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			Brimston, Arizona

			February 2018

		

	
		
		
			
			The Arizona sun is strong this February afternoon, but all the women are quite cool and comfortable. You might think that they chose the colors of their shorts and sleeveless tops to match the colors of the fruits they are eating: cantaloupe, watermelon, honeydew. Their fingernails and toenails are painted in various shades of opalescence: silver, rose, robin’s-egg blue. This is their weekly ritual: water aerobics, a manicure, a pedicure, then lunch (raw fruits, raw vegetables, whey protein–enriched smoothies) in front of one of their wall-sized TVs. Their children are grown; their husbands are somewhere.

			They are waiting for the show that is their favorite, and for which they feel a proprietary pride because it started as a local cable show here in their own Brimston and has now gone national. But they knew it when.

			“I just love her. I always have.”

			“I’m crazy about everything about her.”

			
			“When she goes after someone, I just feel good about things, like the world’s on the right track.”

			“Blah blah blah and boo hoo hoo,” they say, imitating Quin’s inflection, toasting each other with their pastel smoothies.

			

			—

			“Good afternoon, lovers of justice. This is Quin Archer. And this is PAYBACK.

			“Today’s show exposes a greedy dishonest father, Winston La Marr. He cheated his daughter Cindy of a legacy left by her grandmother and fled the country with a new woman. Cindy’s loving grandmother, Thelma La Marr, Winston’s mother, created a trust to ensure that her granddaughter would always be provided for…she particularly wanted Cindy to have a college education. But she was too trusting…perhaps not in her right mind…and the trust was set up with only herself and Winston as trustees, not Cindy. She felt secure giving Winston the money to invest, and he invested it in what were called ‘bearer bonds.’ Bearer bonds, my friends, are named as they are precisely because anyone holding them in their hand…or bearing them…can cash them in. And that is precisely what Winston La Marr did. Cashed in the bonds, fled the country, leaving his daughter impoverished.

			“We’ve connected with him in this leafy upscale suburb of Philadelphia, an idyllic setting, my friends, I’m sure you all agree. Observe the wide, quiet street, the lush old trees. But I’m here to tell you that for Cindy growing up, life was far from idyllic. She went from living a comfortable middle-class life to being an impoverished child of a working mother—her mother went back to work as a secretary when her husband left and barely made ends meet—so Cindy was the victim and her victimizer went scot-free. Time and the world healed her; she is a brave, brave woman—married for thirty-six years with two lovely daughters and five sweet grandkids—until today. Because we’re here, all of us, you and I, and finally the victim will no longer be a victim but a payee. When she will get her PAYBACK.”

			
			On the screen, dark storm clouds brood. Then from somewhere, from anywhere, a golden arrow pierces the clouds, which part like curtains, revealing shining gold letters: PAYBACK.

			The gold letters disappear to reveal the severe face of Quin Archer.

			Standing in front of a large white house with out-of-place Colonial pillars, at the crest of a perfect lawn, is a grim-looking woman, possibly in her late fifties. On the right, slumped, stricken, stands a man in at least his eighties. Quin Archer approaches them. The old man bursts into tears. “What I did was terrible; I was the victim of the disease, gambling…it’s a disease like cancer or diabetes. You throw away everything valuable, for the disease. I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t forgive me. By the time I got myself together, I couldn’t find you. I tried, I really tried, but you’d moved, your mother remarried, you took her husband’s name. I tried, I really tried. I only wish I could make it up to you somehow.”

			Winston La Marr begins weeping.

			“You well may shed tears, Mr. La Marr. But until Cindy gets her PAYBACK all I can say is blah blah blah and boo hoo hoo. Tears are not PAYBACK, Mr. La Marr, and this is why we’re here. Because it is time for you to make it up. To pay it back. I’m looking at your beautiful home here…and Cindy has provided us with images of the homes she lived in growing up.”

			
			Drab ranch houses on treeless streets appear on the screen, each one more dilapidated, more dispiriting than the last.

			“And this is the home Cindy and her husband, Tom, have made a home, through sweat and tears and struggle…a home, modest by any standards…no pillars for Cindy, no great lawn and majestic trees. So I would say there is something you could do to make it up to her, because it is obvious that you are enjoying a lifestyle far superior to that of the daughter you abandoned.”

			“It’s…it’s not mine…it’s…it’s my wife’s.”

			“Let’s see what your wife has to say about all this,” Quin says, walking up the three brick steps to the front door.

			She rings the bell insistently, and the door is opened by a tall woman, her hair a stiff tower of copper red, her arms crossed across her large, heavily corseted chest.

			“I want you off my property,” the woman says.

			“Well, I’m afraid it’s too late for that, as your husband has signed a release.”

			“But it’s my property, not his.”

			“I think, Mrs. La Marr, that this is not the case. The deed, which we have found, is in both your names.”

			The woman tries to close the door, but Quin has wedged her foot against it, so it is impossible.

			“Your husband has said that he wishes he could make up to his daughter for the deprivation he caused her. He says that the money is in your name, but I’m sure you’ll see the injustice, Cindy deserves some PAYBACK.”

