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Stepping out to the curb in front of the Phoenix airport that November Sunday, Mrs. Albert Strouse, San Francisco matron of impressive age, was met by a welcome shock of heat. There had been a wintry dankness in the wind at home for weeks, which along with the artificial winter of the airplane cabin had settled into her bones. She adjusted her dashing new mango-colored sunglasses and basked.

A young woman in a jacket of a familiar blue appeared beside her. Mrs. Strouse!

Cassie! How are you, dear?

Cant complain. Cassie took Raes small suitcase and led her to the blue minivan waiting in the No Waiting zone. Youre my last lady. Do you mind riding up front with me?

Delighted. Im good with a shotgun.

Cassie held the door while Rae hoisted herself into the front seat.

There were four other passengers already on board, none known to her. They exchanged nods of greeting with her, except for one fat one who either had jet lag or had enjoyed some cocktails on the plane and was slumped in the back with her eyes shut, looking like a failed popover.

Normally Rae Strouse loved a party. Normally Rae Strouse considered three strangers on a bus a festive gathering, but today as the van left the city behind she was just as glad to contemplate the afternoon light on the desert and let The Young behind her get on with their conversation.


The Young were apparently two childhood friends, now separated by husbands and children and distance, taking a week together. They were clucking over the guest list, looking for useful kernels of information, hoping they werent going to regret not going to Aruba. New guests were always anxious about how it was going to be.

Thirty-four, thirty-five, thirty-six. Thirty-six. Well thats a nice size. Group. Thats a good group, said the dark one.

Look, heres that woman Glenna Leisure. Shes in W all the time.

Is she?

Yes, you know who she is. Shes that one who was a stewardess, she married the leveraged-buyout guy?

Is that the one whose co-op got so upset about her Christmas tree?

Exactly.

They fell silent as the van sped along toward the violet shadows of the Mazatzal Mountains.

Is your sister coming with you this time? Cassie asked Rae.

No, were taking a cruise later in the year. Mr. Strouse and I want to show her the Greek Isles.

That sounds nice, said Cassie.

Were looking forward to it.

There was another silence.

A number of your pals from last time are back, said Cassie. Rae nodded. She was such an old hand by now that there were almost always guests she knew from earlier visits. She liked that, but even more she liked meeting new ones. It wasnt so easy at her age to meet new people, and it was important. The old ones kept dying.

The two friends behind her handed the guest list to the third woman, who now remarked, Mrs. Alan Steadmanisnt that Megan Soule?

Even Rae turned around at that.

Megan Soule? Youre kidding!

Thats her married name, said the third guest. The two friends looked at her.


Megan Soule, omigod, I love her! She was so cute in that movie, with Robin Williams

I saw her in concert once. She was incredible.

Ive heard shes a really nice person.

It says shes from Aspen.

Well she isnt, but they do have a house there.

But she lives in Malibu.

Dont those friends of yours live in Malibu?

No, they moved.

The little van whizzed along over the desert.

Well, this should be fun, said the plump blonde, sounding uncertain.



Forty minutes later the little van turned down an unmarked road winding among tall pines. It crossed an arroyo and stopped before a wooden door set in a high stucco wall. The pines cast deep shadows, and the sounds of the highway above and behind them seemed suddenly far away.

The driver rang a heavy brass bell hanging from the doorpost. It had a deep iron peal. Almost at once a young woman appeared through the carved door. Her name tag said JACKIE.

Hello, Mrs. Strouse, welcome back, she said as Rae was handed down from the van. Rae passed through into a courtyard inside the walls, the first cloister. When the little door closed behind the group they seemed suddenly wrapped in stunning silence.

Oh! said the blonde. So quiet

It took a moment to become aware that it was not silent at all, but filled with a subtle singing of crickets, of water playing somewhere nearby, of birds, of moving branches. This courtyard was built around a stone pool whose surface reflected trees towering around it.

Inside, the reception hall was airy and light, built in a style that suggested the Southwest missions, but with rather more amenities. The ladies sank into large leather chairs and were brought herb tea. A small woman in a loose belted robe like a monks cassock brought Rae a pair of sandals. She asked each of the new ladies her shoe size. Jackie appeared with a clipboard and settled on a footstool beside Rae.

How is Mr. Strouse?

About the same, Rae said. Thank you for asking.

Youre in A-twelve again. Is there anything you need? Do you want to put anything in the safe?

I left my tiara at home, said Rae.

Just as well.

Jackie moved on to the plump blonde, and Rae got herself out of her chair and went out. Her room lay down an outdoor path and through a second open courtyard. Here was an herb garden full of lavender and sage and other aromatics. She entered a third cloister formed around a koi pond.

Raes usual room was on the east side of the cloister. The door was unlocked, of course. Inside, her little suitcase had been delivered and her raincoat hung in the closet. The dresser was already stocked with clean T-shirts and leggings and shorts and sweatclothes, all in her size. Rae closed the door behind her, creating the first complete solitude she had known for more months than she could bear to think of.













On a redwood bench in the bathhouse, Amy Burrows sat wrapped in a huge white towel and watched her teenaged daughter Jill endure the misery of standing in bra and underpants to be weighed and measured. Several other new arrivals were undressing nearby, chatting and wandering in and out of the shower and steam rooms. The attendant, a friendly little thing in a white nylon pantsuit, slid the small cylindrical counterweight all the way to the left on the top bar of the scale, and then with a shake of her head, moved the large weight up to 150. She slid the small weight to the right again and started ooching it up, as if expressing her faith that surely it would balance in just another pound or two. 160. 170. 180

She cant be over 180, Amy thought. The cylinder finally stopped at 182 .



Jill stepped off the scale and seized her terry-cloth robe. The attendant wrote the facts in a folder with Jills name on it. It seemed to Jill that the folder should have a different name: Jill Burrowss Body, maybe, since it seemed to her so remote from her essential self. Essential Jill and Physical Jill should be seen to exist independently. Strangers would have to see big fat Physical Jill as she looked from the outside, because if they didnt she might be hit by a bus. But for people who knew her as a person, Physical Jill should shimmer away like a hologram and they would see, and she could be, Real Jill, the person.




How are you holding up, lovey? Amy asked. Are you wanting a nap?

Jill shook her head and wrapped her arms around her upper body in an unconscious gesture shed developed, as if her innocent flesh needed to be protected.

Do you want to soak in the hot tub? Its great for jet lag.

