
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication

FOR BOBBY FRIEDMAN




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

1.

The (Other) You

The Women Friends

The Bloody Head

Where Are You?

The Crack

Waiting for Kizer

Blue Guide

Assassin

2.

Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God

Hospice/Honeymoon

Subaqueous

The Happy Place

Nightgrief

Final Interview

The Unexpected

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Joyce Carol Oates

Copyright

About the Publisher




1.




The (Other) You

Bought a bookstore. Mostly secondhand books.

Never left your hometown on the Erie Barge Canal, upstate New York.

Never wanted to leave because why?—you have family here, relatives. High school friends. Found a house just three blocks from the house you’d grown up in.

Fact is, you failed to get the scholarship you’d needed to escape.

So, after you graduated from the local community college you got married. First man you believed you loved, and certainly the first who claimed to love you. And you and your husband bought South Main Books where you’d spent so many enthralled hours as a schoolgirl.

By the time the elderly proprietor died the stock had become primarily secondhand. Waterlogged, stained. Fire-scorched. Heaps of books assembled onto metal bookcases with hand-printed labels—MYSTERY & DETECTIVE, SCI-FI, FANTASY. POPULAR FICTION, CLASSICS. HISTORY, MILITARY HISTORY, HOW-TO. CHILDREN’S BOOKS. Teetering stalagmites of books rising from the floor waiting to be sorted, shelved. And in the cavernous basement a vast graveyard of moldering paperbacks in bins.

Yet, there was romance in such a place. A universe of books. A universe of souls. Except unlike souls, books endured. You could hold a book in your hand, as you could not hold a soul in your hand. You could turn the pages of a book—you could read.

In the act of reading you could enter another time, the time of the book. It had to be a past time—a parallel time. Such an act felt subversive, secret—like dreaming, except the dream belonged to another, not you. You could become one with sentences as they flowed like a thin stream of water over rock—rippling, transparent. You could become one with the stranger who had written the book, who was not you.

You stared in wonder, mesmerized. How on the spines of books, including even the cheapest paperbacks, there was the imprint of a singular name.

A book is something to be held in the hand. What a book is, is not so easy to summarize.

Everybody predicted you’d go bankrupt in the first year. Then, they extended the time to two years. Three years? Five? Just wait.

Unlocking the rear door of South Main Books each morning you see that wraith of a girl in the shadows, turning the pages of a book—staring at you with startled eyes, in the very act of vanishing.

Yes. I love books. To read, not to write. I never wanted to be a writer, I will leave that to others more courageous and more reckless.

Fact is, as long as you could remember you’d wanted to be a writer. You’d wanted to be a poet. You’d wanted to tell stories. You’d wanted to see your name on the spine of a book.

You’d wanted to hold that book in your hand. You’d wanted to open that book, turn to the first pages . . . Only I could have written this. Here is my truest self!

You’d begun before you could read. You’d begun with Crayolas, coloring books. Your favorite crayon colors were burnt umber, scarlet, purple. You’d begun by copying comics out of the newspaper by hand, on tracing paper. In grade school you illustrated your own fairy tales.

Talking-animal stories. Space travel stories. Werewolf, vampire stories. Weird tales in the lineage of Edgar Allan Poe, H. P. Lovecraft. In middle school, elaborate mysteries in the lineage of Ellery Queen.

You published poetry and fiction in school magazines. In the local newspaper where there was a weekly poetry column on Sunday. Young, you’d gazed into that seductive abyss, the abyss gazed back into you. Deeply.

Never failed to trip your heart, the sight of the front window shimmering with reflected light, and displays of books inside. SOUTH MAIN BOOKS NEW & SECONDHAND. BROWSERS WELCOME.

After you bought the bookstore you never wrote again. Not enough time!—you said. Not enough hours in the day.

Maybe it had been a mistake, you conceded. Buying a (failing) bookstore. In a (failing) economy. Like having kids which you’d done (also). Like getting married (also). Maybe it’s a mistake but you want to try it, see how it feels, when you’re young you think you have plenty of time to change your mind. You think.

Not even a line of poetry, you wrote. Not for years.

Well—in fact poetry sprang from you like wildflowers pushing through the (empty) eye sockets of a skull in the woods. Lines of poems, radiant as raindrops. Melting icicles. A bird’s high trill. Like love, a mystery. Like the very word mystery—how close to misery. Falling in love, falling out of love. And again, falling in love. All with the same man who’d had to work at a radiator factory in Niagara Falls, to help support the God-damned bookstore (as he called it, with exasperated affection) that was your first love.