			“Over my dead body.”

			“Are you sure you want the scandal of your husband being taken to court, exposed for the thief and cheat he is, his past laid out for everyone to see…not just your neighbors, but all the viewers of this show?”

			
			“Marie,” Winston shouts from the bottom of the lawn. “Marie, it’s only right.”

			The woman pushes the door against Quin’s foot, and Quin, having no choice, moves her foot away, takes off her high black pump, and rubs her foot with the greatest possible expression of inflicted pain.

			“I’ll make it right, Cindy, I swear I’ll make it right,” says Winston La Marr.

			Cindy falls into her father’s arms, and weeps. “Everything happens for a reason, Dad.”

			“And remember, Cindy,” Quin says. “If your father is unable to make his wife act justly, you have legal recourse. You need not be a victim. You will get PAYBACK, I guarantee it, if you just take your life in your hands, the only life you have, Cindy, the life that your father nearly stole from you—if you use the strength that helped you survive, I guarantee that you will get your PAYBACK.”

			Quin Archer turns her back on the embracing father and daughter. “Till next week, then. Remember: Justice may be slow in coming, but together we will bring it home.”

			She walks down the hilly lawn to the sidewalk. She looks into the camera with a fierce intensity.

			“My friends, my real true friends, all of you out here, I’ve never had the courage for this until now. But your love and support have made me feel safe and strong. You see, what I have kept shut inside my heart is the truth that I, too, was a victim. And my victimizer, my betrayer—well, I didn’t have the strength then to confront her, and there was no one to support me—she should have been the one—and so I ran, like so many victims, I ran. Ran into a life of self-destruction, which through so much support and love I was able to turn around. But now, my friends, my community of justice seekers. It’s my turn. I am proud to say that I have helped many to give up the status of victim, and it’s my turn now. You’ve heard me say it: Don’t call yourself the victim, call yourself the OWED. Next week, my friends: you’ll hear my story. Next week my victimizer will be the one to PAY BACK. And remember, my friends, FORGIVENESS WITHOUT PAYBACK KEEPS A VICTIM IN HIS CHAINS.”

			

			—

			
			In a trailer parked in front of the brick house, two girls, bright and fleet as birds, dab at Quin Archer’s face with a white towel, leaving on it splotches of makeup the color of a pretzel. “Santa Fe Sunset” is the name of the foundation shade Quin favors. She is proud of her even, youth-bestowing tan, and although people warn her of the danger of tanning beds, she doesn’t listen. She mistrusts all doomsayers and believes that if there are consequences to something, she will find a way around them.

			She snaps her fingers for one of the girls to give her a hand mirror. She examines her face with calm satisfaction. With pleasure, she runs her hands over her skin’s firm, wrinkleless texture. She is lean and taut; there is no looseness, no sagging on any part of her body. She wished for years that her eyes were bigger, but now she’s made her small eyes a kind of trademark, emphasizing them with lines of thick black kohl. She worries that perhaps her arms are starting to look ropy, but for now she favors sleeveless sheaths and high heels. She pats with pleasure her signature hair: silver spikes, baffling speculations about her real age.

			She applies a thick coating of her signature orange lipstick—“Tangerine Sunrise”—and outlines it with a darker pencil: “Blood Orange.” She swivels around on her chair and says to her two birdlike assistants, who pretend to understand, “Well, that almost didn’t work…I hate it when they fall into each other’s arms. Thank God for the wife. But wait and see, girls, this next one, the one I was just talking about. I’m going to nail this one. I’m going to nail her to the wall.”

		

	
		
		
			
			PART II
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			New York

			New Canterbury, Rhode Island

			April 1972

		

	
		
		
			
			Halfway down the wide stone staircase she stands still. Just for a moment, then she walks down three steps and is still again. Fifth Avenue. She looks to her right—or south, as she believes. It opened, the avenue, and that was just the right word for it: avenue, not street or road, but avenue, with its suggestion of expanse. The tallest buildings show themselves in mist, thin as needles, then rise up, dissolve in silver.

			She knows that she must turn around; she has to look behind her for the girls—the meek, abashed ones trailing close behind her, the daring ones who chafed and tried to flee, calculating the possibility of wild escape. But there would be no escape: there was the yellow bus a hundred paces from the bottom step, and there was Mrs. Golding, tapping her clipboard with a light green mechanical pencil, come along, girls, come along. Kind Mrs. Golding had agreed to take the girls back to Rhode Island without Agnes, leaving Agnes in the city, on her own to do whatever she wanted. Take a holiday or half a holiday, for goodness’ sake, kind Jane Golding had said.

			
			Agnes waves the bus off till it is entirely out of sight. She hasn’t moved; she doesn’t know how long it’s been, long enough to be noticed if anyone was watching. But no one is watching. She’s completely on her own.

