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Book One: Grief Wrongs Us So
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Chapter One
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Footsteps whisper on the marble floor and wooden pews creak, sounds wafting up and disappearing into the vaulted ceiling. The church slowly fills, grief thickening like a sauce. Abigail recognizes a senior editor from the publishing house where Douglas works, and the man’s wife—Clara? They pause in front of the grey-streaked marble urn, shaped like a vase, resting on a pedestal in front of the altar. The woman touches it, long fingers stroking the smooth surface, then they take a seat not far from Doug and his daughter Phoebe. Abigail’s eyes linger on Phoebe, on her slim, erect back in its dark suit jacket, on the shining fall of her hair. She imagines Phoebe washing her hair this morning, sudsing with eyes closed, needing to look good for her mother’s funeral. Abigail wants to be next to her but sits a few rows back. James, beside her, straightens his back against the pew. Abigail adjusts her dark skirt over her tights. 

Voices hush as a woman in a black dress steps to a music stand in a corner by the altar. Colored light falls on her from the stained-glass window. She lifts a violin to her shoulder and pauses, then slides the bow across the strings. The program, with Megan’s photo on the cover, says it’s “Air on the G String” by Bach. Abigail stares at Megan’s face as she listens to the thin, slippery string of music. Megan is smiling as if she knows something about Abigail that she doesn’t want to say. 

Abigail folds her hands over the program and closes her eyes. Her hands are covered in warmth. She opens her eyes to see James’ hand placed over hers. His head tilts toward her as he looks at her from above his glasses. She leans her head on his shoulder, briefly.

The ceremony will be short, without a full funeral mass. It’s what she wanted, Douglas said; what Megan had asked for. As she listens to the music, Abigail is trying to remember if Megan ever said anything to her about what she wanted at her funeral. She can’t think of anything; they talked about life, not death. Not what came after life. She looks down again at Megan’s face on the program; taken ten or fifteen years ago, the wind is tossing her curls across her face. There is a glimpse of a grey ocean behind her. 

A woman Abigail doesn’t know steps up to read Biblical passages aloud. The one from Ecclesiastes, which always reminds her of the old song by the Byrds: “A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to uproot the plant. A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to tear down, and a time to build.” Abigail knows this is true, but she can’t help but think that it was too soon for Megan, too soon to have this life taken away from her.

The next reading is from the Old Testament. “Oh, would that my words were written down! Would that they were inscribed in a record: That with an iron chisel and with lead they were cut in the rock forever! But as for me, I know that my Vindicator lives, and that he will at last stand forth upon the dust.” 

After the readings, Douglas steps up. Rather than walking up steps to the pulpit as the readers did, he stands at the front of the church facing the congregation. He wears a navy linen sports coat and white shirt, and his light hair falls to one side of his forehead in a way that looks untended, but Abigail has seen him pushing mousse into it with his fingertips in front of his bathroom mirror. Tall and angular, Douglas can’t help but command the room, even pale as he is now, even with dark circles under his eyes. From a jacket pocket he pulls   something and holds it up. It is a silver cylinder, about six inches long. He moves it from one hand to the next, and from where she sits, Abigail can see that his fingers are trembling. She squeezes James’ hand, grateful for his solid warmth.

“I hope you will forgive me for not having much to say today, but I wanted–I needed–to say something. My wife–Megan . . .” His voice catches on the name. He swallows, then goes on. “Megan deserves more than I can say about her. Her intelligence, her courage, and her kindness are–were–beyond compare.” He looks down at the glinting cylinder, turning it in his fingers. “She saw beauty everywhere she looked.” He holds the cylinder up, turning it in his fingers. “Megan kept this kaleidoscope in her bedside table, and I would sometimes come in her room to see her looking through it. Looking through this was just one of the ways she turned a plain world beautiful and prismatic.” 

