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1.

Kathleen Beckett awoke feeling poorly. It was Sunday. November. Warm for this time of year. She threw off the covers and turned onto her back, undoing the bow of her sleeping gown. She wouldn’t go to church, she told her husband, Virgil, but there was no need for concern. Everyone should go on without her.

Virgil hesitated. They had been going to church for six months now, and his wife had not yet missed a service. “Dear, are you sure you’re all right?” he asked, flipping a necktie.

Kathleen, Kathy to her friends, Katie when Virgil felt sweet, nodded from the bed. “I’m perfectly fine,” she said. “I shouldn’t have slept in the flannel. You go. I’ll see you when you get back.”

Virgil kissed his wife on the forehead. Their sons, Nicholas and Nathaniel, were standing in the doorway. “Mother’s not well,” he told them. “Go dress yourselves.”

The boys stared at their mother.

“What’s wrong with her,” said Nicholas.

Virgil glared at him. “I said your mother’s not well. Don’t bother her.”

The boys retreated into their bedroom and put on their church suits. Virgil made breakfast, then piled everyone into the family’s brand-new ’57 Buick Bluebird and departed for the First Presbyterian. The church was fifteen miles from Acropolis Place, the sunny, pentagon-shaped apartment complex on the outskirts of Newark, Delaware, where the Becketts had lived since last May, ever since Virgil started at Equitable Life in Wilmington.

Kathleen had picked it out. Though it was only an apartment, it was new, carpeted in green wall-to-wall, and its signature feature was a gas fireplace that lit with a switch. There was an icebox, a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf for her novels and cookbooks. In the living room, a sliding glass door led out to a white wrought-iron balcony overlooking a small, kidney-shaped community swimming pool, which the Becketts, in their brief tenure at Acropolis Place, had never seen anyone use.

Virgil didn’t care where they lived so long as Kathleen was happy, but he’d taken a pay cut to move back to Delaware and work at Equitable. Their house in Rhode Island sold for what they paid almost a decade ago. He hoped they wouldn’t stay long at the apartment.

After Christmas, he figured, they could start looking for a house in Wilmington, but until then, each Sunday the family would travel the fifteen miles to the First Presbyterian and sit in the wooden pews for forty minutes, listening to Reverend Underhill speak with passive equanimity about Jesus Christ and potluck suppers.

Usually after the service, Virgil and the other men from Equitable lingered on one part of the church’s front lawn in pressed suits and fedoras, smoking and talking business, family, the free afternoon, while the women, crisp in their crinolines, lingered in the vestibule, chatting with the reverend, anticipating an afternoon of cooking and cocktails. Today, the unseasonably warm weather prompted everyone to flee the First Presbyterian as quickly as possible, leaving the reverend to watch his congregation hastily press themselves into their cars and wonder what it was he’d said that sent them running.

Virgil Beckett was the first out the door. Major chords of the last hymn still sounded in the nave as he whispered to the boys to get their coats. I’ll check on Kathleen first, he thought. Then I’ll call Wooz. The course was bound to be open on a day like this, though he’d never golfed this late in the season before.

There were barely any leaves on the trees.

Virgil had thought about golfing throughout the entire sermon and could not tell you a word of what Reverend Underhill said. Having grown up in California, he appreciated an Indian summer, and pictured himself in his summer shirt and slacks, swinging iron, feeling the sweat slide down his back. He imagined the smell of the warm browning grass beneath him, the sight of the hanging November sun in the sky. Now, rushing the boys to the car, he worried whether the course was actually open, and if so, whether anyone would have bothered to rake and mow.

“In you go,” he said, and the boys tumbled into the back of the Bluebird.

Virgil glanced at his sons in the rearview. They hadn’t spoken much this morning and were slouched in the back seat. Their coats were already off. Their faces, pink and sticky.

“You boys okay?” he said.

“We don’t like church clothes,” said Nicholas.

Nicholas, the younger of the two, often spoke for himself and Nathaniel.