			Is that the problem? That no one was watching. No one expecting, no one requiring. Was this what immobilized her? Because she just can’t decide. Here she is, on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum, and she is an art teacher—the art teacher at the Lydia Farnsworth School for Girls, New Canterbury, Rhode Island. A school to be proud of, founded by bluestockings, suffragettes before the First World War; she herself had been a student there, an atmosphere of deliberate but genteel tolerance, an unspoken insistence on decorum, mixed with an insistence on intellectual freedom, laced with a New England asceticism that despised, in equal measure, cheap luxury and received ideas. But now there would be no girls trailing, no masterpieces to explain, no passing by the Carpaccio she would have preferred for the Titian she felt they ought to know about. The whole of the world’s great art, and she had only to go back up this staircase, into the building and up the truly grand stairs, and it was all hers.

			But just as easily, she could go down the stairs, turn right, and make her way down Fifth Avenue.

			She can’t stand there any longer. It’s making too much of it to stand like this, as if the question were a great one. Even if she put the matter in large terms—art or life, the past or the present—she knew that was ridiculous. The great questions were not for her, to put it in those large terms was nothing but vanity, and vanity was one of the faults she knew she was susceptible to and therefore must fear.

			
			Go on, then—up or down.

			Down it was, and to the right.

			

			—

			And after two short blocks all doubt is done. This was the right thing…the budding trees make her breath light and easy. Wasn’t it possible to say that observing these was as good as looking at the Turner sunsets or the Goya boy? Wasn’t it, after all, another kind of learning?

			Is it possible that everyone she passes is as interesting as they seem? Even the dogs look clever, ready to discriminate, their wedge-shaped or triangular heads full of information picked up as they sniff the sidewalks or each other’s trim behinds. The doormen raise their white-gloved hands and whistle for the yellow cabs. Possibly the people getting in the cabs don’t bother thanking the doormen, or perhaps they do. The new babyish leaves are slight but prosperous. The sky is not quite brilliant but in no way overcast.

			In front of her, a mother carries a baby on her back: a complex frame, steel tubing, but the cloth that makes the pouch through which the baby’s legs poke is a tie-dyed blue-red-green, and in the center, a yellow peace symbol. The baby’s head lolls to one side; he drools; his lips make little sucking motions. The mother’s hair catches the light: gold, curly wires that rise and fall with each step that she takes in her high red boots. Her skirt is very short, but Agnes thinks she must be comfortable in her purple tights, and the skirt, though short, is sturdy corduroy. Wonderful hair, she thinks, and she would like to tell the mother, Your hair is wonderful; your baby is beautiful; and do you know how lucky you are that it is 1972 and you can let your hair be as it is? Kinky, we might have called it five or seven years ago. Frizzy. It would have been required that you sleep all night in hard, excruciating rollers so that you could appear acceptable in the morning, in the world, with bone-straight hair. Like mine, Agnes thinks, touching with regret her thick hair, shoulder length, the longest she has courage for. Because she is Miss Vaughan, the Art Teacher. At the distinguished Lydia Farnsworth School, which has, it must not be forgotten, standards.

			
			But it’s not true, she thinks, we are not fortunate in 1972. You shelter your baby in a cloth that urges peace, but there is no peace. We are at war. This terrible, this absurd, this evil war. Impossible to put out of the mind for more than a few hours the television images: mothers like this one running with babies, both aflame. Napalm. Unfriendly fire. But you and I are on the same side, she wants to tell the mother. We may have been on the same marches. She remembers her first march. The Pentagon, September 1967, in a yellow bus with Jo and Christina: the three of them the youngest teachers, newly hired. Now inseparable. Friends, they know, for life.

			The headmistress, Letitia Barnes, had hired three young teachers to replace three retirements: Agnes Vaughan, Christina Datchett, and Jo Walsh to replace Miss Hastings and Miss Lloyd and Miss Fuller, all of whom had been there since the last days of the Depression. Agnes taught Art History and Studio Art, Jo taught History and Civics, Christina Biology and Chemistry. An alum had funded a new Chemistry lab. When Agnes was a student there, they made do with out-of-date equipment, it being understood that science was not their strong point. This was something Letitia Barnes was dedicated, now, to changing. And hiring Jo had been a radical decision; her husband was in prison in Danbury for having burned his draft card.

			
			None of the three new teachers was attached to a man. Jo’s husband was in jail. Christina, the only real voluptuary, had plenty of offers for dates, but she never allowed a second one, saying, “They bore me to crumbs, I just can’t take it.”

			Agnes is engaged, but Roger Jenkins, her fiancé, is on an archaeological dig in Iraq. He has been away for six months; he will be away for another twelve. She is ashamed to admit, even to herself, that what she misses most is the sex. Sometimes she isn’t sure exactly how she became engaged. She loves Roger, she knows she does: his steadiness, his ease in the physical world, his belief that all problems were solvable using a mixture of reason and determination. She loves the hair on his chest and his long narrow feet. But she doesn’t think about him constantly; his image doesn’t swim up to her consciousness whenever nothing else has taken up habitation. She knows they will, together, make a good, perhaps even a rich, life. But sometimes, in the first moments of waking, she must tamp down the suspicion that she agreed to marry him because the estate of daughter, her strongest connection being to her parents, has grown obsolete to the point of being disreputable. Sometimes she is afraid that what she likes best is how they appear, the way they are seen as they walk together. She likes the look of their hands clasped on a table.