Jill shrugged. She pushed her feet into the sandals shed been given on arrival. Her mother was leading the way toward a room that seemed to be a cone of light. Jill followed, thinking that what she really wanted was her own room, her computer, and about ten Mrs. Fields Double Chocolate Chocolate Chip Cookies.

Theyd been here for an hour and, except for the instructors, there wasnt one other person in this place who was under forty. As often happened to her, Jill suddenly saw an image of what she and her mother must look like, as if she were standing quite apart from them both, watching her life as a camera would. She saw her slim and barefoot mother as a sylph or naiad, a pretty woman draped in white cloth tripping along leading Jill, her pet cow, by a ring in her nose.



Laura Lopez sat in the Japanese bath with her eyes closed, feeling the jets of water pulse against the small of her back. She hoped the people attached to the feet clacking toward her wouldnt be wanting to chat. Shed come straight here to the bathhouse when shed arrived and had spent most of the afternoon immersed in heat. Shed been so numb, and tense and cold and heartsick, that it seemed that all the steam and hot water in the world couldnt soak it out of her. She knew one simple thing: she liked this room, and she hadnt expected to like anything for about the next twenty years.

The room was mostly glass, a sort of dome, and open to the sky. Did it ever rain here? Probably not. It was the desert. The whole building smelled of eucalyptus, a wonderful clean, spicy smell that made her think of Indian healing rituals. Not that she knew much about Indians. Native Americans. Except for the ones who appeared before her in court, and they were usually in need of healing themselves. In the local paper, when their arraignments were listed in the police blotter, it gave the tribe too. Mary Wells, Blackfoot, driving unregistered vehicle and DUI. That was rude, wasnt it?

Other women had come and gone. Some slipped into the hot pool in silence, soaked, and then left. Some, shy, wore bathing suits. Laurie expected to want the room all to herself, but she found that she rather liked it when others arrived, even when they talked, as long as they didnt talk to her. She closed her eyes and listened to the words, or listened to them stir the water, and felt (as she assumed she was supposed to) that she was inside a womb. Maybe it would be possible after enough time in here to leave ones rind of accumulated life in shriveled sheddings on the bottom of the pool, and emerge as pink and cleansed as a newborn.

Laurie opened her eyes just enough to see the bodies these new sets of sandal clacks belonged to. A mother-daughter team, she guessed. The daughter was immense, poor thing. The mother was a blonde with an open, unlined face. Her skin was shining and free of makeup. The mother dropped her towel and slid naked into the water; Laurie saw full breasts and just a suggestion of stretch marks on the belly. This one was healthy, but not a tummy-crunch nut. She looked comfortable in her own skin.

The daughter looked as if it really wasnt her own skin, as if shed found this uninhabited tent of flesh and moved in temporarily, until she could make more suitable arrangements. She looked to be about eighteen. She had beautiful liquid hazel eyes with long lashes, and a stylish haircut that said Big City. Laurie thought of her own girls, Anna grown recently lumpen in adolescence, and Cara, edging reluctantly toward puberty, still mostly tomboy. Laurie herself had been through both phases when growing up.

The large daughter had now survived her moment of indecision. She hung her robe on a hook, turned her back, and stripped off her underwear. She followed her mother naked into the steaming water, making a little squeak as she did so.

I love this room, said Amy happily. She was glad Jill had gotten past shyness about being naked in front of that other lady. The other lady had kindly seemed to keep her eyes closed.

Its nice, said Jill. Her mother had become a talking head on the surface of the water, a head and neck standing on a tabletop of blue. Jills own body, even the great bulk of it which was submerged, remained attached to her head. Too bad.

At the other end of the pool, the thin lady opened her eyes and scootched down the bench to a tray of filled glasses someone had soundlessly brought. Jill watched as she drained a glass.

What is that? Jill called.

Ice water with lemon, Laurie said.

Lemonade?

Not exactly. Jill made her way down the pool, keeping her knees bent so that she was submerged to her shoulders. She fetched two glasses and floated back to her mother. They drank.

What is it that makes this room so peaceful? Amy wondered aloud.

Its a yurt, said Jill.

I beg your pardon?

A yurt, there are no right angles. Mongols or someone made them out of skins and poles. They were portable. You feel different in a space with no right angles.

At the far end, Laurie opened her eyes again and looked around her. The girl was right. The lower wall tipped outward at a seventy-degree angle. At about hip level the walls tipped in toward the dome.

Are they always open at the top? Laurie called to Jill.

Yes.

What happens when it rains?

The top is the smoke hole. The rain hits the hot smoke and steam from the fire and evaporates before it gets inside, at least in a Mongol one.

Laurie stared upward at the sky. I like this, she thought.

How do you know all this, Miss Smart Boots? Amy asked.

My anthropology class. We went heavily into dwellings of Stone Age peoples.


Where are yurts from? Laurie asked, in spite of her own wish to remain separate.

The steppes, wherever they are. Siberia?

Do yurts work in snow too?

I would think, said Jill. I dont think they, like, move into motels in the winter.

Laurie laughed. I think I want one of these. But it would have to work in snow.

Where are you from? Amy asked her.

Idaho, Laurie said with her eyes closed.

Are you? Amy was delighted. So am I! Coeur dAlene.

Laurie opened her eyes in surprise and said, Im from Hailey. You never met anyone from Idaho. You never even met anyone who had been to Idaho, except to Sun Valley.

My grandma lives in Coeur dAlene, said Jill. We go to visit, and then we go to Sun Valley.

Did you grow up in Hailey? Amy asked.

Laurie nodded. Hailey and Boise. This was enough conversation for her. She reached for a towel from the stack by the steps, and abruptly climbed out of the pool. Amy watched the wan face, the long-waisted athletic body, the sleek, muscled legs. Laurie stopped suddenly at the top step.

Ive been in too long.

Hold the rail, said Amy. Laurie obeyed. Amy watched her, knowing that if she had been in too long, she could easily black out.

Laurie shook her head, trying to clear it. She took a deep breath. She felt ridiculous and pathetically exposed, dripping wet and blind from the black roaring in her ears and eyes.

You okay? Amy asked after a minute. The woman, who had a deep Cesarean scar across her abdomen, had straightened.

Yes, said Laurie, just stupid. She took a robe from a hook and put it on. She reached into the pocket and found her watch. She put on some Chap Stick.

See you, she said.

See you, Amy and Jill answered.


Laurie shuffled out into the cool evening wearing her sandals, naked under the robe. She walked along the pathway on the west side of the cloister, which was built around two swimming pools. She walked quickly back to her room, hurried through it to the small railed porch on the back side with a view of the mountains. There she sat down in a deck chair and cried.