Shoveling books, there were so many. Needed a bulldozer to organize the basement. Needed to wear a gas mask, so many mold spores. So Gerard joked.

(Except: Are there jokes? What is the secret meaning of laughter?)

One autumn you repainted the interior: robin’s-egg blue. Cream-colored ceiling, trim. Iridescent suns, moons, stars on the (twelve-foot, hammered tin) ceiling. Likenesses of classic writers and poets on the walls—Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, Franz Kafka, Ernest Hemingway, Robert Frost, Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman. The old gods, gazing down upon you bemused, benign. You invited local artists to display their work on your walls. Sculpture in the front window.

Any time of day until 6 P.M. you were in the store. After Gerard died you extended the hours on Thursdays and Fridays for there was no reason to hurry home. You initiated poetry readings at the store, high school students, community college.

You provided coffee. Cookies, brownies baked in the night when you couldn’t sleep anyway, empty house, no husband, no kids, hours before it made sense to open the God-damned bookstore and even then, when you arrived, you’d be the first merchant on Main Street to open.

In wintry months, switching on lights. Sudden warmth of lights in the gloom. That wraith-girl, surprised in the act of turning away, clutching a book in her hand which no adult would have allowed her to see if they’d known . . .

At last, aged forty-four you dared to read your own poems. At the conclusion of an evening celebrating women’s poetry. A published woman poet from the community college, several other local poets, then you rising hesitantly daring to read from a sheaf of typed poems in a low, hurried voice. Applause startled you, your eyes glanced up widened and affrighted.

Were you naked, on display? How, why had you done such a thing?

Your customers, your friends. Neighbors. Astonished that you’d written poetry. Astonished that you’d been camouflaged among them for all of your adult life. Applauding you, love for you shining in their eyes. (Re)creating South Main Books, this center for a community of loosely affiliated women and men in the very heart of the dying-out downtown of Yewville, perhaps it isn’t surprising that you who have urged books of poetry upon customers for years turn out to be a poet too.

The women hug you, weep over you. How brave you’ve been, since Gerard died! Keeping the store open, alone. So much effort you’ve expended, alone. They make too much of you, you think uneasily. As friends will do.

But it is safe now. Your parents are no longer living. Your husband has died. Your children who haven’t moved away from Yewville rarely come to the store to be embarrassed by their silvery-gray-ponytailed mother in overalls and T-shirt emblazoned with a subtly demonic likeness of Emily Dickinson.

Too late for poetry, for the sustained effort of poetry, the bookstore has become your life. What remains of your life. No intention of retiring—ever.

Hell, no. First thing they’d do, a new owner of this property would dump our inventory into the trash, tear the place down and remake it into anything other than a bookstore. Never going to happen, I promise.

* * *

But really, what you did was—you had children. Babies sprang from your astonished body. Blood gleamed on their perfect skin, their cobalt-blue eyes opened in amazement. Who are you? What is this? Where have I come? What will happen to us?

I am not like her, that childless woman.

You’d grown up believing: children are a blessing. Children give meaning to life. If life has no intrinsic meaning nonetheless children provide meaning. Families provide meaning. Existence itself is the meaning. You give life, you sustain life. You feed, and you feed, and you feed this life. You dare not stop, for your own life would stop. You never question.

You pity those who have not had children. That other self, the woman you are relieved you’d never become, is to be pitied—childless. Somehow you know that was part of her scheme, in escaping Yewville—to remain, to be, childless. She might have written books, established a career for herself but what is this set beside your accomplishments?—children, husband, bookstore beloved in a community.

Yet more strongly, you resent those who did not have children for they have escaped the fearfulness of life.

As soon as the first baby was born already in the hospital you understood—Oh God. This gift I have been given, I must keep alive.

Your (young) husband, gripping your hand in the hospital. Beside your hospital bed. Wiping at his eyes wet with tears and with the panic of realization—We are responsible—“Parents.”

Jointly you knew: so long as the child draws breath, you live in terror that that breath will cease. You pray to die first. In secret, you pray to die first. Cannot bear even to contemplate outliving your child.

For your lifetime, this is the sentence. A life-sentence.

The girl who’d wanted so badly to escape Yewville, and to become—somewhere, somehow—a writer: she has never experienced this clutching of the heart when the phone rings, late. She has never experienced absurd scenarios of accidents, premature deaths in the family. You pity her. You do not envy her.