			She sees her parents’ happiness, but knows somehow that her father’s passion for her mother has never been returned. So she tells herself it is all right: a love, warm but not incandescent, the prospect of a large and fertile meadow rather than towering mountains or raging seas. And she wants sex, sex on a regular basis without the fraught dramas that finding a comfortable horizontal surface seem increasingly to entail.

			
			But if she is honest, she enjoys herself more with Christina and Jo than with Roger.

			Roger’s humor is dry and ironical; he is very fond of puns; it has nothing in it of Jo’s zaniness, Christina’s delight in the absurd, her gift for mimicry. The three young, pretty teachers, spending their weekends together, watching the mixed couples at the adjoining tables when they are in restaurants, or down the bar from them at the happy hour they’ve discovered two towns away. With Roger, she never feels this freedom, this full-throated sense of being in the world.

			Being unattached allows the three of them to give extraordinary attention to their students, as the older spinster teachers did, but without the over-genteel (or lesbian) cast that turned off some prospective parents. The three of them spent their weekends together, Agnes the glue that held the three together because Christina could be impatient with Jo’s political earnestness and Jo could be quick to take offense at what she saw as Christina’s “Noël Coward to hell with it all” approach.

			Agnes adored them both and found them more admirable, more exciting than she believed herself to be. On the marches they went on together, they were able (as she is sure the mother with the baby on her back would be) to shout the slogans at the top of their lungs. Hey, hey, LBJ, how many people did you kill today? The most Agnes could do was make the V sign with her fingers. V for Victory. But what would victory entail? She wishes she were more like her friends, more like what she is sure this mother is like. Do you understand, she wants to ask the mother, walking ahead of her, how awful it is to know yourself to be a timid person? Timid. What an awful word. She hates the word. She would like to spit it onto the sidewalk. But that too is something she could never do.

			
			The mother and the baby turn, head off the avenue, west, Agnes thinks, and disappear into the park. She wonders if she should follow them. No. Suppose the mother turned and showed a menacing or angry face. A sneer, a grimace. Suppose she was scarred or deformed. What then would be required? No, it was best to let them go.

			

			—

			Fifty-Ninth Street. The Plaza. Memories of afternoon sweetness. Her mother and her mother’s best friend, Frances Fletcher. Always college girls with each other, roommates, although they hadn’t lived together for thirty years, but in their minds, perhaps, they always had. Christened Henrietta and Frances, they called each other “Hank” and “Frank.”

			Frances had not married. Frances was what was called then a “career girl.” One of those glamorous jobs teenagers could dream over: an editor at House and Garden magazine, although she had neither house nor garden but was urban, a New Yorker to her fingertips (always the same blood red). And her mother always said, incomprehensibly for Agnes at the time, but later sensible, “A shame really, she was a first-rate poet.” Frances, her cigaretty voice, her red-painted nails, her high heels (a reference point for Agnes, whose mother would risk nothing more than a medium heel, “It’s no accident they’re called spikes”). Frances, who had not married but specialized, Agnes’s mother confided later, in affairs with unsuitable married men. Frances, large boned, presenting an image of health that was only just not aggressive, in contrast to Agnes’s mother, who had suffered asthma since she was a child.

			Her trips to New York with her mother, culminating in drinks with Frances, were always about seeing art. The Metropolitan, where she is today. The secret jewel: the Frick with its polished, pricey quiet; the courtyard, the quietly plashing fountains, her mother’s favorite Bellini, Agnes’s secret favorite, the Ingres in the blue satin dress. Her mother had wanted to be a painter. “But if you aren’t great, you may as well be useful.” She became a medical illustrator. She took a pride in her own hardheaded common sense, painting only with Agnes: watercolors of flowers, this is how to put in shadows, how to blur a line.

			
			Agnes started college believing that she would be a painter because she was the artist of her class at the Lydia Farnsworth School. Lauded among her friends for her ability to capture their faces. Rewarded by neighbors who want her to render the view of the sea from their back porch. Her self-portrait hung in her parents’ bedroom, “Look, Paul, how she got the arch of the eyebrows.” Then at Brown she is told she is hopelessly conventional; realism is dead, even abstraction. One teacher praises her “delicate eye, and delicate hand,” but then, leaning over to correct a line, he rests his not-delicate hand on her breast, and she understands that it is time to give up painting.

			She had her own lunches with Fran at the Palm Court, without her mother, uneasy at the exclusion but unwilling to give up the pleasure. A gimlet. You must know how to drink and not get drunk.

			Sometimes she spent the night with Frances. Her apartment: a source of crucial information. A shelf of cosmetics and small deliberate brushes, mascara, eyebrow pencil, eye shadow, eyelash curler, lipstick, lip brush, liquid rouge, solid blusher. “I have to put my face on,” Frances says in the morning, as if after closing the bathroom door she will be shedding her unadorned face for a new one.