Here Douglas lifts the cylinder, holding it against one eye as he looks around the room through it: at his daughter Phoebe, at others, at Abigail. He puts it down. “On the back of your program you’ll find a poem by Douglas Dunn. When I found this poem, I knew I had to read it today. Not only because he and I share a first name,” and here he gives a wry smile, the smile of a man fighting through his grief. “We shared more than that, as you will see.” 

He takes a folded piece of paper from his side pocket. Unfolding and opening it with shaky hands, he reads: 

The Kaleidoscope, by Douglas Dunn

To climb these stairs again, bearing a tray

Might be to find you pillowed with your books

Your inventories listing gowns and frocks

As if preparing for a holiday.

Or, turning from the landing, I might find 

My presence watched through your kaleidoscope,

A symmetry of husbands, each redesigned

In lovely forms of foresight, prayer and hope.

I climb these stairs a dozen times a day

And, by the open door, wait, looking in

At where you died. My hands become a tray

Offering me, my flesh, my soul, my skin.

Grief wrongs us so. I stand, and wait, and cry

For the absurd forgiveness, not knowing why.






At the last words, Douglas lets both hands drop by his sides. His eyes are wet and red-rimmed, his voice edged with hoarseness. “I wait for that absurd forgiveness and ask for it.”

⬥⬥⬥

They leave the church in silence, buttoning wool coats against a raw, wet wind. Abigail’s mother comes up behind them and pulls her aside. The wind lifts her thin, dyed-brown hair above her head in a halo. “I don’t want to go over to the house. I’m not up for it, and they don’t need me there. Give Doug my sympathy, all right?” She pats her daughter’s arm and makes her way down the sidewalk carefully. 

In the car, James says, “What was that bit about forgiveness about?”

Abigail shakes her head. “No idea, really. He’s distraught, maybe not knowing entirely what he’s saying. Did you see his hands shaking?” 

James nods, looking both ways before he pulls into traffic. “Of course she was sick, but still, it’s a shock. He probably feels responsible, like any of us feel when a loved one dies.”

“Right. We feel that our love should have kept them alive, somehow.” Actually, Abigail knows that Douglas had real reasons to ask Megan’s forgiveness, things Megan or James knew nothing of, but she is not going to mention them to her husband
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Chapter Two
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For the past six months, Abigail has stayed with her friend Megan for part of the day, five days a week. Though Megan was only in her early fifties, Multiple Sclerosis and repeated falls had made her rely on a wheelchair. Abigail helped Megan wash her hair, she prepared her lunch, she went with her to the local library. She fetched Megan’s old dulcimer from the closet and put it on her lap and sang harmony with her to “I’ll Fly Away,” their voices blending like they had when they were young. 

Mostly, though, they would talk. With Douglas at work, they had time and privacy to talk about whatever they wanted. They had been childhood best friends on the North Shore of Massachusetts. Megan was eloquent and graceful, remembering things Abigail had forgotten about their childhood. Abigail still saw in her the young girl she had played with in Beverly. Megan always said Abigail was the prettier one, the smarter one, but Abigail knew she was being nice, trying to soothe Abigail’s insecurities. Abigail was simply facing reality when she said that Megan was smarter, more popular, and nicer than Abigail. People liked Megan. Megan didn’t have to try so hard; life came more easily to her. 

Abigail was the funny one, the sassy one. Later, she was the sexy one.

Abigail would stop at Megan’s house every day on her way home from school. From the moment she walked through the door, Abigail felt the warmth of the household, the comfort in being there. The kitchen was full of color and light, with sun pouring through the large French doors that looked out onto a garden. The rooms were full of art, comfy furniture, bookshelves. Megan’s father was a lawyer, and her mother was always home when they walked in. She would offer them homemade peanut butter cookies. Abigail watched and waited for the secrets Megan must be hiding about her family; there must be something dark behind all that niceness. 