How you parted ways. In total innocence, ignorance.

Anxiously preparing for the state regents exam at the age of eighteen. Determined to perform well. To excel. To fling yourself away from home as you might toss dice exuberantly onto a tabletop.

But the snowy-bright morning of the exam you’d been distracted, exhausted. You had not slept more than an hour or two the night before. Your father had returned home late, his footstep heavy on the stairs. Your mother had spoken sharply to him and he had spoken sharply to her. There’d been a shutting of doors. Muffled voices within. Confused with the beating of your heart. Confused with your anxiety over the future. Dear God, help me. I will be a good person forevermore if . . .

Since elementary school your grades had been high. Particularly in English, history, biology. You were not so strong in math. You gave up too quickly in math, you felt your eyelids flutter staring at problems, a kind of willful blindness. For it was predicted, girls do not do well in math. Girls should not feel anxiety, if they are not quite so gifted as boys in math. Or in science. For a girl, this is good work. No need to push yourself so hard.

Light-headed, with a sore throat. Spasmodic coughing. Your balance seemed off, as if you were making your way across the pitching deck of a ship. Uncomprehending you stared at some of the exam questions. Words swirled, tangled like knots. The remainder of your life depending upon this performance: two hours on a January morning when you were a senior at Yewville High, eighteen years old.

You panicked, you were perspiring, trembling. You would blame your quarreling parents. You would blame your teachers who had always seemed to like you but (perhaps) did not take you seriously. Your poetry and short stories they praised, but in the way that adults praise young children. Without quite reading you, perhaps. Surely, without knowing who you were.

Eventually, you would blame yourself. For who else was there to blame?

It was your usual practice to answer exam questions swiftly. To answer the questions you knew, and knew that you knew, in order to give yourself time to spend on other, more difficult questions. But this time you ran out of time. Fumbling, faltering, you lost confidence in yourself. The final questions were rushed. Your head rang with pain. Within a few days you would be diagnosed with bronchitis which you would have, with varying degrees of intensity, for six weeks. You’d left the exam room dispirited, defeated. Next day and for days following you’d tormented yourself with thoughts of suicide. Hating yourself, in disgust with yourself. Expecting the worst. Finally talking yourself into accepting failure—defeat. Probably you hadn’t scored as highly on the exam as you’d hoped, that was only reasonable to expect.

And it was true: your score was above average, but not exceptional. Others in your class scored higher, who were certainly not superior to you. It was a matter of shame to you, an outrage, unfair and unjust, yet irrevocable. You’d had your chance—that morning. And now that morning was past.

One of your closest friends would attend Cornell on a regents scholarship while you remained in Yewville. Your friend had never had higher grades than you did but—somehow—she’d performed well on the exam. You congratulated her, you were happy for her. (Not for yourself. You were not happy for yourself. But for Sandra, you were happy.)

Eventually, you would take courses at the community college. You believed yourself superior to your instructors at the college but you had no choice but to please them. To receive good grades, you had to please them. Flatter them. You hoped to transfer to a four-year college or university but that did not happen. Much you’d hoped for did not happen. Even if you’d received a scholarship to a university you might have had to remain in Yewville to help support your mother after the collapse of your parents’ marriage; in time, you had to look after your mother when she was ill with cancer, you’d had to take on some of the household duties of an adult. No fault of your own, you’d become one of the adults of the world by the age of twenty and the world was no longer open to you as it had seemed when you were eighteen.

You remained in Yewville. Gnawing at your embittered heart.

But no: not at all. You were not embittered, you were grateful to be needed. To love and to be loved. Eventually you would marry, as your girl cousins and friends married, in the years following high school. And you and your husband would make a down payment on South Main Books, you would secure a mortgage and put your life in hock for the next thirty years, as Gerard said.

But that exam!—the morning of that exam! Waking in the night you recall. In the grocery store, pushing a cart—you recall. Shelving books, ringing up a sale. Leafing through a newly published book of poetry, you recall. Your fevered skin, sensitive to the touch. Swallowing with pain, unease. Others in the examination room, row after row of your classmates, strangers to you now, deadly competitors. Frowning, earnest, determined. For only those students who had some reasonable expectation of doing well on this lengthy exam troubled to take it. You’d always been one of the highest achieving girls in your class and yet—things did not turn out well for you after all.