“We’re almost home,” Virgil said. “When you get home you can change and then go outside. Isn’t this a great day? Are you going to play stickball or something? Get a game going?”

The boys didn’t answer.

Virgil struck the left-hand turn signal on the Bluebird. The car tick-tocked, and they waited.

It suddenly occurred to Virgil that Kathleen might be pregnant.

He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it until now. Though most women were finished by thirty, a third child at her age wasn’t unheard of. Most of the agents at Equitable had three. But a man had to be cautious; you couldn’t get greedy and take on more than you could handle. Virgil didn’t know him well, but Tom Braddock had four boys and was apparently envied for years. Then, a month ago, the oldest died. It happened right outside his house. Some kind of a blockage in the brain—or was it the heart? Leg? At any rate, the boy just collapsed on the front lawn, and now Virgil regarded Braddock warily. It was the worst sort of terrible luck, he felt, the kind that might attach itself to you if you got too near it. Virgil’s boss, Lou Porter, had told Braddock to take a good deal of time off, whatever he needed, and everyone pretended it was for Braddock. Truth was, no one could stand to be near him.

Virgil wondered if the baby would be a girl. It would be good for Kathy to have a girl, he thought. He was happy with his boys, but a little girl could keep Kathy company in a different way, and he worried sometimes that she was lonely in a house of men.

By the time he made the final turn into Acropolis Place and steered the Bluebird into the carport, Virgil Beckett saw the new baby girl as clearly as he saw the warm afternoon golfing. He helped the boys out of the back seat, slammed the car doors, then traveled up the stairs two at a time to apartment 14B and went directly to the bedroom to check on his wife. “Kath?” he said.

She wasn’t there.

Virgil stood for a moment, looking at the bed. It was neatly made.

“Kathleen?”

He left the bedroom and searched the living room, kitchen. There was no sign of her. He was thinking she might have slipped out for some Bayer or something when he heard Nicholas cry out:

“Mother’s in the pool!”

Virgil joined his sons on the balcony.

Kathleen was standing in the far end of the swimming pool, chest-deep in water, her elbows resting comfortably on the bullnose coping. She was wearing her old red bathing suit, the one from college. He hadn’t seen it in years.

“Kathy,” he shouted, laughing. “What are you doing?”

The woman looked up, visoring her eyes with one hand to block the sun. A cigarette forked her fingers.

She saw Virgil and waved.

Virgil returned to the front door, traveled back downstairs, and by the time he reached the edge of the pool, a few of their neighbors had slid back their own glass doors and were standing, watching, from behind the rails of their balconies.

He knelt down. “Kath,” he said. “Are you all right?”

Mrs. Beckett smiled at her husband. “I’m perfectly fine,” she said. “Never felt better, in fact.”

“What are you doing out here?”

Kathleen Beckett, née Lovelace, in her younger years had been an athlete. She was tall, and once slender. Her game was tennis, and she’d done well in college, winning both the ’47 and ’48 women’s intercollegiate tournaments at the University of Delaware. A black-and-white photo of Kathleen in her tennis dress, holding her racquet, was still hanging in Memorial Library.

Her hero, she said, was Margaret Osborne duPont, the current US national champion, who by 1957 had accumulated thirty-three Grand Slam titles, ten Wightman Cups. Margaret Osborne duPont, who lived on a sprawling Wilmington estate just twenty miles northeast of Newark, had the greatest endurance of any tennis player Kathleen had ever seen. When Kathleen read in the paper that Margaret’s father had died, she had written her a long letter, telling her how much she admired her.

Virgil had always liked watching Kathleen play. Her long body sailed around the court. Her right arm made a grand sweeping gesture whenever she hit the ball, and sometimes she emitted a guttural hah! Before graduation, Kathleen had briefly entertained the idea of playing professionally—there was a scout, Randy Roman, who would have signed her any time she wanted—but it would not have been an easy life, and Virgil was grateful that Mr. Roman had been honest about it. He explained up front what it really meant to practice all the time, to play tennis around the country—or if she won here, Australia—and in the end, Kathleen had turned him down. She graduated, married Virgil, and moved with him to Pawtucket to set up house.