Some days she would still be there when Megan’s father got home. She looked for the tension when he came in the door, hung up his coat, greeted Abigail, and ruffled Megan’s hair. All she saw was Megan tossing her head away from his touch, with an irritation that was part affection, part full confidence of the way she was loved. His arrival was the signal for Abigail to go home.

She would put on her parka and walk the two blocks to her house slowly, stopping on the side streets to look for cars. Her parents lived in a two-story house in a neighborhood with small, scruffy lawns. If her mother were home from the nursing home where she worked, Abigail would hear the familiar sound of her sewing machine when she walked through the door. Sewing helped her relax, she said. When Abigail no longer wanted the skirts or homemade doll clothes, her mother would sell them at craft fairs. Her mother would take her foot off the sewing machine, swipe the pins from between her lips, say “Hi, sweetie. Oh, I guess I better get dinner started.” Abigail would pick her way through piles of cloth and sewing supplies on the floor, to lean over and give her a kiss on the cheek. Her father was a realtor, and they never knew what time he’d come home.

For two summers in middle school, Abigail went with Megan to her family’s summer cottage on the Maine coast. It was an old rambling place that had been in her family for generations. They slept in an upstairs room with two beds under a sloping roof, and a window that looked across a lawn to the ocean. They walked along the beach, gathering shells, and making sandcastles as if they were still young children. She felt like a child there, a happy child in this dream of a place. In the evenings they played on the braided rug in front of the huge old fireplace, and sometimes her parents would join them in a game. Abigail felt, for that week, as if she’d stepped into the world of one of the books she liked to read, books describing a world she didn’t think really existed. 

When they entered high school, Megan no longer invited Abigail to Maine. She and Megan were no longer so close then. Maybe Megan’s parents wouldn’t have wanted to encourage their friendship. Abigail’s parents hit a financial hard spot, something about some bad business deals her father had made, and they sold their house and moved to an apartment in Salem, where rents were cheaper. Abigail changed schools before her junior year. She told herself that she didn’t care; she had better things to do with her summer than go to Maine. She still dreams about the cottage, though, waking with a sense that she has been somewhere beloved, distant, and lost.

⬥⬥⬥

Cars line the curb of the stately Georgian house. They park two blocks away and walk through slush, Abigail holding James’ arm to steady her in her high heels. A light, wet snow is falling. She pushes her loose curls down into her collar and holds her coat shut with her free hand. Her eyes feel heavy, as if there are more tears that need to come out. She thinks of Callie, her tawny cat, stretching out on the rug at home. She wishes she were home with her, sitting in the chair by the lamp, looking out the window at the falling snow. Or shopping at the Chestnut Hill mall, buying something outrageous and expensive and sexy, something that she doesn’t need. Or at a restaurant, having a late, boozy lunch with a friend. She wants to be anywhere except here, about to enter this house she’s entered so many times before, this time to mourn the passing of her best friend. 

In the entry way she considers taking off her wet shoes but decides to leave them on. She wants to leave them on because they make her legs in her black tights look good, then is ashamed to be thinking that at a time like this. Frank, the old yellow dog, ambles over to sniff her legs, tail wagging in recognition. In his eyes as he looks up at her, Abigail imagines she sees loss. She rubs behind his ears. Then Phoebe is there, offering to take their coats, and the girl’s face above her dark blue dress is so pale and so brave and trying so hard that Abigail can’t bear it. She throws her arms around Phoebe and holds her tight, feeling the tense muscles in Phoebe’s back, feeling the girl’s arms hold her tightly. Abigail tries to keep her own tears in while offering what she hopes is comfort. 

Finally she pulls away, straightens her dress, and wipes her eyes. Phoebe smiles at her, a slight trembling in her lips, her eyes shiny and damp. “You shouldn’t have to do that,” Abigail says, taking the coats Phoebe holds over her arm. “Let me do that. Go on.” She shoos her away with a hand, as if shooing her off to play with her friends, something she remembers Megan doing when Phoebe was younger. Megan would wave her off, smiling, as if to assure her not to worry, waiting until her daughter was out of the door to turn to her friend and hold her elbows, hunch her back, let the smile drop from her face. 