			
			But Agnes was drawn to Frances as the cavemen had been drawn to the one among them who realized that meat was better salted, cooked.

			Frances was romantic, not about her own romantic life, which she described with a brittle cynicism, but about Agnes’s parents’ marriage. They had all met in college; Frances and Agnes’s mother at Mount Holyoke, her father at Amherst. “I’ve never seen anyone as taken by anyone as your father was by your mother. For a long time, she didn’t accept his attentions, his obvious devotion. I think she knows that he loves her more than she loves him. Oh, she loves him, they are one of the few genuinely good matches I know. But he’s not the love of her life. You are. I’ve heard her make a joke of him…his earnestness, what she calls his ‘moral finickiness.’ But she’s never made a joke of you. Not for a minute. I think perhaps you have been perfectly loved.”

			On one of their visits, Frances said, “Has your mother talked to you about contraception? It’s no good blushing, not knowing could have hideous consequences. I remember a girl in our class at Mount Holyoke, a few of them, really, over the four years, they’d leave for a weekend and never come back, and you didn’t know if they’d died or just had a baby. Barbaric. But should you ever need anything like that I have a very good doctor friend who could help you.”

			

			—

			Agnes approaches Fifty-Seventh Street. Fifty-Seventh Street was only one thing: Carnegie Hall. And only one person: her father.

			It had been another kind of adventure when her father took her to New York. It was always to Carnegie Hall, and their route was always the same. They got off the train at Penn Station and walked east to Fifth Avenue so her father could make his pilgrimage to the New York Public Library. His cathedral, his Vatican, his Taj Mahal. Not surprising: he was a professional, Paul Vaughan, head librarian of the Providence Public Library.

			
			Agnes and her father would walk up Fifth Avenue from Thirty-Fourth to Forty-Second, a stop in at the library, “just to see how the old girl’s doing,” and then lunch at Schrafft’s. And then, the arrival at Carnegie Hall, the trip up the red-carpeted staircase, the buzz and then the hush, the high, lustrous whiteness of the auditorium, the beams of light, as if they’d been trained to it, falling on the brass of the balcony railings, but they didn’t sit in the balcony, they had box seats, always the same, and the thrill of the maestro entering the stage. Leonard Bernstein: a god to her father, the sacred personage as the Forty-Second Street Library was the sacred space. She could never recall what she had heard, only the sharp, anxious thrill of anticipation, the first shocking notes, and being carried up to a level where she and her father could, momentarily, soar together. But even in that magic space there were rules: Do not tap your foot, do not clap at the end of a movement. The worst sin possible: to fall asleep.

			And then, their trips to New York were over, like some traceable moment in a chronicle: the beginning of a war, the end of the plague. The destruction of Penn Station. Her father had taken it as a personal affront. He made one trip to the new facility and came home in a tearing rage. “I will never set foot in that city again. I am grievously disappointed.”

			

			—

			She crosses to the west side of Fifth at Fifty-Seventh. She looks in the window of I. Miller, the shoe store that takes up nearly the whole block. And, there, right in the window, there they are: the wonderful red boots that the mother of the baby wore.

			
			There’s nothing in her that resists the impulse to try those boots on, and she knows it’s unlike her, she was never very interested in clothes; she didn’t want to stand out…although she didn’t want to be one of those words that ended in y: dumpy, frumpy, dowdy, homely. But something about these boots made her heart race in the way that certain songs did—songs that her father would call vulgar but that she loved to dance to. (It was a secret she kept from her parents, that she loved to dance; loved, particularly, girl groups—the Supremes, of course, but even the ones whose names she had to admit were embarrassing: the Dixie Cups, the Shirelles.)

			A tall blond young man with a red carnation in his buttonhole approaches her. Even before he opens his mouth, she knows he’s gay; gay, the word she’d learned to be comfortable with halfway through college because so many of her friends were. Pete, her closest friend in college, had said, “Watch it, lovie, you’re well on the way to being everybody’s favorite fag hag.” Her father, who was quick to say he had no problem with homosexuality, refused to use the word gay, saying he loved it too much to see its meaning diluted. Maybe, she thought, that meant he really did have a problem.

			

			—

			The salesman shows her to a seat, but before she sits down she tells him she wants to try on the red boots in the window.

			Looking around the store, she is convinced that she is the youngest of the customers, and the poorest. She feels herself begin to sweat with her own sense of unfitness; it was fortunate that her salesman was quick, because she was on the verge of sneaking out.

			
			He kneels before her and helps her with the boots.

			Never before has any article of clothing given her such a sense of rightness. She’s embarrassed at her response: she giggled, giggled in a way that would have been mortifying for one of her students.

			“Stunning, absolutely stunning,” he says. “Take a look.”

			She stands in front of the full-length mirror, afraid to meet her own reflection.

			

			—

			They look as wonderful as they feel. She’s almost hypnotized by the rightness of everything about them.

			The salesman stands behind her. “I think they’re very fine, though they’d probably be better with a shorter skirt.”