After the boys were born, Kathleen continued playing tennis recreationally. She didn’t always win—it was more important to give her friends a few points than beat them outright, she said, and besides, the middle part of her had never really recovered from pregnancy. She couldn’t move as fast, didn’t hit as hard anymore. Eventually she stopped playing tennis altogether, and now Virgil told her every day how beautiful she was.

In the pool, Kathleen lowered her forearms to the water’s surface and let them float. Her brown hair was tied into a wet knot at the neck. She playfully kicked her legs, and Virgil could see the flesh on her thighs moving underwater. When her feet touched the bottom, her whole body shook, slightly.

“I was hot,” she said. “That’s why I came out.”

Virgil stared at the blue sky and worried about Kathleen. Then he worried about the golf game. A warm November in Delaware really was a very rare thing, and he needed to call Wooz as soon as possible. Artie Wooz, the most ambitious of the fellows at Equitable, didn’t wait for anyone except their boss. For Lou Porter, the men at Equitable laughed, Arthur Delano Wooz was a well of infinite patience.

It must be seventy degrees, Virgil thought, as a lingering V of Canada geese went crying over their heads. Was it noon?

“Geez, Mrs. Beckett,” he said. “Haven’t you cooled off yet?”

Kathleen sank, took in a mouthful of water and surfaced, spitting it out. Usually she laughed when he called her “Mrs. Beckett,” but not today.

“I’m just taking a dip,” she said. “We have a pool, after all, and no one uses it. When we moved here, we talked about the pool. It’s open, and the boys don’t use it. So I thought I’d take a dip.” She bounced on her toes in the water and waved to the boys.

They didn’t wave back.

Virgil lowered his voice. “Kathleen,” he said. “Are you pregnant?”

His wife closed her eyes. She spat again, tugging a strap of her swimsuit.

How many years had it been since he’d seen that thing, he wondered. Eight years at least. Not since the ’40s. The suit was old-fashioned, with some kind of skirt at the bottom, and Virgil didn’t like the way the thin straps now cut into Kathleen’s fleshy shoulders, striping her skin with red marks, hugging bone. The material was so worn it thinned around her breasts, and Virgil realized with horror that if he looked closely, he could see his wife’s nipples, round as bullseyes.

The whole apparatus looked like it could fall apart at any second.

Virgil moved himself into a squatting position at the edge of the pool, like his old swim coach from college. Unlike his wife, he was no athlete; he’d only swum for one semester, and never won a meet. Losing never bothered him. Though on the short side, Virgil Beckett had been one of the most attractive men on campus—people called him “Coop,” after Gary Cooper—so he wasn’t competitive. When he was a boy, his mother, a willowy blond stunner named Elizabeth—Bitsy—had told him not to worry: good-looking people didn’t have to be.

Virgil tried not to think about his neighbors who had appeared, standing on their balconies. They were elderly, with nothing better to do after church, before lunch.

A few were pointing.

The scene was beginning to remind him of a time back in Pawtucket before the boys were born, when Kathy surprised him at work wearing a trench coat with nothing but her nightgown on beneath it. The nightgown, long and wrinkled, had shown beneath the bottom of the trench coat. It made her look nuts. He would have preferred it if she were naked, he’d always thought, and now here she was in the swimming pool, in November.

“Stop bouncing like that, for God’s sake,” he said.

Kathleen stared at the water. “Why?”

Virgil cringed. He wasn’t rigid, nor was he in his best form if something fell out of order. For his entire life, he had preferred to follow through with whatever arrangements had been constructed for him.

He had been to the war, like everyone else, and for most men, the experience had either energized them into leadership or destroyed them. It had done neither to Virgil Beckett. In May of ’44 he was shipped off to Italy for an attack on southern France that never materialized, and spent two weeks sightseeing around the ruins of Naples in a daze. When he twisted his ankle taking out some trash, he faked that it was broken, and ended up crutching around the hospital for two weeks more, flirting with the Italian nurses until they agreed to send him home. That fall, when he enrolled at the University of Delaware, he kept up the limping for a while because the girls all seemed to like him wounded. It was how he met Kathleen.