The large kitchen is filled with people Abigail doesn’t recognize. She carries the coats to the guest bedroom upstairs. There she lays them across the satiny deep red bedcover, pausing to touch the smooth fabric. 

The room that had been Megan’s is at the top of the stairs. She stops in the door, frozen for a moment. It is as if she shouldn’t just go on, shouldn’t pass by the open door as if nothing had happened there. As if the bed had always been made so smoothly, the throw pillows arranged so artfully. As if it wasn’t calling her to come in. The bedside table is cleared of bottles and tissues and books, polished and shiny, holding only a lamp and a clock. The lamp is turned on. She steps in, hesitantly, and smells it: Megan’s smell, the flowery scent she wore. Under that, the lemony smell of cleanser, and under that the faint smell of body, of illness. Abigail turns away quickly.

As she walks down the stairs she is remembering dinner parties at this house long ago, before Megan became ill. Giddy voices, laughter, and Abigail holding on to this railing to keep from stumbling from too much wine. Phoebe a little dark-haired girl then, asleep upstairs, the child Abigail imagined she would have had, if she’d been able to have a child. Megan again the fortunate one, the one with the family Abigail wanted.

She sees Judith, the home health aide, sitting in a chair in the corner, sipping coffee from a cup. Judith stands and puts her cup on the side table. She stayed with Megan in the times when Abigail or Doug couldn’t be there. Abigail looks into Judith’s broad, compassionate face and feels comforted, and then is enfolded by her hug. She sees the glint of the tiny gold cross necklace Judith always wears.

James is in the living room by the bay window, in conversation with the wife of an editor from the publishing house where Douglas works. Actually, James is listening, nodding, while the woman–yes, she thinks her name is Clara–talks animatedly. The woman is thin and stylish, with grey-streaked blonde hair, and the way she moves her hands as she talks reminds Abigail that Clara and her husband were here, at one of those dinners. Abigail pushes next to James and takes his free hand in hers, holding it close to her side. His other hand holds an open bottle of beer. Abigail says hello to the woman, not by name–just in case she is wrong–and looks at the beer. 

He glances at the other woman. “Clara was kind enough to bring me this.”

“I think I’ll have one, too.” She makes her way to the table against the wall where she sees beer and opened bottles of wine next to cheese and crackers and fruit. Flowers in a glass vase. She pours herself a glass of wine, marveling at the ability of Douglas and Phoebe to pull this all together, in the midst of everything. How did they do it? Did someone help them? Megan’s parents are gone, dead years now in an accident, and Abigail has never met Doug’s mother. She thinks she lives in New York. Should Abigail have helped? She called yesterday, asking if there was anything she could do, and Phoebe assured her there wasn’t. A friend of Doug’s was helping. She did say Abigail could come over the day after the funeral, to help sort things. 

She looks around the room of men and women in dark clothes, talking in murmuring voices. Any laughter that arises is quickly subdued. A woman in front of her steps aside, leaving a clear view of Douglas. On the other side of the room, by the arched doorway to the kitchen, he stands with one hand in his pocket, the other running his fingers through his hair in a distracted way. He is saying something, rapidly, to the woman next to him, a woman Abigail doesn’t know. His eyes are closed as he speaks, shaking his head slightly, as if he can’t bear to say what he is saying. He opens his eyes then, and looks at Abigail, who is looking at him.
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Chapter Three
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It was last Saturday night, a week ago, when Abigail got the call. She’d been asleep, turned on her side away from James in their dark bedroom, when the land line in the hallway rang. Or maybe she hadn’t been asleep; maybe she’d been half-awake, half-dreaming that she was here in bed, about to receive a phone call. Maybe the phone rang several times before she was awake enough to realize that it was a real phone, not a dream phone, and she needed to get out of bed to answer it. She still wasn’t quite awake when she said hello, feeling exposed and confused in the coolness of the dark hallway. The blue numbers of the clock said it was 1:10. Out the window to her left, a nearly full moon rose over the trees. 