			“I’m a teacher,” she says, feeling foolish at the response.

			“You’re not a teacher all the time.”

			“In the town I live in, I’m afraid I am.”

			“Then, sweetie, you need to get out of town more.”

			She isn’t sure whether he’s kidding her or insulting her, but she decides to make a rueful face, one she had learned while dealing with challenging students. It threw up a barrier, but low enough so that it could be climbed over, if the inclination arose.

			“I’ll take them,” she says.

			“Do you want to wear them? I think you love them that much, if I’m not presuming.”

			“Yes,” she says. “I would like that very much.”

			“Listen, they’re great on you. Wear them in good health. I see by your ring that you’re engaged. I’m sure your fiancé will be pleased.”

			“My fiancé is in Iraq. On an archaeological dig.”

			
			She sees that his opinion of her has risen. She wasn’t just a provincial schoolteacher, engaged to an accountant or the town lawyer who drew up everybody’s wills.

			“All the more reason to live a little, no?”

			

			—

			She turns west onto Sixth Avenue. On the corner of Fifty-Fifth and Sixth was the character everyone seemed to know about: a mountain of a man dressed in a red cloak, his legs bare in lace-up sandals, on his head a Viking helmet, complete with horns. He was blind, one eye bleached of color, almost turned in on itself. Moondog was his name. Two of her students had come back from a weekend in the city full of excitement after their encounter with him; had invited him to join them at Shakespeare in the Park—As You Like It—and he had nodded, silently, and followed them. “He’s kind of like a god, kind of like Homer, Homer was blind, right, and kind of like Jesus, but kind of like a Viking hero.” Nearly unable to contain themselves, they presented her with copies of his poetry. He sold the poetry for pennies. She remembered two of the poems; they were easy to remember, rhymed couplets, but she had made the mistake of showing them to Jo and Christina, who were less prone to sympathize with student silliness.

			
				An armored knight fell off a ship and sank into the blue.

				He looked a lobster in the eye and said, “You’re armored, too?

				We have to buy new cars each year or we’ll be classified

				By all the Joneses in our town, who must be pacified.”

			

			Agnes wanted to use her father’s word, ridiculous, because that’s how the poems seemed to her, and when they said they thought he was like Homer, they thought he was like Jesus, she had to work doubly hard to silence her father’s voice…those sweet, silly girls. Margaret Kiley and Joan LeBeau. They said they didn’t know whether they wanted to be painters or poets; they said they wanted to live together after college on a sheep farm in New Zealand.

			
			She was relieved that she wasn’t their English teacher, because she thought their poetry was trite and sentimental. She was grateful that she was their art teacher; she could teach them some skills: perspective, shading…which didn’t require her to voice judgments on their subject matter, which was as trite and sentimental as their poetry—although their triteness and sentimentality moved her as it expressed itself in their lives.

			Often, she asked herself: What can you really teach anybody? She could let them know that Fra Angelico came before Goya; she could explain the techniques of each, and place them in the context of their culture. But if the student thought the paintings weren’t worth her interest, Agnes couldn’t do anything at all. Too often she realized that they said they loved the paintings because they loved her, because they wanted to please her. Once they were out of her sight, and she of theirs, would they ever go to a museum or a gallery, or put a mark on paper to record something they found engaging or arresting?

			She knew they loved her, or that they believed they did. She enjoyed the love, but she didn’t deceive herself that it was real in the way other loves in her life had been, and she had learned quite quickly that it was not long lasting. Sometimes she thought it was like the frosting on a cheap birthday cake: sugary, succulent, but of no nutritive value whatever; the colors false, the decorations hard and tasteless. So she could teach skills but she could not teach vision; she could not impart the seeing eye. And, looking at the decay of New York, of the horror of the war, of the cities on fire with race hatred, she wondered whether what she was doing was of the slightest value. She knew she was good at it, she was better at it than she’d been at anything else, and her life had not been devoid of successes, of achievements. But she wondered whether doing it was of any use at all.

			
			This is what she felt on the bad days when all at once doubts, like fast-growing weeds, sprang up from nowhere, when the room was staticky with minor malice, overheated with the girls’ pent-up animality or unmoored with the distraction of their dreams.

			But mostly, she believed that she was doing something fine. She could use without self-consciousness the plain word beauty, on its own, and not linked to some other word: parlor, pageant, queen, a connection that implied it was a currency. She could suggest that beauty was of no clear use at all, but something luminous, some added luster that could neither be explained nor explained away. She could give them this, and if they took it, it might be thought to last. Sometimes her heart broke at their naïveté—she was only seven or eight years older than they, but she couldn’t remember having been so naïve. They believed that they could simply approach life like a temperate ocean whose waves would carry them but would never, ever overwhelm them, never be the cause of their destruction. Sometimes their beauty pierced her, when the light fell on their shining hair, or the bones of their wrists, or the napes of their necks as they bent, absorbed, unconscious, to a task she had given them that they desired, above all, to finish well. When one of them took an interest in an artist she believed they never would have known if it had not been for her—Vuillard, Morandi, Caspar David Friedrich—it was as if they shared a family treasure, secret and quite rare. She feared that in her love for them, there was a generous measure of self-love. But she knew that she loved them, although she worried that they were, perhaps, too easy to love.

