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			“FEROCIOUSLY POWERFUL . . . a convincing re-creation of how things might have been.”

			—New York Newsday

			“HAUNTING, SPELLBINDING, GRIPPING.”

			—Philadelphia Inquirer

			“Impressive . . . as audacious as anything in recent fiction . . . provides a brilliant vision of how a culture has learned to associate political power with sex.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“HAUNTING, ARRESTING, UNFLINCHING.”

			—Boston Globe

			“Startling . . . Joyce Carol Oates has written the ballad of Chappaquiddick . . . giving the story we partly know, and partly guess at, a twanging universality.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Powerful, relentless . . . invokes an America mired in its own black water of sex, power, and cynicism.”

			—USA Today

			“Powerfully written, utterly compelling . . . Reading it is a wrenching experience.”

			—People

			“A miraculous book. An American masterpiece of mythic and haunting proportions.”

			—The Detroit News
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			1

			THE RENTED TOYOTA, DRIVEN WITH SUCH IMPATIENT exuberance by The Senator, was speeding along the unpaved unnamed road, taking the turns in giddy skidding slides, and then, with no warning, somehow the car had gone off the road and had overturned in black rushing water, listing to its passenger’s side, rapidly sinking.

			Am I going to die?—like this?
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			IT WAS THE EVENING OF THE FOURTH OF JULY. ELSEWHERE on Grayling Island, along the northern shore in particular, there were parties, strings of cars parked along the narrow sandy roads leading to the beaches. Later, when it was sufficiently night, there would be fireworks, some of the displays lavish and explosive in brilliant Technicolor like the TV war in the Persian Gulf.

			They were in a desolate unpopulated part of the Island, they were very possibly lost. She was framing her mouth, summoning her courage, to say the word lost.

			As with the condom she’d been carrying in her purse for, how long. Her kidskin bag, and now her pretty floral-patterned Laura Ashley summer bag. In fact she’d carried it, the identical item, in an earlier bag as well—that big rakish straw bag with the red leather trim that finally fell to pieces she’d had it so long. The condom was neatly and tightly wrapped, it had a chaste pharmaceutical scent, it took up little space. Not once in these many months had she so much as touched it, preparatory to revealing it, preparatory to suggesting to whoever it was, whichever man, friend or professional acquaintance or near-stranger, that he use it, or even contemplate using it. You were prepared for any emergency but finally you could not speak, there were no words.

			They were somewhere in the marshlands of Grayling Island, Maine, a twenty-minute ferry ride from Boothbay Harbor to the northwest. They had been talking companionably together, and they had been laughing easily together, like old friends, like the most casual of old friends, and Kelly was trying discreetly to steady The Senator’s hand so that the remains of his vodka-and-tonic wouldn’t splash over the rim of the plastic cup he held as he drove, and then, suddenly, as in a film when spasms like hiccups begin and the picture flies out of the frame, so suddenly, she would never comprehend how suddenly, the road flew out from beneath the rushing car and they were struggling for their lives sinking in black water splashing across the windshield seeking entry as if the dreamlike swampland on all sides had come now alive reaching up to devour them.

			Am I going to die?—like this?
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			BUFFY HAD BEEN HURT OR HAD SEEMED SO. WITH Buffy, so much was display, you never knew. Saying to Kelly Kelleher, Yes but why leave now, can’t you leave a little later?—and Kelly Kelleher mumbled something vague and embarrassed unable to say, Because he wants me to: he insists.

			Unable to say, Because if I don’t do as he asks there won’t be any later. You know that.
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			ON ALL SIDES A POWERFUL BRACKISH MARSHLAND odor, the odor of damp, and decay, and black earth, black water. The chill fresh stinging smell of the Atlantic seemed remote here, like memory, borne inland in thin gusts by an easterly wind. And no sound of the waves, here. Only the nocturnal insects. The wind in the stunted vine-laden trees.

			Gripping the strap of the shoulder safety-harness Kelly Kelleher who was not drunk smiled thinking, How strange to be here yet not know where here is.

			They were hurrying to get to the ferry in Brockden’s Landing, which would be leaving for the mainland at 8:20 P.M. It was approximately 8:15 P.M. when the rented Toyota unobserved by any witness plunged into the water—the creek? stream? river?—which neither The Senator nor his passenger Kelly Kelleher had known might be there at the apogee of a hairpin curve.