Doug’s voice was husky, strained. “I can’t wake her,” he said. “Can you come over?”
“Of course,” Abigail said, and it was only after she hung up that she wondered why he hadn’t called the ambulance, why she hadn’t told him to call the ambulance. James asked her the same thing, as she struggled into her jeans and sweater in the dark bedroom. “Why did he call you? What does he think you can do?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ll call him back.”

“Why was he trying to wake her, anyway?” James asked as she left the room.

“Medicine time,” Abigail called over her shoulder as she ran down the stairs. She waited until she was sitting behind the wheel of her car before calling Douglas back. There was no answer. 

At their house, Abigail parked the car in the drive and ran to the front door. She rang the doorbell, then tried the door. It was unlocked. She ran up the stairs, feet pounding on the thick carpet. The light came from the open door at the top of the stairs, where Abigail saw Douglas. He was leaning over the prone figure of Megan on the bed. With both hands on her shoulders, he was shaking her. Abigail would remember always the sound of his voice as he called her name; it was full of a restrained fury, like there was an anger he was trying to suppress. “Megan! Megan! Wake up!” he called over and over again, as if she could hear him, but was willfully not answering. From the looseness of Megan’s body as he shook her, and from the whiteness of her face, Abigail knew that was not the case. She saw her eyelids flutter, though, so she was alive. “Have you called the ambulance?” Abigail said, and when he didn’t answer, shouted “The ambulance!” Douglas looked at her then, as if he didn’t know who she was, or what she was doing there. “Have you called them?” she asked.

“No,” he said, and Abigail didn’t wait to ask why. 

After calling 911, Abigail pulled Douglas away from his wife. She leaned down, putting her hand to Megan’s throat to feel her pulse, then in front of her mouth. Megan’s breathing was soft, very slow, but regular. “Sit down,” she said, leading Doug to the stuffed chair by the bed, the chair Abigail would sit in when she and Megan had their time together. “Sit.” He finally sat, with a shuddering sigh that was like a collapse. Abigail sat on the edge of the bed, next to Megan. She smoothed Megan’s soft brown hair back from her face, where it had fallen when Douglas was shaking her, and took her friend’s hand. Megan remained still, with eyes closed, but breathing. Abigail hummed, then began to sing in a low voice the song they sometimes sang together: “Some bright morning when this life is over, I’ll fly away . . .” She stopped, realizing what the lyrics were saying–how could they have sung that, all these years? She stroked Megan’s hand, and sat humming instead, her voice finding any tune, any series of notes–lullaby, and good night, oh my baby sleep tight–just to make a sound for Megan, to let her know they were there. She glanced at Douglas, who sat slumped in the chair, holding a hand over his mouth. 

She stopped humming when she heard voices from below, and quick footsteps on the stairs. Before they entered the room, Abigail leaned over and whispered in her friend’s ear, “Don’t fly away just yet, sweetheart.”

They lifted Megan onto a stretcher and put straps around her, something Abigail had seen only in movies, or in glimpses as she drove by accidents on the highway. Doug followed down the stairs. “Call Phoebe, will you?” he said over his shoulder as he went out the door. His face was wild, the face of someone else, and Abigail didn’t ask what she should tell Phoebe. She called Phoebe’s number once and got no answer. She left a message, “Call me, please,” and tried again ten minutes later. This time Phoebe picked up. Her voice hoarse, she asked what was wrong. “It’s your mother,” Abigail said. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but your father called an ambulance. They’re on the way to the hospital now.”