			
			One of them was not easy to love, and it made Agnes believe that her love was worthwhile, precisely because of its difficulty. Heidi Stolz. Of all of them, the least obviously lovable, certainly the least generous, the cruelest, the most begrudging. Of all of them, the true original.

			She thought of Heidi’s final project, which was a direct slam at Margaret and Joan, who had papered the school with copies of a poster: a daisy with childish lettering that spelled out “War Is Not Healthy for Children and Other Living Things.”

			Whereas most of the girls were anchored firmly in the impressionists, arguing among themselves whether Monet or van Gogh was the greatest painter ever, Heidi was devoted to pop art. She had made a presentation that would have shocked the other girls if they hadn’t long ago written her off as “a weirdo,” “just too conceited,” “a big drag.”

			Pop artists, Heidi said, were the only people who were really honest about what most people liked looking at. They were the only non-snobs, and they didn’t pretend not to care about money. Everybody wants money, she said, they just pretend they don’t. She said that their refusal to draw a line between high art and low art, between the commercial and the purely beautiful, was one of the most important ideas in the history of thinking.

			Her final project was so openly antagonistic to Margaret and Joan that Agnes didn’t display it. It was a comic strip. In the first frame were two girls, direct and nearly perfect likenesses of Joan and Margaret. They were holding posters that said “War Is Not Healthy for Children and Other Living Things.” The second frame included the character Steve Canyon from the comic strip that appeared in the Sunday paper. The square-jawed, impossibly muscled pilot was saying, “You’re right, girls. War is not healthy.” The third frame showed Steve walking among hideously mutilated corpses, their guts spreading out, their unattached limbs randomly spread around the field where they lay. The fourth frame was a Vietcong soldier throwing a grenade. The fifth frame revealed who he was throwing the grenade at. It was Margaret and Joan, being blown to smithereens, along with their posters.

			

			—

			
			Heidi Stolz. Even her name was ugly. It was a terrible word, ugly. Laide, the French, was kinder…sometimes her mother referred to someone as jolie laide, a woman whose looks were not conventional but still somehow appealing. Was Heidi Stolz appealing? It would be kind to call her a jolie laide, probably because of her eyes, which were unusually small, the color of olive pits. Their smallness and colorlessness was exaggerated by her dark, thick brows, which she took pride in not plucking, and her thin lashes, which even on the way out of school when makeup was allowed she would not enrich with mascara. She had a fine, high forehead, and distinguished cheekbones; her chin ended the reversed triangle of her face in a graceful end-stop. Her lips were full and well formed; they might have suggested generosity, but their perpetual position was a smirk, or, when she was distracted, an almost stupid slackness. She had a slight overbite, which Agnes imagined a certain kind of man, perhaps older, discriminating, might find sexy.

			She was, Agnes often thought, the one real rebel in the Lydia Farnsworth School. The ones who thought themselves rebels were really conforming to the spirit of the times, in which to be rebellious was to be fashionable, in the swim. A true original was never in the swim. A true original would be struggling against the tide, as Heidi was, and often the sight would not be pleasing, the strokes awkward, the swimmer choking and sputtering and rising up covered with flotsam and jetsam that might not always be easily lovely to behold. Jo and Christina loathed her, Jo because she had no time for anyone whose politics were not far to the left of Hubert Humphrey, and Christina because she distrusted anyone whose approach to the world suggested anything of hiddenness, anything not straightforward, anything indirect. “She reminds me of a coyote. She slinks around the corner—even if there isn’t a corner she makes one to slink around, she fixes those mean little eyes on you, and she’s ready to pounce if you make the slightest error. And the mother, oh my God, hasn’t she heard the Anita Ekberg look is out of style?”

			

			—

			
			Christina was right about Heidi’s mother. She swanned into her parent-teacher conference in a black mink coat, her husband and Heidi trailing behind her like tugs behind an ocean liner. Her husband stood listlessly, waiting to take her coat. She didn’t sit at one of the student desks, as the other parents did, but, after looking around for a second, took Agnes’s chair, requiring that Agnes place herself alongside Heidi and her father, as if Liesel Stolz were, in fact, in charge. Which of course she was. She reached into her red leather clutch, took out a pack of cigarettes and a small gold box the size of two postage stamps. She put a cigarette to her lips and snapped her fingers. Heidi’s father jumped to his feet and lit the cigarette. Liesel Stolz opened the small gold box, and Agnes saw that its purpose was to collect the ashes from the cigarette. Liesel was wearing a heavy perfume, and the scent, mixed with the cigarette smoke in the small classroom (was smoking even allowed in the Lydia Farnsworth School…it was possible, Agnes thought, that no one had ever even attempted it), made Agnes feel dizzy and nauseated. She coughed, and brought her handkerchief to her lips.