The other girl, the one you’d been meant to be, had scored very high on the exam. Upper one percentile of high school seniors who’d taken the exam that day in the State of New York. That girl had gone on to attend a first-rate university. She’d studied exactly the subjects you’d hoped to study: literature, philosophy, psychology. She’d been praised for her excellent critical writing and for her poetry and fiction. Her professors had encouraged her. No one had discouraged her. Her parents had not quarreled, her father had not been an alcoholic who’d walked away from his family when his wife was first diagnosed with stage three breast cancer. That girl was free of family responsibilities. That girl knew nothing of the dread of waiting for her mother to be discharged from the infusion room at the hospital, helping her walk down the hospital steps, trying not to be nauseated by the smell of chemicals on her skin, in her hair. That girl knew nothing of the fear of being pregnant when it was not a good time to be pregnant. That girl did not weep in a man’s arms that she might persuade him to marry her though (she guessed) he did not really love her, as she did not really love him. Unfettered as a child in a place other than Yewville where she would have been held captive as surely as an insect in an elaborate spiderweb that girl began to write seriously as an undergraduate: poetry, short fiction, novel. She began to be taken seriously by supportive adults. She had not even known how ambitious she seemed to others, and how fortunate. She’d believed herself to be no more exceptional than certain of her friends, particularly you; indeed she is you.

You never think of her. Not in years.

In Yewville, in the life you do not think of as left-behind, you have been happy. For happiness is measured differently here, in a quieter inlet opening onto a rushing river; life is slower here than on the great, rushing river, but perhaps it is deeper. (You want to think.)

And now, at age forty-four, you have returned to writing, on a modest scale. The other girl, grown now into a woman, a “known” person, has certainly not been modest—she has published many books, she has been the recipient of awards. She has been translated into languages of which you have never heard. You don’t envy her, however. You don’t think of her at all. Would you trade your life for hers?—would you trade yourself for her?—certainly not.

You would not have wished to marry a man other than Gerard. But Gerard was available to you only in Yewville, where you were both born. And from Gerard, your children. Without Gerard in your life, your children would not be in your life. Your children would not exist.

In any case you are a widow now. You are something of a hero—a heroine—to local women, your own age and younger. You are famously generous with time, if not money. (You have not an excess of money.)

You have helped establish a local literary magazine. You have encouraged younger readers who come into the bookstore. Your body has softened, slackened. Once you were lean and hard-muscled as a racehorse, your nerves strung tight as wire, now you are a cushiony sort of person, prone to hugging and being hugged. You wear loose sweaters, jeans. You wear caftans, denim jackets, sandals. Your adult children roll their eyes, seeing you, your hair skinned back from your face, your silvery-gray hair in a swinging ponytail. Your skin is ruddy, flushed. Often you feel feverish. It is an excitement for life, you think. For the surprise, the unexpected livingness of life. You are no beauty, you look your age. Fine lines crisscross your face. Between your eyes, a vertical line. Bracketing your mouth, smile-lines. Thank God you have never been concerned about money. Ignominious and embarrassing, to care about money. Your relatives shake their heads, behind your back they are still predicting the bankruptcy of South Main Books. Not surprising that, in middle age, you don’t have adequate medical coverage.

Out of pride, as well as satisfaction for the life that you have, you never think of that other life beyond Yewville. The girl who’d taken up her pen, attacked the regents exam with confidence, intelligence. The girl who’d managed to remain calm. Whose parents hadn’t quarreled and kept her awake on the eve of the most important morning of her life. The girl without a sore throat, a racking cough.

Shake your head irritably, in fact happily, don’t ask me, what a silly question. Of course I am happy. I have everything I want. What is missing from my life?—not a thing.




The Women Friends

The women friends met for lunch at the Purple Onion Café as they’d done frequently for nearly twenty years. As usual Francine, the elder by seven months, arrived first, and secured their preferred table, outdoors on the terrace, in a corner farthest from the street. There, she could see Sylvie approach before Sylvie was likely to see her.

It was just noon. By quick degrees the popular vegetarian restaurant, recently reopened after an extensive renovation, would fill up with customers on this balmy September day.

Not because each was the other’s closest friend, though it was true, they’d met as four-year-olds in the Montessori preschool, but because each was, to the other, crucial: this fact, if it was a fact, bound the women together. Closer than sisters!—because chosen, as sisters are not. Closer than husbands, for of course husbands could not be trusted. And closer than children, that goes without saying, for children, regardless of their ages, must be protected (by their mothers) from the most fundamental truths of existence.