Carter Bond was causing problems that Sunday. She had arrived with a suitcase full of tennis clothes and bathing suits. She had no aerobics shoes or hiking boots, and at six feet and 170 pounds, she was too big for even the largest size of sweat clothes provided for the other guests. She was sitting in the Fitness office with Sandra, who was trying to create her exercise plan.

What would you say is your general level of fitness? Sandra asked.

I can bench-press one-fifty, said Carter, sounding aggressive. Sandra noted the number.

Aerobic exercise?

You mean classes? Please.

Anything that gives your heart an aerobic workout. Jogging, walking, biking, swimming?

I play tennis, said Carter.

Every day?

Lady, I work for a living!

Sandra smiled. Sandra clearly worked for a living too, and was the first person Carter had met here who looked as if shed had a decent meal in the last month. She wore stockings and high-heeled shoes, and had long beige-painted fingernails.

How often are you able to play?

Couple of times a month.

Singles? Doubles?


Either.

And at what level? Would you say?

Killer.

Sandra smiled, and wrote that down.

Any special health problems we should know about?

Theres smokers cough.

Back all right? Knees? Neck?

Carter nodded. Im in a no-smoking room. Where can I smoke?

Sandra had heard this before, and she knew to answer with sympathy.

There is no smoking here at all.

Carter stared at her. She shifted in her chair and crossed one meaty leg over the other.

What about the guards? Where do they smoke? Ill hang out with them.

Sandra was genuinely puzzled.

Guards?

All those Mexicans in blue overalls, lurking around the grounds.

Those arent guardstheyre gardeners.

Youre running a detox farm with no guards?

Sandra almost laughed. She had never had a guest be so blunt about this before.

We think of it as a health spa, Ms. Bond.

Is there an employees lounge somewhere? Ill smoke there.

Nobody smokes here. Its a condition of employment.

Carter stared at her.

Is that legal?

As far as I know.

Carter was becoming seriously uncomfortable. She hadnt had a cigarette since the smokers cell at LAX, a fascist development in California airports. All the smokers were herded into a glass cage so all the clean, pure nonsmokers could look in at the addicts, huddled together inhaling poison gas. Now this.

How do you get people to put up with this? Why dont they all just vote with their feet and hike out of here?


Sandra said, The amount theyre paying seems to be an incentive.

Carter hadnt thought of that. She didnt know how much this deal cost, it was DeeAnnes idea. A fiftieth-birthday present. You need a complete change, DeeAnne had said, and Carter couldnt have agreed more, but that was because shed pictured a week on her back, poolside, sipping margaritas and reading Patricia Cornwell novels.

Now. Is there anything you cant eat, or dont like?

Plenty. Most of it fish, said Carter.

Sandra noted.

We have a vegetarian meal plan. Would you like to try that?

No.

Just so you know, there is also a liquid diet that some of our guests enjoy. Its a fast, really. We dont recommend it for more than three days, though, with the level of exercise youll be doing.

Pass, said Carter, rolling her eyes.

Now, what about your calories? How many a day?

About five thousand would be good.

Sandra moved right along. We dont recommend less than a thousand. The nutritionist advises twelve hundred, but you do have the option of fourteen hundred a day.

Ill take it.

There will be a name tag, which we ask you to wear all the time, on your breakfast tray. Terri will be your personal trainer; your meetings with her will be on your schedule. A shopper will go into town first thing in the morning to get you some exercise clothes and shoes. Shell bring them to your room. The morning hikes leave at six from the Saguaro Pavilion. What time would you like your wake-up call?

Eight.

Ill put down five forty-five.

You mean were supposed to hike on an empty stomach? Dont people faint?

I can arrange to have a glass of juice for you in Saguaro, if there is a blood sugar problem.

Do it.


There is coffee and tea there in the morning as well, and herbal tea and our special lemonade. Carter made a face. She had tried the lemonade in the Saguaro Pavilion while she was looking for the bar. They had a big iced crock of it in there, and ladies were swilling it down like mai tai mix. She was relieved to hear they at least allowed coffee and tea. A week without cigarettes or gin was bad enough, but caffeine would have nailed it. Shed have gone over the wall no matter what DeeAnne had paid.

Do you have any questions? Sandra asked her.

I cant find the TV in my room.

Sandra sighed. Im afraid Lalou considers TV one of our modern addictions. The only one here for the guests is in the Saguaro Pavilion. You can watch the news in the morning after your hike; many guests do that. Will you be wanting a newspaper?

Who the hell is Lalou?

Oh, shes the Founder. The Cloisters is run according to the principles of Lalou and her mother, a famous leader of the health and spirit movement in the twenties. Youll find copies of Lalous favorite books in your room, and Lalou recommends that for maximum benefit, you just close the world out for the whole week and allow your spirit to heal. Read Zen koans at breakfast, or better yet, let your mind be empty.

How many newspapers can I have?

We offer the Arizona Republic.

I cant get the New York Times?

We could probably send someone to town for it, but you wont have it until lunchtime.

Do it.

I think were all set, then. Happy hour is at six in the Chapter House, and dinner is at six-thirty. Do you know how to find it?

Ill manage.

Carter strode out, feeling silly in the bathrobe that didnt cover her knees. Her craving for a cigarette had grown so bad that she was thinking of ripping one open and putting a plug of tobacco in her cheek. But she decided instead to swim some laps, as many as she could. Maybe shed bliss out. Or drown.













The Chapter House was a cozy room in which a baronial fireplace warmed the cool desert evening. By six oclock ladies of varying ages and sizes sat chattering or staring into the fire, and more arrived every few minutes. A few, fresh from traveling, wore street clothes. Most wore the bone-white linen cassocks theyd found in their closets. These were vaguely suggestive of monks robes, and gave even the most jaded guests, stripped now of makeup, jewelry, and other social markers, an air of freshness and purity.

Amy and Jill sat together, their faces scrubbed and clean after the bathhouse. Jills hair was wet. Her mother looked around with a welcoming expression, in case anyone should like to make conversation with them. Jill had knocked back her cocktail, a small cup of some spicy tea flavored with cranberry juice, and was powering down her share of the fingers of jicama that served as hors doeuvres.

Amy saw their friend from the Japanese tub, the woman from Idaho, come in. Lauries hair, now dry, formed a soft ash-gray halo around her face. She had deep circles under her eyes. Amy would have signaled her to join them if shed caught her eye, but Laurie took a cup of spiced tea and went to a deep chair in the corner.