One wet October day on campus, Virgil was killing the afternoon in the library’s audio booth with his ankle up, resting his arms on his crutches. He was listening to Charlie Parker records, fantasizing about being a member of a famous jazz quartet, playing the saxophone in a huge theater, in front of a crowd. He liked “Hot House” and “Anthropology” best, but also the slower ones, like “All the Things You Are.” It’s what he was listening to when he noticed a slender brunette sitting at a table outside his booth, reading. Her brown hair, thick and shiny, was divided in half, and she wore a white dress with a fulsome, pleated skirt.

Virgil stared at the dress for many minutes before realizing it was a tennis outfit.

When he got up the courage to leave, he hobbled past the table and felt a charge in his body when she looked up at him, whispered, “Faker,” and smiled.

Though no Bitsy Beckett, Kathleen Lovelace was pretty and worked her best features with makeup. She laughed easily, which made her pretty. The first time they did more than kiss, he snuck in through the window of her room at Warner Hall, and she apparently knew what was going to happen before he did: her roommate would be gone for two hours, she said. She had changed the sheets.

Virgil didn’t know what he’d expected but was pleasantly surprised when Kathleen sat him down on her bed and declared that, for obvious reasons, there could be no penetration, and offered him a short list of acceptable substitutes. He had forgotten to bring a condom anyway, he told her sheepishly. Kathy knew what she liked and when she liked it. She had no desire to try anything new, and this wouldn’t change, not in three years of dating nor nine years of marriage. She didn’t tell him about other boys; he never asked. He welcomed her to snuggle into his armpit (she called it Muskrat Dungeon), relieved that he had met this tall girl happy to be in charge of everything. Virgil Beckett felt easy and comfortable around Kathleen Lovelace, so when they were both seniors, he offered her a ring, which she accepted. Though he had worried occasionally about Kathy over the years, Virgil had never, not once, worried that the marriage itself wouldn’t work.

“So are you coming inside?”

Kathleen shook her head.

Virgil put a hand in the pool water. “People get the flu for less, you know,” he said.

“I don’t think so,” his wife said, peeling a few wet strands of hair from her neck. “I feel wonderful, actually. But if you’re cold, you should go inside.” She swung her head and smiled. “I’m just having a dip, that’s all,” she said. “Tell the boys they can join me if they want.”

Virgil looked up at his balcony, where his sons remained standing in their little church suits. Their arms were crossed. “I’ll bring you a towel,” he said.

“I have a towel,” Kathleen said.

A folded blue towel was on the grass, next to the pool cover.

The cover was a massive beige thing, which, when removed from its position over the swimming pool, resembled a collapsed tent. Virgil wondered how on earth Kathleen had moved it by herself. It occurred to him that someone must have helped her.

Cosmo, he thought.

Kosmas Parousia Jr., a Delaware Greek, was the landlord and general operations manager of Acropolis Place Apartments. A short, black-haired, smooth-cheeked man who doused himself daily with what Virgil estimated to be great lashings of Pinaud Clubman aftershave, Cosmo had a shocking, high-pitched laugh often heard echoing throughout the complex. He had taken over management of the place two years ago, after his father died, and wore shorts almost year-round. Occasionally, Virgil spotted Cosmo’s stumped, hairy legs sticking out from underneath the chassis of a person’s car.

Privately, Kathleen called him “The Little Troll,” but Virgil liked him. Cosmo and his wife had two boys just a year older than Nicholas and Nathaniel. The Beckett and Parousia boys didn’t get along but on nice afternoons tolerated one another, helpless to the urge to be out of doors. Cosmo was a good manager, alert to the needs of his tenants, and this morning, Virgil briefly feared that their landlord had seen Kathleen in that ancient, see-through bathing suit.

“Well, all right, then,” he said, and gave Kathleen a kiss on the top of her head. He left the pool
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