Today was the first day Francine had driven anywhere alone following her surgery the previous week. It had been minor surgery (she was quick to explain) performed at the outpatient Women’s Clinic, from which she was recovering steadily—she’d experienced some pain and nausea, insomnia, and a curious mild dislocation regarding time: minutes passed with excruciating slowness, like a column of poisoned ants, while entire days rushed past like empty freight cars rattling in an interminable train.

Francine smiled, thinking how she would make this droll observation to Sylvie, the only person she knew who could understand and appreciate her mordant humor. Francine’s husband would usually frown at her perplexed, if indeed he heard her at all, while her children rolled their eyes rudely—Oh Mom! Please. Anything uttered by Francine that called attention to her as a distinct, idiosyncratic person was mortifying to her family as if she’d suddenly torn off her clothes and cried, Look at me!

But with Sylvie, everything was altered. What was important, if unvoiced, to Francine, was important to her friend, too. If in the night Francine lay awake pondering her life as mysterious to her as graffiti scrawled on a wall she could measure herself against Sylvie, and feel immediate relief. For, if she could speak of it to her dear friend, it could not be so bad. Nothing fully happened to Francine until she transformed it into an entertaining little story for Sylvie who was likely to exclaim, Oh I’ve felt exactly that way, too.

But where was Sylvie?—Francine saw that her friend was eight minutes late.

Nadia, the locally famous owner of the Purple Onion, brought two menus to Francine’s table. Recommended specialties du jour, peach-watermelon gazpacho, kale and cranberry salad, grilled tofu with Balinese sambal, Portobello and Brie, non-gluten nut bread, mango juice, iced Bengal tea . . . Francine was surprised to see that the presumably new Purple Onion menus did not differ much from the old, as she remembered them, nor did the specialties du jour seem very different; Nadia herself, though said to have been injured in the explosion, and traumatized by the stress and expense of renovating the Café, did not look much different than Francine recalled: she was a plain, pleasant-faced woman of middle age with long loose-flowing gray hair, a smile that bared her gums, a manner both diffident and bossy that had endeared her to customers over the years. “Is your friend joining you today?” Nadia inquired, and Francine said, “Of course.” Wanting to add, for the question annoyed her, “Why would I be here, otherwise?”

Francine would never eat lunch alone in a public place, if she could avoid it. Even with an absorbing book to read, the prospect would be too lonely.

Boldly, bravely the Purple Onion had reconstituted itself after a homemade explosive device had been detonated on this very terrace the previous fall, by a nineteen-year-old area youth subsequently described in the media as “troubled.” A graduate of the local high school, unemployed and living with his divorced mother, the boy was said to have constructed the crude bomb from instructions he’d discovered on the Internet—“How to build your own bomb for less than thirty dollars.” Fortunately the device had misfired, inflicting less damage than the suicide bomber had intended: three persons killed, in addition to the bomber, and nine persons injured, including the owner of the Café; the destruction of part of the interior of the Purple Onion, and approximately half the terrace, since the bomb had exploded in only one direction. As many as twenty-five people might have been killed if the bomb had fully exploded, authorities had estimated . . . With relief Francine saw that a row of flowering crab apple trees bordering the parking lot had not been damaged. Her eyes filled with tears as she recalled how beautiful these trees were, blossoming in the spring!

A terrible act, senseless, vile. Brainless. The boy’s name was Lasky—Howard, or Harold. Francine’s daughter who was a junior at the high school thought she knew who he was, or had been—a “nonentity”—a “loser.” Lasky had worn a black nylon hoodie to the Purple Onion, and dark glasses; he’d allegedly seated himself at one of the outdoor terrace tables, carrying the homemade bomb in a Whole Foods tote bag belonging to his mother. On his laptop computer it would be revealed that he’d researched the websites of Islamist terrorist suicide bombers. He’d left only a terse note behind in his room.

I am not politicle, I did this for mysef

Commentary on social media had been swift and merciless. “Politicle! Mysef!” Who had Lasky’s teachers been? How had anyone so illiterate managed to graduate from the local high school, that prided itself on sending so many graduates to college?

In the event of a bomb, Francine thought, this part of the terrace might be spared again, in the corner farthest from the street . . .

“Franny, h’lo! Sorry I’m late.”