“Should I come? I’ll come,” Phoebe said. “I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

After telling her to drive carefully and saying goodbye, Abigail stood in the hallway. The lamp was on in Megan’s bedroom, shining on the rumpled bed, the cluttered bedside table. She stood looking at the glass of water on the table, a crumpled tissue. A few scattered white pills. Abigail switched the light off and walked downstairs. Frank stood by the living room window, pushing his nose through the curtain to look at the road. She patted his head, saying, “It will be all right, Frankie.” She left a lamp on.

At home, she lay on the couch under a blanket, staring up at the ceiling with her cell phone on the table beside her. Callie padded into the room and jumped on Abigail, turning until she found the right spot to settle on Abigail’s abdomen. She stroked the cat’s fur, seeing, over and over again, the strange stark color of Megan’s skin. She thought the sound of her friend’s breathing had begun to change as she was being carried down the stairs and was trying to remember what it sounded like. Rasping, sort of? She couldn’t remember, it had been such a whirl. She kept hearing Phoebe’s voice on the phone, hoarse and disoriented, as she said she would leave right away. 

When the sky began to lighten through the white living room curtains, Abigail went upstairs to lie next to her husband. He didn’t stir, and his quiet regular breathing in the dark calmed her. He was steadiness, her rock. When she woke hours later, the space next to her was empty. She opened the curtains, looking out to see the empty space in the driveway where he usually parked. On her phone, still on the coffee table, was a text from Doug. “She’s gone,” and next to it, a note on a scrap of paper from James. “I’m sorry.” Sweet James; as if it were his fault, as if any of it were his fault.

⬥⬥⬥

Abigail side-steps the people in the living room to reach Doug. She touches his arm, and he turns to her. Their arms rise at the same time to hold one another; she feels the warmth of his chest through his shirt, through her dress. She forces herself to hold on, to not let go too quickly; they are simply old friends, comforting one another. It’s okay to hold on, no one will think anything of it. Then Doug turns to James, who has followed her, and they hug. Abigail wants to be in the middle of them, wants to feel both those bodies pressed against hers, wants that warmth. It’s not an idle thought; she wants it, wants it so badly that she bites her lip and turns away. She looks up to see Phoebe watching her from a few feet away. The girl has a tender look on her face, a small rueful smile; she sees Abigail’s distress, and attributes it to sadness over her mother’s death. And it is, Abigail thinks; it is sadness, and grief, and love, and lust all messed up together within her. 
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Chapter Four
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Abigail’s life spooled away from Megan’s before it slid back again. When she was a sophomore at UMass Amherst, the fabric of her inner life, never entirely sturdy, began to fray. She sat alone in her dorm room one night and wondered what it would be like to climb twelve stories up to the roof and jump off. She’d found a way to get up there, one drunk night—a door with a broken lock, allowing her to creep along a narrow tunnel to another, secret door, which opened on to a roof. She sat on the hard mattress of her single bed looking out the window at dusky clouds that floated by on a windy spring evening, grey shading to lavender and a sliced moon, and thought, rather dreamily, of how fun it would be to leap off that roof. 

There wasn’t anything in particular that made Abigail feel suicidal that night. Nothing more than the usual. Her parents’ financial situation was a mess, but that wasn’t exactly news. Her dad had made some questionable decisions that decimated their retirement, and they had to sell the house. No money to pay for Abigail’s college expenses, of course. She paid it with loans and a part-time job.

And then there was romance; also, nothing that was big news. Abigail always had a crush on someone, and the more inaccessible he was, the better. The latest was a theatre major, a slight, intense young man who seemed to–for reasons that made no sense to her, no sense at all—prefer another theatre major, a young woman even more slight than he was, over Abigail. That was really no more than an irritation, though, a sense that the young man had made a mistake, shown himself to have poor judgement. It was puzzling that someone would choose another woman over her.