Laurie hoped no one would speak to her. She felt like a new girl on the first day of camp, watching old-timers greet each other. This whole idea was a mistake. She thought, I wish I hadnt let them talk me into it. I cant explain myself to new people. I miss my children. I miss my husband. I want a drink.


She saw at the edge of her vision the mother-daughter team from this afternoon. And there was the little woman with the huge jewels who had been in her van coming in from the airport. She looked completely different now, with her makeup washed off and the diamonds gone. She looked kind. More real, in some way, than she had in her street clothes.

The door opened and in came a woman with a cap of auburn hair, bright eyes, and a streak of scarlet lipstick.

Rae! cried several voices.

Aha! Rae cried. Her face lit up as she laughed and embraced old friends. Laurie watched as if she were a fish deep under water seeing a display of fireworks in the sky. It was bright, it was noisy, it had a certain charm, but made absolutely no sense to her. It had nothing to do with the medium she swam in.

The door banged open, and in came a sort of giant woman, so tall that her ankles stuck out beneath her cassock. On her feet were the loafers she must have worn traveling. Everyone else was wearing sandals. The giant stood staring at the table in the middle of the room, where there remained a few cups of scarlet tea and the ruined platter of vegetable sticks.

This is what they call Happy Hour, is it? I hope somebody brought a flask.

The tea is delicious, said somebody, handing her a tiny cup. Carter downed it in one motion, and loomed suspiciously over the crudits.

Whats the white stuff?

Jicama, jicama, chorused many voices. Youll love it. Try it, no calories.

Carter took a piece and ate it.

A little onion dip would go a long way here, she said. Life of the party, thought Laurie. The noisy guy at the bar. She thought about going back to her room and asking to have dinner sent to her there, but just then came the sound of a deep gong.

A young woman in civilian clothes whose body was so thin it looked like a collection of bicycle parts assumed a position of leadership.


Good evening, ladies. Im Mandy, and Im your hostess tonight. As you go in to supper youll see a temporary name tag for each of you. Please put those on so we can get to know you and the waitresses can give you the right meal.

She opened the door and led the way into the dining room. Amy followed the bright old bird with the cats-eye glasses, and Jill followed her mother.

They were served a delicious soup of wild mushrooms in broth, followed by grilled fish, some grain called quinoa, and French beans. There was even a parfait for dessert. Laurie noticed that at Raes table there was much talk, and lots of laughter.

You know, said a little dark-haired woman, that looks like a Georgia OKeeffe. She peered across the room at the painting above the sideboard.

It is a Georgia OKeeffe; Lalou collects them. Theyre all over the place.

Its part of the treatment, said Amy. Everything you look at is so beautiful, you hardly ever notice youre starving.

Isnt there supposed to be a movie star here? asked a woman at the end of the table.

Shes here, but she never comes to dinner, said someone else.



At the head table the girl made of bicycle parts stood up and rang a little bell.

Its time to say welcome again. Im Mandy, one of your Fitness Professionals, and Im looking forward to getting to know you all better. Id like to go around the room and have each of you stand up and introduce yourself. Tell us your name, and maybe a little bit about what you hope to accomplish this week. Rae, would you start?

Oh god, thought Laurie.

Rae rose. Im Rae Strouse, Im from San Francisco, and this is my twenty-second visit, so you can tell I dont like it very much. I hope to come out twenty years younger. She sat down.

Im Amy Burrows, from New York. Im here with my daughter Jill, and I hope to lose a few pounds and have fun.


Im Jill Burrows, from New York, and this is my first time. Im with her. She indicated her mother, and sat down.

Some people told their professions. Some people told how many children they had. Laurie half-rose, and said, Im Laura Knox from Hailey, Idaho, and sat back down.

The giant said, Im Carter Bond from Los Angeles, and Im here because I thought I was going to Club Med. You think Im kidding. I dont know about the rest of you, but I am in deep withdrawal at the moment and Ill be lucky to get through the week without committing an ax murder. And I hope youve all admired my loafers. She stuck a foot out, to show the juxtaposition of her shoes with her cassock.

Oh good, Rae was thinking, she looks like fun. She surveyed the room with a feeling of warm pleasure. Such jolly old friends, such a lot of new people to get to know!

Amy was thinking of Jill. And thinking of the shit shed take from Noah if she spent all this money and Jill didnt like it. Fine, shed accepted that Jill wasnt going to lose fifty pounds and solo with the ABT, but it would be nice if she could find something that would make the girl happy for a week.

Jill was thinking that she admired that Carter woman for using the word withdrawal. There were plenty of heavy people who claimed they ate like sparrows but had cruelly slow metabolisms. Jill was not one of them. To get as fat as she was and stay there, you had to eat a lot, and she was now ravenous. It was shocking, in fact, to have to stop eating when everyone else did, and register how little food normal-sized people thought was enough. But at least it was nice to eat without feeling her fathers eyes tracking every mouthful she swallowed.













Carter had slept very little, and she had dreamed about smoking. She was so hungry she felt hollow, and she couldnt believe a human being could be so cheerful while uttering the words Good morning, its five forty-five. She had had every intention of sleeping through until breakfast, but now that the damn phone had rung, she realized there was no point. If she hadnt slept all night, she wasnt going to now.

She got up and made her way through the dark room, whose ghost shapes of dresser and suitcase and chairs had loomed large in her half sleep throughout the night, sometimes appearing to have turned into appliances, or hunched animals, or large stones. She pulled the curtain cord to let in the cool blue-gray dawn light, and discovered the strange and magical little bonsai garden that her room overlooked. The elaborately gnarled trees looked alive, like dwarfs frozen during a game of Mother, May I? In the center of the garden, there was a rectangle of powder-fine sand. Perfect for putting out cigarettes, Carter had thought last night, stumping past it. A great big ashtray. This morning she noticed that someoneone of the guards, she presumedhad used a rake to make an oddly attractive pattern in the sand.

Now, what was she going to wear? She had a pair of white linen slacks, and of course her tennis shoes. And a tennis sweater and a fancy beaded jacket for evening. She put them both on, the evening one under the one with red and blue stripes. When shed packed, she hadnt bargained on any dawn excursions. She had thought of sloth, and midday heat. In her dresser she found shed been given a watch cap and a pair of gloves. She figured this joint must know what they were doing if they were handing out woollies. She put them on and went out.