Sylvie advanced upon Francine who’d been dreaming with her eyes open, stooping to brush her lips against Francine’s cheek in greeting, the very lightest touch, a most hurried and perfunctory greeting, and then Sylvie was seated across from Francine at the small round table frowning at the oversized menu in a purplish hemp binding as if nothing so merited her undivided attention as the menu. Two remarks Sylvie made in her throaty theatrical voice, almost simultaneously: “The gazpacho looks good, or was this what I’d had last time, and hated?” and, “Have you ordered yet?”

Had she ordered yet? Francine was annoyed, insulted. “Of course I haven’t ordered yet, I’ve been waiting for you, Sylvie.”

“Sorry! I’ve been unavoidably delayed.”

“Unavoidably delayed.” This too was a perfunctory excuse, and not original.

Sylvie’s canny green eyes scanned the menu, which must have been as familiar to her by now as her own face. Kale, non-gluten, Portobello, grilled tofu, local-grown, twelve-grain, lemongrass, brown rice and yogurt . . . Neither of the women friends was actually vegetarian but vegetarian seemed a worthy principle and vaguely of the future, of an era of youthful idealism that would outlive them.

But Francine was feeling hurt. Her closest friend had scarcely glanced at her since her breezy arrival, and had not inquired how she was feeling; had not assured Francine, as Francine would have assured Sylvie by now, that she was looking good—remarkably good, considering that she’d had surgery less than a week before. (Though it had been minor surgery as Francine had taken care to point out, explaining to Sylvie over the phone, and she hadn’t been fully anesthetized, just partially—“You know, what they call twilight sleep.”)

And here too was something strange—in the weeks since Francine had last seen her Sylvie had let her beautiful dark-rinsed hair relapse to its previous color, a dull brown threaded with gray; for months Sylvie had fretted over the decision to have the color restored to the rich glossy dark mahogany it had been when they were girls. Only now, for some reason, and without even mentioning it to Francine, she’d let the rinse grow out, and was looking far less attractive than Francine had ever seen her, with something puffy about her eyes and mouth, as if she hadn’t been sleeping well. Sylvie’s usually flawless makeup had been hurriedly applied, her skin was pale as curdled milk. (With a thrill of dread Francine wondered: Was there trouble with Sylvie’s marriage? With one of the children, or with all of the children? Only rarely had Sylvie confided in Francine, that things were not so perfect in her family, that Francine had always envied; the women had married within a year of each other, in their early twenties, and had had their first babies around the same time, like mirror reflections.) It was frightening to Francine, though in a way satisfying, that her friend, always so much more glamorous than Francine, and self-assured, was now not looking quite so chic, or so young.

When at last she had Sylvie’s full attention Francine murmured, “Your hair!” with a quizzical smile, as if to ask why, and Sylvie grimaced and said, “Oh I know, I didn’t have time to do anything with my hair this morning, the ends are all split, I hate the way I look.”

“But why’d you let it get gray again?”

“Gray again? You mean, still.”

But Sylvie, intent upon capturing a waitress’s attention, wasn’t really listening. She’d decided upon her lunch, and wanted to give her order, for she was pressed for time that afternoon, it was one of those days, one of those weeks. Complaining of her children’s demands upon her time, and her husband’s demands, and still not looking at Francine but only in Francine’s direction and not at Francine’s face so that Francine was thinking in exasperation that maybe twenty years was long enough, the friendship had worn out, worn thin, like an overused roller towel; it was time for Francine to cultivate another close woman friend. Too often had Francine lain awake at night pondering her life, and what her life might mean, if indeed it meant anything at all, and thinking eagerly of Sylvie as if Sylvie might supply the meaning of her life, or was in some way the meaning herself; for Francine had always felt that Sylvie was not only her closest friend but in a way represented friendship itself—its essential mystery. It was even the case that Francine had often measured her husband against Sylvie’s husband, and her children against Sylvie’s. Though she had never told anyone, and had only hinted to Sylvie, she’d had a third child in emulation of Sylvie who’d had a third child at thirty-five; Francine would not have had Donnie otherwise, at the age of thirty-six and a half. So belated a pregnancy had seemed to Francine defiant and courageous in Sylvie, and reckless and (possibly) misguided, in herself.