The urge to climb the stairs and creep up to the roof didn’t have directly to do with him. As she sat at the window, thoughtfully chewing a fingernail, she thought it had to do with two things. One, the urge for glory, for that moment when she leaped—laughing—off that roof, the woosh, and how it would forever be emblazoned on the memory of that theatre major, and of last semester’s political science major. And the art major before that. And two, the sense that it really, truly, did not matter whether she did that or not: whether she made the effort of climbing up and seizing her bright moment of glory, becoming one with the grey/lavender sky, or whether she continued to sit in front of her dorm window, chewing a finger which was now bleeding, seeing no sense in any of this. None of it mattered, any choice was as good or as meaningless as any other choice.

Remembering that her mother, at least, would prefer that she not jump, Abigail decided the safer choice was to drop out of school. She found herself a little studio apartment off campus on the ground floor of an old house. She took more hours at the pizza place where she worked downtown, switching to making pizzas instead of serving them, which appealed to her. She didn’t have to smile at customers. She enjoyed teaching herself how to throw the balls of dough in the air, stretching and twirling them in her hands. Occasionally men made suggestive comments to her as they picked up their pizza (Do you have an extra pillow on your bed?), and–because she wasn’t working for tips–she didn’t have to answer unless she wanted to. 

Abigail visited Megan at Bard once during this time. Bard was very different from UMass: smaller, richer, with cuter guys. At a party in an old house Megan took her to, Abigail met a long-haired music major who reminded her of James Taylor. Thin, lanky, mysterious. The air was full of marijuana and cigarette smoke. Abigail shared a bowl with the music major, whose name she forgot, then followed him out a side door. On a bare mattress on a dark back porch, she let him pull down her jeans. Without asking, he pulled a condom from his back pocket, and rolled it over his erect penis. She didn’t object. When he was done, they went back inside. No one but Megan noticed they had been gone. 

The next night they heard classical music in a building that had giant pieces of curved and twisted metal surrounding it, as if it were messily wrapped in sheets of aluminum foil. It was designed by a famous architect, Megan said. They walked from the concert back to the dorm with Megan’s friends, where they sat in a lounge drinking wine from plastic cups. After Megan went to bed, Abigail went with one of Megan’s friends–a slight young man who reminded her of her theatre major–back to his room. He was more polite than the music major, kissing her gently and asking her what she wanted to do. In response, she tugged at his belt and unzipped his jeans. He was surprisingly large. 

Since high school, Abigail and Megan had written letters to one another regularly, but after Abigail returned to Amherst, they lost touch. Abigail forgot to write for a while—she was distracted, her life suddenly pressing, with messy immediacy, around her—and it was months before she realized she hadn’t heard from Megan. Abigail hated to talk on the phone, to be required to sound like the person someone on the other end of the line expected her to be. She wrote Megan a letter instead, describing the past months in a breezy, off-handed way, referring elliptically to intense relationships and a bout of depression. Her goal was to sound cocky and self-assured, letting her friend know she had experienced the depths of human experience more deeply than Megan had, and had learned how to handle them and rise above it all, her wit and charm only enhanced. To make herself a hero. To make Megan admire her, maybe even see some appeal in Abigail’s life that hers, at the ritzy private school, didn’t have. Megan’s reply was sympathetic and graceful, but brief, and revealed nothing of her life. Abigail sensed a reserve, a drawing away. She never got around to answering Megan’s note.

⬥⬥⬥

People are saying goodbye, holding Doug and Phoebe in long hugs. Abigail watches a woman she doesn’t know hug Phoebe, then hold her out at arm’s length, looking intently into her face. Phoebe is trying to smile but looks desperately pale. Doug is slumped beside her in an armchair, holding out his hands to be enveloped in a double hand clasp by an older woman Abigail doesn’t know. Abigail slides over to Phoebe’s side and touches her arm, breaking her away from the other woman’s beseeching gaze. “I will stop by tomorrow, okay?” she murmurs. Phoebe turns to her with a grateful smile.

“Thanks, Auntie Abby,” she says, a nickname from years ago.

In the car, Abigail closes the door with a sigh. “Thank god that’s over.” 