			
			“Your daughter is very, very gifted. A pleasure to teach. I might even say a privilege. She has a real eye, a real sense of form and color, and a fine critical sense.”

			Liesel snorts. “Yeah, well, that and a dollar will buy her coffee and a donut.”

			Agnes is anguished for Heidi, but Heidi seems to be taking all this in stride, and this adds to Agnes’s sadness: She’s used to it, Agnes thinks, it’s all she knows of a mother.

			

			—

			The following Monday, Heidi arrived early in class and said, “I’m sorry about my mother. I mean, the cigarettes, the perfume. Joy, she calls it. Her perfume. Supposed to be very expensive. But it literally makes me sick. I’m very sensitive to smells…I’m wondering if you are too.”

			Agnes was touched at Heidi’s observation.

			“Well, yes, I am, Heidi, and as my mother says…she’s sensitive to smells too…it’s not a blessing, it’s a curse, because bad smells are more disturbing than good smells are delightful. Not, oh, no, not that I mean to say that your mother smelled bad…I mean…”

			“Relax, Miss Vaughan, I know what you mean. It’s just another thing we have in common. Like on the ski trip when we realized we wore the same size shoes.”

			
			Agnes talked about Heidi and her mother to Letitia Barnes, the headmistress. “Yes,” Miss Barnes said. “Yes, I agree with you entirely. When I saw her with her parents, I could see that their eye never fell on her with…well, not only with love, but with pleasure in what they saw. I’ve seen a lot of parents looking at their children, and I know the difference between the look that feeds and the look that starves. There’s something pathetic in Heidi’s trumped-up vanity. Like the time she came in to tell me that she’d been admitted to Mensa, and I was actually embarrassed for her. I wanted to say, Mensa is just a moneymaking operation, no one who is really intelligent needs to join an organization that certifies their intelligence. But I didn’t want to take anything away from her; she seems to have so little. The very prototype of the poor little rich girl.”

			

			—

			So Heidi Stolz was no one’s favorite. Was it vanity that inspired Agnes to take Heidi under her wing, to make the girl hers? It wasn’t supposed to happen, that teachers had favorites, but of course they did, it was part of the job, one of its dangers and its strengths—you saw the gifts of your students, saw which matched your own, and moved to cultivate them: watering here, pruning there, feeding, propping. It had not been easy to convince Heidi Stolz that Miss Vaughan was on her side, was singling her out for special recognition. Agnes asked Heidi to come speak to her after class after she had made her presentation on pop art.

			Agnes said, “It was a very fine job. You worked very hard on it; you did a great deal of real research.”

			
			“Is that your way of saying it’s not quite your thing?” Heidi said, with that look that made Agnes remember what Christina had said about Heidi and coyotes.

			“To be honest, it’s probably not ‘my thing,’ but I’m always interested in trying to find out about something not immediately congenial to me, and I always respect a well-considered opinion, even if it’s not my own. I’m impressed that you had the sophistication to be interested in a movement that’s not…well, usually accessible to people your age.”

			Agnes dislikes her own tone; she hears its falseness, its condescension. She hopes that Heidi takes of her words what can be of use…she is too aware of Heidi’s perceptiveness to imagine that she doesn’t pick up the unnaturalness of the tone…but perhaps she expects unnaturalness from her teachers. And so takes it as the norm.

			“I had a friend…she lived next door for a year…she was house-sitting for the people who really lived there…she was a RISD student, and we really got along. She was really into the pop art movement and she took me to some exhibits at RISD. She said all the best people in her class were working in this way, and…well, it just made sense.”

			“That was very lucky for you, making such a friend.”

			“I don’t really see her anymore. She moved to London.”

			Agnes saw the sorrow that Heidi was trying to conceal behind a look of nonchalance.

			“Well, perhaps you’ll go and visit her someday.”

			“No,” Heidi said, pulling on a ripped cuticle. “When people are gone, they’re gone.”

			“I don’t think that’s necessarily true, Heidi. It hasn’t been my experience.”

			“But that’s just your experience.”

			
			Agnes felt chastened, but it was as if a child had slapped her, just to show she could.

			“You have to admit, Miss Vaughan. You have to admit, you have to admit the pop artists are onto something,” Heidi said, her eyes gimlets now, intent and, for the first time in Agnes’s

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9781524749231_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Mary Gordon


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Part I: Brimston, Arizona


						Part II: New York; New Canterbury, Rhode Island


						Part III: Rome


						Part IV: Brimston, Arizona


						Part V: New Canterbury, Rhode Island


						Part VI: Newport, Rhode Island


						Part VII: New Canterbury, Rhode Island


						Part VIII: New York; New Canterbury, Rhode Island


						Part IX: Brimston, Arizona


						Acknowledgments


						A Note About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						b


						iii


						iv


						v


						1


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						11


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						99


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						175


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						223


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						291


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						317


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						335


						337


						338


						341


						343


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9781524749231_cover.jpg
RECORDING












OEBPS/images/Gord_9781524749231_epub3_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781524749231_title_page.jpg
Payback

Mary Gordon

PANTHEON BOOKS
New York