In the Saguaro Pavilion she found a sleepy group with scrubbed faces holding steaming mugs of coffee and tea and talking quietly. The Movie Star was there in violet sweats looking rather plain and human. She held a cup of herbal tea and stared into space. A number of others reported not having slept well, as if this was surprising in people whose systems had just been abruptly deprived of salt, sugar, nicotine, background noise, and alcohol. No one, Carter noticed, had turned on the television. Carter was itching to, but what would be on? Prayer programs or farm news. She poured herself a mug of coffee.

A Fitness ProfessionalCarter was beginning to recognize the typebounced into the room wearing neon-yellow parachute material and a lavender headband.

Good morning! Im Helena, Im leading the Five-Mile Mountain Hike! Three-Mile Mountain and Three-Mile Moderates leave in five minutes! One-and-a-Half-Mile leaves in ten. Five-Mile Mountain! Lets Stretch! And she bounced out of the room followed by about ten hardy souls, including the Movie Star.

Carter wasnt counting on having to make choices at this hour. She sat still and clung to her coffee mug, and hoped that five minutes was a really long time.

In bounced another Fitness Professional. This was a black one who yelled that her name was Terri.

Three-Mile hikers, lets go! Put down those mugs, ladies, time to stretch! One-and-a-Half-Mile Hike in five minutes. If you have a medical condition, especially knees, start with the short hike today. Everybody else, lets GO!

Had there ever been a murder here before breakfast? Carter wondered. Probably lots. Would it be one maddened dieter at a time going over the edge, or would they occasionally rise in a body and tear a little Mandy or Terri to shreds? How long could they get away with it before someone noticed?


She was tempted to wait for the shortest walk, but realized with regret that only four other ladies had failed to rise, and they were all fairly frail-looking. Carter had too much vanity.

Out by the pool, there was a long row of ladies of many shapes and sizes, all wearing violet or navy blue sweatpants and jackets, except Carter. She found she was beside the terrific old trout from last night, the one with the cat glasses who had been here two hundred times.

Terri exhorted them to assume various queer positions designed to stretch their calves, their thighs, their hamstrings. Carter did her best to comply and was surprised at how bad she was at it. There were bursts of embarrassed laughter from time to time from others down the line. The air was beginning to take on the pinks and yellows of full morning, and she could smell jasmine.

Great! Ladies, Three-Mile Mountain follow me. Three-Mile Moderate, Tanya will be your guide. Lets Go! And Terri strode off, followed by a gaggle of energetic walkers. The terrific old trout stayed put, so Carter did too. Tanya, in iridescent pinks, rounded up the remaining group and herded them off.

Carter decided to let the trout set the pace. She liked the way she strode out, swinging her fists as she walked, her jaw set in earnest purpose. Carter figured she must be close to eighty.

I didnt like the sound of a mountain at this hour, Carter said to her.

I never go up it if I can help it. This is prettier, you walk through the vegetable gardens. Youre from Los Angeles?

Carter was pleased that Rae remembered her. They strode along talking, once in a while admiring the light, or an unexpected vista below them. The mountain, or at least the foothills, were definitely on the program even for Three-Mile Moderates. The surprising thing to Carter was, not only didnt she hate it, she was feeling kind of great.

I never heard of this place till I got here. My business partner sent me, as a birthday present. I havent decided yet whether to thank her or kill her.


I love it, said Rae. Well, you could probably guess that. Its a week of your life when nothing goes wrong. And you dont have to cook.

I dont do much of that anyway. Everyone at works been after me to quit smoking. My mother popped off from heart disease when she was fifty-one.

How much do you smoke?

Pack and a half a day.

Oh, my goodness. And youre going cold turkey?

Looks like it, said Carter.

Well, hang in there.

They marched along. Rae said, I quit smoking when I became a dance instructor. I noticed how much you could smell it on your partners. But I never smoked more than half a pack.

You werent addicted.

No, I dont believe I was. I smoked to keep my husband company. My first husband. He was a jazz musician.

And youre a dance instructor?

Oh, no, not anymore. I was a dancer, I was on the stage, my dear, in my salad days. What do you do?

They had arrived at the crest of a ridge, and found Tanya waiting for them. The rest of the group was already there, or straggling in. Laura from Idaho was leaning against a railing and listening to a redhead, very wound up, telling about multiple conflicting diagnoses shed been given regarding a condition in her abdomen.

It sounds so frightening, Laurie murmured.

Thats just it, it was terrifying, cried the redhead.

Everybody doing all right? Anyone getting blisters, need a Band-Aid? Anyone want a section of orange? Terri and Tanya had produced fruit and Evian from their backpacks. When Carter bit into her section of orange she began to laugh.

Oh my god. Its so good, its like a hallucination.

Fresh air and early rising makes things taste better, chirped the pearly teethed Terri. She was gathering everyones peels and napkins into a plastic bag that she put back into her backpack. Then, with a rallying cry, she started off again.

Ooh, said Carter to Rae as they fell into line. That was good.

Its probably because of the cigarettes.

I guess that makes sense, Carter said. She thought, Damnam I going to go through with this?

So anyway, what do you do? Rae asked again.

Im a private investigator.

Youre not! Rae cried. She had met a lot of interesting women on this mountain, but this was a new one.

I am, in fact.

Well, I want to know everything!

First I was a public defenderwhat an awful job. You see everyone at their worst. But I learned the nuts and bolts of what goes on in a criminal trial. What you need in the way of evidence, how to tell when someone is lying, what juries believe and what they dont. My partner, DeeAnne, was a police detective. She had hit a glass ceiling, and I was burning out. Wed gotten to know each other in court, from opposite sides of the aisle, and we decided to make a break for it.

And youre successful? Well, you must be successful if DeeAnne could afford such a birthday present.

Shes married to a plastic surgeon, he may have had something to do with it. But we have an agency in L.A., and one in San Diego. Were thinking about a third one, maybe San Francisco.

Do you have a specialty?

No, we do everything. But we only hire women.

Really!

Of course. Theyre more curious, and more patient. As a matter of fact, we only hire big fat women.

Rae shouted with delight.

Im serious, said Carter. Nobody looks at fat women, they can go anywhere. They can sit for hours in a hotel lobby, nobody hits on them. Nobody wonders what theyre doing there.

And how on earth do you locate big fat women detectives?


We train them. Were beating the applicants off with sticks. Everyone wants to work for us, and nobody ever quits.

Have you ever hired men?

We did at first. But the women are so good at it. Also, I dont like my people to carry guns. Lot of men have a problem with that.

But isnt it dangerous? To do what you do, without a gun?

I think its more dangerous with one. But no one has to agree with us. If they dont, they can work for someone else.

I think Id like to apply for a job, said Rae, if you open an office in San Francisco.