James buckles his seat belt slowly and then just sits for a moment, hands resting on the steering wheel, staring ahead. His face is slack, exhausted. Sad. Abigail remembers that he cared for Megan, too; she doesn’t share this grief alone. She puts a hand on his arm, squeezes. “Yes,” he says. He starts the car and pulls slowly onto the empty road.
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Chapter Five
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The next morning Abigail wakes up feeling every one of her fifty-four years. Her knees crack when she gets out of bed. Megan, you left in the nick of time, she says to her face in the mirror. You knew it would be downhill from here, didn’t you? She splashes cold water on her cheeks.

James is having coffee at the table with the newspaper spread out in front of him. Abigail pulls the cereal box from the cupboard. “They’re going after the immigrants,” he notes darkly.

“It’s what he said he’d do,” Abigail said. “It will get worse.” She couldn’t believe her country had elected that man in November, whose name she didn’t want to say, and she couldn’t believe he would be allowed to remain in the White House. The House so recently inhabited by the principled, intelligent couple who urged their followers to “Go High” when others tried to drag them down. It hurts her to think of it, but she can’t help checking the news cycle first thing every morning, to see what he is doing now, to see if there is some way he will be forced to leave office. 

She has arranged to meet Phoebe at Douglas’s house. Phoebe answers her knock and brings her into the kitchen. Megan’s wheelchair is parked by the door, as if waiting to go out. “Someone is picking that up today,” Phoebe says. She wears leggings and a sweatshirt with the hood pulled over her head. Still pale, she looks a little more herself than she did the day before. She drove over from her apartment in Boston, where she is studying film. “Dad’s at work,” she says.

“Work?” Abigail looks quizzically at Phoebe, thinking, the day after his wife’s funeral, and he goes to work?
Phoebe lifts her hands, drops them. “You know what a workaholic he is. It comforts him, I think, the regularity of it.”
Abigail puts her bag on the floor and looks around. Yesterday’s dishes are washed but the floor is dirty, and the large table is stacked with cards and covered dishes. She has always loved Megan and Doug’s house; it is nearly 200 years old, with a kitchen looking out to a peaceful, landscaped lawn. Every time she sees it, Abigail thinks she should work on their own lawn. “And how about you?” she asks. “Are you missing classes?”
Phoebe shakes her head. “It’s spring break week.” She smiles weakly at Abigail. “Convenient, right? Mom was always considerate.”
“Are you still seeing that guy? Jonathan?”
Phoebe shrugs one shoulder. “Sometimes.” 
“He seemed nice. What can I do to help here?”

Phoebe looks around. “Dad is taking care of the financial stuff, the legal stuff, and Jennifer will come to clean. He asked if we could go through her things here at home. You know, deciding what to do with them, her clothes, that kind of stuff.”

“Oh! It’s so soon, isn’t it?”

Phoebe scratches her head under the hood, rubs her face. “I don’t know. I don’t know how these things go. Dad asked me to, so I thought . . . I mean, he and I will go through some things ourselves. I’ll put some stuff aside for him and me to look at together. He just didn’t want to tackle it all. Do you mind?” Phoebe looks at Abigail anxiously, two neat worry lines between her brows.

Abigail wants to smooth those lines out. “Of course, whatever you two want. I’m at your service.” 

Phoebe had been a toddler when Abigail and James moved back to the North Shore. She was a charming child, always smiling, laughing, learning new words precociously. She inspired Abigail to try to have a child, something James had been wanting. After several years, they were both tested, and were told there was something wrong with Abigail’s cervical mucus. The doctor said her mucus was “hostile” to the egg. There were treatments they could try, but the idea of one of her own organs biologically hostile to new life in her body had convinced Abigail not to try them. It was as if her body were telling her, reaffirming something about herself that she’d always suspected; there was something deep within her, uncontrollable, that was hostile to life. 

Yet being around Phoebe always warmed Abigail, cheered her. She loved the girl; she always had, from
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