			Approximately thirty feet ahead, unsighted too, was a narrow wooden bridge of badly weathered planks; but there had been no warning sign of a bridge, still less of the dangerous curve preceding the bridge.

			Not now. Not like this.

			She was twenty-six years eight months old too young to die thus too astonished, too disbelieving, to scream as the Toyota flew off the road and struck the surface of the near-invisible water as if for an instant it might not sink but float: as if the trajectory of its flight might carry it, the very weight of it, across the water and into the snaky tangle of rushes and stunted trees and vines on the farther shore.

			You would expect water in such a place to be shallow, just a ditch. You would expect the guardrail to be more substantial. You would not expect to be, so suddenly so rudely so helplessly, in the water black as muck and smelling of raw sewage.

			Not like this. No.

			She was astonished, and she was disbelieving, and it may have been that The Senator too shared this reaction, for the Fourth of July on Grayling Island at Buffy St. John’s parents’ place had been celebratory and careless and marked by a good deal of laughter and spirited conversation and innocent excited anticipation of the future (both the immediate and the distant future—for, surely, one determines the other), thus it was virtually impossible to comprehend how its tone might change so abruptly.

			Several times in her life Kelly Kelleher had experienced accidents of a similar abrupt and confusing nature and each time she had been rendered incapable of screaming and each time from the first instant of realizing herself out of control, the fate of her physical body out of the control of her brain, she had had no coherent perception of what in fact was happening.

			For at such moments time accelerates. Near the point of impact, time accelerates to the speed of light.

			Patches of amnesia like white paint spilling into her brain.
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			SHE HEARD, AS THE TOYOTA SMASHED INTO A GUARDRAIL that, rusted to lacework, appeared to give way without retarding the car’s speed at all, The Senator’s single startled expletive—“Hey!”

			And then the water out of nowhere flooding over them. Over the hood of the car. Over the cracked windshield. Churning in roiling waves as if alive, and angry.
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			AT BROWN UNIVERSITY, WHERE SHE HAD GRADUATED summa cum laude with a bachelor’s degree in American Studies, Kelly Kelleher, baptismal name Elizabeth Anne Kelleher, had written her ninety-page senior honor’s thesis on The Senator.

			Its subtitle was “Jeffersonian Idealism and ‘New Deal’ Pragmatism: Liberal Strategies in Crisis.”

			She had worked very hard: researching The Senator’s three campaigns for the Senate, his career in the Senate, his influence within the Democratic Party and the likelihood of his being nominated as his party’s candidate for president, and for her effort she had received a grade of A . . . Kelly Kelleher’s undergraduate grades in her major were usually A’s . . . and nearly a page of handwritten commentary and praise from her advisor.

			This had been five years ago. When she’d been young.

			Meeting The Senator that afternoon, her small-boned hand so vigorously shaken in his big gregarious hand, Kelly instructed herself, Do not bring the subject up.

			And so she had not. Until much later.

			When, things having developed so rapidly as they had, it would have been to no purpose not to.

			Scorpio for the month of July, she, Buffy, and Stacey had read giggling in the new Glamour the night before: Too much caution in revealing your impulses and desires to others! For once demand YOUR wishes and get YOUR own way! Your stars are wildly romantic now, Scorpio, after a period of disappointment—GO FOR IT!

			Poor Scorpio, so easily bruised. So easily dissuaded.

			That sullen haughty look that so annoyed Artie Kelleher, the father: that inward-gnawing look that so worried Madelyn Kelleher, the mother. Yes I love you please will you let me alone?

			Poor Scorpio, twenty-six years eight months old, yet susceptible, still, to adolescent skin problems! The ignominy of it, the rage. Her thin fair skin that was too thin, too fair. Those mysterious hives, rashes. Allergies inflaming her eyes. Yes and acne, near-invisible but gritty little pimples at her hairline . . .

			When her lover had loved her she’d been beautiful. When she’d been beautiful her lover had loved her. It was a simple proposition, a seemingly tautological proposition, yet it resisted full comprehension.

			So, she would not try to comprehend it. She would embark upon a new life a new adventure a wildly romantic adventure, reckless Scorpio.
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