Youre not really fat enough, but I can use a good operative in your age range, said Carter. For instance, can you tell mewhats going on with this one?

Which one? asked Rae. She was on board immediately, ready to be trained.

This one right ahead of us, on the left. She indicated Laurie.

They both watched as the redhead talked and gestured with her hands. Laurie listened, nodding from time to time. Once she laughed. Sometimes she shook her head and clucked in sympathy.

Something terrible has happened to her, said Carter.

You dont mean the redhead? Rae wanted her to mean the redhead, because she knew the answer, at least partly; shed heard it last night in the steam room. It started with an alleged fibroid tumor the size of a cantaloupe.

No, the other one. Theres something in the way she holds her shoulders, and something around the eyesand besides, she looks familiar to me. Not to you?

I dont think so

They walked in silence, both now watching Laurie. They were approaching The Cloisters again, coming in from a new direction, one that took them across a parched arroyo. It made a striking contrast with the green of the lawns and a lettuce field in the distance. It gave the place the look not so much of an oasis, which it was, but of a wizard zone like the Emerald City.

Theyd caught up with Laurie and the redhead. The redhead was exclaiming Diverticulitis! Excuse me? And I was about to have a hysterectomy? Laurie shook her head as if to say, What a world. Can you believe this? Glenna Leisure (as her tag said) turned to provide Rae and Carter with an update on the conversation. Hysterectomy, said the first one, drugs, said the second one, diverticulitis, said the third. Know what it was?

What?

Ruptured appendix. Ruptured, fucking, excuse my Latin, appendix! I was in the hospital for a month. My husband wanted to sue, but I said, forget it, give the money to me, not the lawyers, Im going to The Cloisters.

I hope they paid for your hospital bill, said Carter.

You bet the farm they paid, and you should have seen the bill. This thickI could have died. I almost did. As Glenna went on, Rae and Carter both noted Laurie pulling quietly away from them. She came to a divergent path leading across a courtyard and toward the bedrooms instead of back to Saguaro, and with a little apologetic wave, she left them. Rae glanced at Carter, and saw that this was exactly what Carter had expected. Carter watched Laurie go with a professional curiosity. Something was going on, and she wondered what it was. Rae watched Laurie go with a mothers heart. That kind young woman was in great grief or trouble. Was there any way to help?













Amy had finished her breakfast, which had been served to her in her room overlooking the koi pond. Having decided to forgo the healing silence of Zen koans in her solitude, she was reading Ann Landers when Jill came in.

Its pouring rain in New York, Jill said.

Is it?

Yes. They have a page where they tell the weather all over the country.

Jill wasnt used to eating breakfast alone. She had read her paper with great thoroughness, the better to distract herself from how hungry she was. Breakfast had been a little dish of oatmeal, a spoonful of maple sugar, skim milk, and a couple of slices of papaya. Shed dispatched it in about a minute and a half, and now she noticed that her mother had not eaten the squash blossom that decorated her plate. Jill had eaten hers.

Eight-thirty to nine, I have stretch class, or Tai Chi. What do you?

I always go to Stretch.

I think Ill try Tai Chi.

Amy looked surprised.

Do you know what it is?

No. But, why not? What do you do at nine?

I have Step or Dance.

I hate Step.


I know, said Amy.

When Jill had gone, Amy sat, remembering her lithe little girl in her tutu, dancing a sugarplum fairy in The Nutcracker. How she had loved it. When shed started taking toe, Amy would often see after class that Jills little feet were bloody and the wads of lambs wool packed into the hard toes of her shoes were soaked red. Jill never minded. Her teachers had believed she could dance for Peter Martins. Amy wondered now if Jill the elephant even remembered having once been a hummingbird.



Stretch class was very soothing, except that the poor giant woman called Carter, who hadnt brought the right things and was trying to work out in her tennis clothes, split the center seam of her shorts open. The whole class lay on their backs with their feet in the air as New Age music twanged and tinkled, and pretty little Abby cried out instructions with merry zeal.

Now drop those feet out wide apart, as w-i-i-i-de as you can, and str-e-e-e-tch those inner thighs and the whole class heard the unmistakable rip. Carter began to laugh helplessly.

Hold your tuck, ladies, and stretchhold that tuck cried Abby as she sprang upright like a cat and tripped to Carters side. Are you all right?

Oh, perfect, Carter said. This is my idea of a vacation, and her laughter became uncontrollable. It proved contagious, and all over the room, poses collapsed as glamour girls, rich wives, doctors, lawyers, and captains of industry in their violet and navy sweat suits flopped over giggling.

Amy, prone on the exercise carpet, said to Carter, You know, my daughter has some sweats that would fit you.

Carter, valiantly stifling her snorts of laughter, rolled over and looked at Amy. She recognized the New York Blonde from last night, the mother-daughter team at the first table. The rest of the class was being exhorted to scissor its legs in the air at a rapid beat, impossibly fast, it would have seemed, except that Abby was doing it with no trouble, and calling instructions at the same time.


Theyve sent the shopping fairy to the mall for me, said Carter.

Im sure, but in the meantime. Theyll be too short, but

Well, thanks, said Carter, accepting. She and Amy scrambled to their feet and crept out of the class.

Outside, the morning was growing warm. As they hurried along, Carter still couldnt completely stifle the odd giggle.

Please excuse me, she said. I seem to be hysterical. I think it might be nicotine deprivation.

Makes sense to me, said Amy. When I quit smoking, I had the most lurid erotic fantasies for about two weeks. It was definitely an altered state.

That hasnt happened to me yet, said Carter, and she began to laugh again. Oh god

Amy began to giggle too. Yes, this would not be the ideal spot; you dont want to start waylaying the gardeners. Fortunately, when it happened to me, my husband was at home and I managed to channel it into legal behavior.

Did he know why he got lucky?

Heavens, no, he hadnt even noticed the cigarettes were gone. Thank god. Meanwhile I dreamed about the punk who fixes our Volvo

Carter laughed.

Here, this is Jills room. Is this it? B12, yes, like the vitamin, we dont want to be found stealing someone elses clothes. Amy pushed the door to Jills room open and they went in.

Pardon the fact that we hang all our clothes on the floor, she said. I assume you know thats correct procedure for Generation X. Or Y, or whatever Jill is. Do you have children?

No, said Carter. The room had not yet been seen to by the maid, and there were towels and panty hose and shoes strewn around wherever Jill had finished with them.

