barely forty. But she didnt have children at home anymore, which meant that she was, in theory, semiretired, which was an awful thought. She had always been highly directed.

Discouraged, she sank into the living room sofa. It, too, was worn, though not worth recovering. She and Doug didnt entertain often. He wasnt home enough.

She sighed as her gaze settled on the mantel. She picked out photos from the crowd there, recalling when each had been taken, and the memories kept her company for a time. Then they faded, and she was alone.

She thought of taking a bath. She had rarely had time for that, raising Jill. Or she could read a book. She had a stack on the dresser, four good ones to choose from.

The windows were open to the late-August night, to the chirrup of the crickets and the slurp of the pond. Earlier, there had been the drone of a lawn mower, done now, though the scent of cut grass hung thick in the humid air.

Sitting in the dark of night, so quiet and still, she felt as though her life had come to a screeching halt. In quick succession she had been daughter, student, wife, and mother.

What was she now? A wife without a husband? A mother without a child?

But Doug would be home at the end of the week. And she talked with Jill on the phone.

Rising from the sofa, she rubbed her damp palms together and peered out the window. She tried to see if anyone was coming, but the night was too dense to see anything from here, so she straightened her T-shirt behind the overall shorts that hung loose from her shoulders, stepped into a pair of sneakers, and slipped out the door.

The neighborhood was still. From the front gate, she looked down the chain of neat picket fences. No two segments were exactly alike in style, height, or state of repair, but they coalesced to form a ghostly trail that beckoned in the inert night air.

She started down the street, leaving behind Myras house with its tiny nightlight glowing from an upstairs window, then the Wilsons, the LeJeunes, and the Hinkleys. She studied the shadows as she walkedfront yards, side yards, wooded thickets betweenbut nothing moved, nothing cried.

At the end of China Pond Road, she turned right onto Walker, then left onto Sycamore until she came to LaGrange, where, at the high stone wall of the Berlo estate, she turned right again. A light mist had begun to fall, but her feet knew the way and werent stopping. Her eyes slipped between the elegant old Victorians she passed. She counted down as she had, pushing carriages so long agoeight, seven, six, fiveuntil she passed the last house and reached the corner.

To her right, on the next block, was the hulk of the fire station, and tucked beside it, like a holstered weapon, the police station. She passed it by, then passed two blocks of stores. At the curb, heart pounding, she stopped.

The post office was ahead, a pretty brick building that glittered in the mist, with a parking lot so roomy and open as to invite patrons to visit, and beyond the post office and the block of stores used by all yet considered no mans land, was Grannicks college half.

Turn back, came a cry from inside, but her feet wouldnt move. She was riveted to the sight of the students who, even in the mist, came from the campus for a late night cappucino or pizza.

With a cry of raw envy and an even deeper sorrow, she whirled around and half-ran, half-walked back in the direction from which shed come. She distracted herself by ticking off the stores she passed, one after another, one block, then the next. She was approaching the police station when a cruiser came from behind her and drew to a stop just ahead. She slowed as she reached it, then, with a breathless little sigh, stopped.

Hi, sweetheart, came a kindly
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