Amy was rummaging in Jills suitcase, still full on the luggage rack. She produced a quite enormous pair of green sweatpants and handed them to Carter. Carter held them against herself. Both could see that they were wide enough, but would barely reach below the knees.


Wait, wait, said Amy. She has half the Capezio store in here She produced two sets of leg warmers which, when worn one above the other, would fill in the gap between the ankles of the sweatpants and the ankles of Carter. Amy explained the theory and practice of this, and Carter obediently took off her torn shorts and donned Jills clothes.

I think this is rather fetching, she said, surveying herself in the mirror. Thank you.

Youre quite welcome.

I think weve managed to miss the rest of stretch class. What are you doing next?

I havent the faintest idea, said Carter. What is Step?

Its like running up and down stairs waving your arms around.

The two were out in the sunshine again, on the path to the exercise studios.

That sounds horrible. Whats the other one?

Dancercise. Better music, harder routines.

Carter decided to start with dance, in honor of her unaccustomed leg warmers. At the end of the week I look like Margot Fonteyn, right?

Exactly, said Amy.



Jill was already in the dance classroom when Carter came in.

If you think these clothes look familiar, she said to Jill, theres a reason.

Before Jill could answer, Babette, a young woman with a blond ponytail and a bare midriff, pranced in and socked her cassette into the tape machine. All right, ladieseveryone to the barre, please! Were going to warm up! In a moment twelve ladies were doing deep-knee bends while trying to follow Babettes balletic arms. Only Jill could do it. Jill could move as if her joints were made of liquid.

Carter was fascinated watching her. As the music got faster, she began to pant and blow. Other ladies were moving their feet while their arms dangled. But Jill seemed to inhale the music through her ears and let it out through her limbs. Babette clapped her hands and shouted, Whooo! Behind her, eleven ladies turned red in the face, lost track of the sequence of steps, and reached for towels to blot sweat from their eyes. Jill could move as fast as Babette, and if it hadnt been for her great size, Carter could see youd have given her points past Babette for grace. This girl was a dancer.

Carter liked the Fred Astaire music best. She dipped and swayed and twirled around the room, quite forgetting, herself, that she didnt exactly embody Americas idea of feminine beauty. A little woman in the back row whose tag said RUSTY HAINES changed direction at the wrong moment, causing an entire line of exercisers to pile up in the corner. But Jill, in front, missed the mess and kept dancing. She whirled, she cocked her head, she clicked her fingers off the beat as Babette did.

Babette got a round of applause at the end of the class. She turned and applauded Jill, and so did the rest. Jill blushed, but her smile was radiant.



At eleven, there was a break in the schedule, and everyone gathered outside at the pool. Trays of raw vegetables and fruit had been brought, and cups of hot, spicy, vegetable broth that was said to be rich in potassium, whatever good that was. Carter found Amy and Jill at a shaded table eating carrot sticks.

May I join you?

Please.

Where have you been this hour? she asked them.

I took another Dance, said Jill.

Ive been at Body Shaping, said Amy. Cant you tell?

I did think there was something about you, said Carter.

I want to hear about Tai Chi, Amy said to Jill.

Laurie and I were wave and kelp.

The lady from the hot tub?

Jill nodded. You choose a partner, and one of you is kelp, and the other moves around you sort of bumping or pushing against your shoulder, or your hip, or behind your knee. Like the action of water, making the kelp bend and sway. Then you trade.


Is this one of those horrible New Age things where you have to fall backward into someones arms? Carter asked.

No, wait. When youre kelp, you keep your eyes closed, because kelp cant see, and you have to wait for the water to move you. What Laurie said is, you realize that the current can move you but after it moves on, you go back to standing. You bend with it, but you never break. Youre never defeated. Want me to show you? Neither Carter nor Amy made any move to get up.

And who was it, who was your partner?

You knowthe one from the Japanese bath. The one from Idaho.

Do you know her? Amy asked Carter. The tall woman, with the eyes?

Shes down at the end of the pool, under the clock, said Jill, and Carter looked and saw that it was the woman who had interested her, last night and this morning.

Ive been thinking she looked familiar.

We met her in the hot tub. There was a Governor Knox in Idaho when I was growing up. Hunt Knox. I think she must be a daughter.

Carter slapped the table lightly and leaned back in her chair.

You do know her? Amy asked.

Now I do. Shes Laura Lopez. She was married to Roberto Lopez.

Amy said, Oh god. Poor womanno wonder she looks so sad. She looked down the long pool toward Laurie, who was, as a matter of fact, smiling at something Rusty Haines was saying to her.

Whos Roberto Lopez? asked Jill.

Oh, honeyyou know. He was that famous tennis star, hes Mexican. I think he went into politics. He used to be on television, he had that fabulous smile? He advertised some soft drink. He was killed in a plane crash.

About six months ago, Carter said.

Jill, saddened, turned to look at Laurie.

And they had a lot of children

Five, said Carter. She remembered all about it now.













Carter Bond and Rae Strouse found seats together at Monday lunch. The ladies were served outside at big shaded tables, in a walled garden bright with annuals. Only The Movie Star and her sidekick stayed behind in their chaise longues by the pool and had their lunch brought to them on trays.

The flower beds in the walled garden were perfectly clean of weeds, tidy and well watered, and yet, as Rae remarked, you never saw anyone working in them, as if the sight of actual manual labor being performed outside the window might compromise your pleasure in hopping and sweating. But when did they do the work? At night?

Rusty Haines joined Carter and Rae, along with her daughter Carol. Carter had liked Rusty enormously from the moment she began turning the wrong way more than Carter in dance class. They had spent an hour learning the weight machines in the gym together, and Carter now knew that Rusty was a third-grade teacher, retired, and the reason she wore that dashing head scarf was that she was recovering from brain surgery. The daughter, Carol, was a Beverly Hills attorney. She wore a large diamond on her right hand, but there was never mention of a husband. She must be a hell of an attorney, Carter thought, to be able to take such expensive care of her mother.

Carol had a blissful expression on her face and some sort of oil in her hair. She sat chewing happily on a salad.

What have you been up to this morning? Rae asked her.

I just had a face treatment, she said and sighed.


Who do you have?

Inga.

Shes wonderful, I had her last year.

Does anyone have Solange? Carol asked.

I do, said Rusty.

My massage woman told me Solange reads palms, but shes not supposed to let anybody know.

Why not?

I dont know. But Id love to have my palm read! said Carol.

I dont think I would, said Carter.

They never tell you stuff you shouldnt know. Carol had made a specialty of psychics. In her time she had had her tarot cards read, had a Chinese guru in Marin throw her I Ching, had her astrological chart done annually, and spent a good deal of money at a numerologists.

Which is best? Rae asked.

I dont think it matters, its about talent. Carol uncrossed her endless legs and turned her chair so she faced the sun.

And what have you learned? asked Carter. She had dealt with a lot of psychics, almost all of them bunco artists. But there were bunco doctors and lawyers too, after all. That didnt prove there werent any real onessuddenly she could picture herself uttering such a sentence to DeeAnne. DeeAnne, sleek and glossy, with her long purple nails, would rock back in her orthopedic chair and hoot, What did they put in the water out there?

No, seriously, Carol was saying, theres a center of spiritual energy, just about thirty miles from here. There are only seven in the world. The Indians knew all about them. So did the Egyptians, theres one where they built the pyramids. Im going to ask her to do a private reading for me.

Honey, said Rusty, you need some sunblock.

Whats next? Carter asked the group.

Ive got my massage, Rae announced with satisfaction.

Carol consulted the schedule pinned to her bag.

Ive got herbal wrap, she said.

So do I, said Carter. What the hell is it?


Follow me, said Carol. She started off to the bathhouse, and Carter lumbered after her.

They left their bags and all their clothes in lockers. An attendant gave them each a heated robe. In the herbal room, two more attendants waited. A body was lying on a treatment table, wrapped up so that only its nose was showing. Carter had seen things like this at the morgue.

The attendant signaled to Carter to hand over her robe. She was beginning to get used to being naked in front of strangers, although she had spent her whole high school career trying to sneak out after basketball without taking a shower because she hated how the pretty little ones with their perky breasts pranced in and out of the sprays of water, while great, ungainly Carter stood around feeling like a horse.

She lay on her back on the cot and the attendant folded around her the fleecy flannel sheet on which she was lying. Steaming-hot towels were brought and wrapped around her, then a blanket put over it all.

Claustrophobic? whispered the attendant. Carter shook her head no. Later Carol explained that some people fear they are being embalmed, and start screaming.

Carter, however, loved the feeling of being cocooned. The towels smelled of spices, and she thought of mysterious herbs and occult arts, and began to picture herself as Nefertiti. The attendants were her adepts, mysterious healers privy to ancient lore. Her mind slipped its moorings and she had a vision of herself as a slug in a chrysalis, who when unwrapped would have turned to a shimmering thing of beauty. She pictured the sprite on the rock on the soda label, the White Rock girl. She imagined she would step lightly from this shroud, resembling Farrah Fawcett. From there she drifted to a happy thought of Jerry, her ex-husband, asking her to dance. And then, for the next half hour, she slept.



At the Happy Hour, Rae and Carter found each other.

How are you holding up? Rae asked.

I havent had a cigarette in twenty-nine hours, and I still havent killed anybody.


Very good! I see they got you some clothes. Carter was now wearing a navy blue sweat suit of her own, and a new pair of aerobic shoes.

Yes, but Jill let me keep a pair of her leg warmers.

Carter exhibited her ankles.

Love the color, said Rae. Jill appeared, excited about her yoga class. She was sure that by the end of the week she would be able to stand on her head. She and Carter made for the hors doeuvre tray, where they were allowed one small vegetable dumpling apiece, dipped in some sort of herb chutney.

We made it through a day. How do you feel? Carter asked.

Better, said Jill.

Me too, said Carter.

The gong sounded. Dressed in a skintight red-knit pantsuit, the nights Fitness Professional said, Good evening, ladies. Im Terri, Im your hostess tonight

They moved into the dining room, chattering. Jill and Carter found seats together. Carter was pleased when Laurie chose a seat at the end of their table. Tonight they were even joined by The Movie Stars sidekick. She didnt say much. Somebody said she was an agent.

Over the salad they talked of food. A tiny, trim woman whom Jill had met in Tai Chi announced that she was one of The Cloisters success stories.

Im in the book, she said.

What does that mean?

It means I lost more than fifty pounds and kept it off. They keep a book. Jill and Carter stared. Fifty pounds? She must have been wider than she was tall. Now the Success Story knew how the spa chef made everything. The secret of the oil-less dressings, the way to make fat-free chocolate mousse.

Over the salmon the talk turned to politics. This was election week. There was a woman at the next table, someone reported, who was chief administrative officer for the mayor of New York. There was another whose brother was running to fill a congressional seat. The incumbent had gone to prison but was campaigning from his cell.


Wouldnt you want to be with your family on election night? Jill asked.

She gets too nervous, said someone who knew her. Shell watch it on television.

Can we watch the returns at Saguaro?

Yes, but you have to remember, youre not at home. Youre surrounded by Republicans, said a thin dark woman.

What a relief; I was afraid I was surrounded by Democrats, said another.

Speaking of television, did everyone see the news tonight?

No, whats happened? voices chorused.

One of those commuter planes crashed in Kansas.

How terrible!

Do they know why?

Were many people hurt?

Everyone. Killed. It crashed in a rainstorm, halfway to Lawrence. It just barely missed someones barn, and it killed a horse.

Those things scare me to death, the Success Story said.

I used to have to take those planes all the time, said a small woman who hadnt said anything before.

Did you? Why?

I inherited an oil company, and I had to get to my wells.



It was at around this point in dinner that Laurie Lopez got up quietly and left the room.













Tuesday morning Laurie was standing by herself in Saguaro, looking hollow-eyed in the early light. She held a cup of something hot, and seemed not to hear the burble of conversation around her. Amy and Jill were talking about the Five-Mile Mountain Hike.

Carter arrived bleary-eyed and made for the coffee.

Did you sleep? asked Annette, the woman from dinner with the oil wells.

Like a rock, said Carter.


After stretching, Carter and Annette struck out together and were joined by the one whose brother was running for Congress. Her name was Courtney, and she could be heard reporting that her mother had ordered her to stay out of the way since the day shed fainted during a family photo op. I get terrible stage fright, she cried, apparently rather proud. This was a frailty of long standing. She had thrown up in kindergarten at the Mothers Coffee while portraying a fringed gentian.


Lagging behind them, Rae walked silently, close to Laurie. Laurie looked ineffably sad, as if everything in the world reminded her of things she couldnt bear.

I dont suppose it would help if I gave you a hug, would it? Rae said.

Laurie shook her head and marched on, but Rae soon saw that she was crying. They were climbing toward a ridge through a grove of lemon trees but below them they could see for miles along the dry valley floor. The earth under their feet was baked hard, and hikers could be thrown off stride
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