They gave their lunch orders to a waitress in Purple Onion T-shirt, jeans, and sandals, young enough to be a daughter, who called them “ma’am.” Kale and cranberry salad for Sylvie, Portobello and Brie for Francine, unless it was Portobello and Brie for Sylvie, and kale and cranberry salad for Francine. At last Sylvie asked how things were? How was Francine feeling?—though in such a way, with a forced smile, you could see that she really didn’t want to know. Francine laughed a little too loudly saying, “Well. I’m still here.”

Still alive, she might have said. But why was that funny?

Though Sylvie didn’t press her for details Francine heard herself say that since the surgery she was feeling just a little “strange”—“Disoriented”—as if time was passing very, very slowly—“Like poisoned ants in a column”—and yet, entire days were rushing by—“Like empty freight cars”; yet Sylvie did not seem impressed by this remark, or had not even heard it, for she failed to say with a pained smile, “Oh, I know exactly how you feel!” Though not much encouraged Francine went on to say that she’d never had such a sensation of “dissolution”—“Disintegration”—in her life, at the time of the anesthesia; it was as if every neuron in her brain was breaking off from the others, like grains of rice falling through her fingers onto the floor. The anesthesiologist had spoken to her in a playful, teasing manner, instructing her to count backward from one hundred, as if daring her to keep awake; indeed, he’d taunted her by challenging her to get to ninety before she fell asleep, and Francine had feared the man, and hated him. But Sylvie did not exclaim, “What a bastard, you should report him,” as Francine might have predicted, but rather, in a bemused voice said, “Franky, come on! I’m sure that never happened.”

Never happened? How could Sylvie say such a thing?

The waitress brought them iced tea, which Francine did not recall having ordered. She was shaky, tremulous. How could her closest friend so abandon her, emotionally!

Because you are not alive, Francine thought suddenly. Sylvie is embarrassed for you, she doesn’t know how to speak to you any longer.

This would explain so much, that was otherwise inexplicable.

Francine remembered how in dreams of her beloved grandmother, who’d died when Francine was eleven, her grandmother had not seemed to realize that something had happened to her, to set her irrevocably apart from others; she was silent in Francine’s dreams, smiling at Francine with a melancholy, inscrutable expression unlike any expression Francine had ever seen in her, in life. And Francine had known instinctively that, in the dream, she must not acknowledge her grandmother’s altered state—only that something profound and terrible had happened to her grandmother, to make her different from others.

That was how Francine saw herself as an adult: she must shield others from the most obvious truths about themselves.

The waitress brought their food. Very attractively positioned on brightly colored platters, garnished with sprigs of fresh parsley and nasturtium petals. Francine lifted a fork but could not bring herself to eat, just yet. Though Sylvie was behaving strangely, peering at the kale and cranberry salad with her fork poised above it, as if trying to summon the appetite to eat, Francine couldn’t keep from confessing to her friend that she was very afraid of something she couldn’t define—didn’t know how to name.

“As if—I don’t know why—I think that I will look up suddenly, or look around—and everyone—everyone I know, and care for—will be gone.” Francine paused, wiping at her eyes. Her voice faltered, the moment was lost. “Just—vanished . . .”

To this, stiff-faced Sylvie had no reply.

As if Francine were reminding her of something she’d nearly forgotten Sylvie stood suddenly, and murmured an apology—she had to make a phone call, to rearrange an appointment; and she had to use the restroom, which was inside the restaurant.

“Of course. Of course, take your time, Sylvie,” Francine said, almost gaily. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Francine smiled after her friend as Sylvie hurried away without a backward glance.

From Sylvie’s plate Francine took a forkful of kale salad, for Sylvie had left most of her lunch. It was a habit between the friends, an old custom—to share food. Just a taste.

But the kale was bitter, and nearly impossible to chew. You’d need the grinding teeth of a goat, Francine thought. (A remark she would make to Sylvie when Sylvie returned, to make Sylvie laugh.)

It was then that Francine happened to see, seated at a table a short distance away, an outlandish dark-clad figure—a young man, or a boy, boldly dressed to resemble the suicide bomber Lasky. He wore a dark hoodie, dark-tinted glasses crooked on his nose, rumpled dark pants.

Francine stared at this person, shocked and disapproving. Was this a joke? Some stupid prank cooked up by teenaged boys? (There was sure to be an accomplice somewhere in the vicinity.) If so, it was not funny. Innocent persons had died in the bombing of a year ago, in this very place. Many more had been injured, and traumatized for life.

But there sat a brazen replica of the suicide bomber, with a tote bag close beside him at his feet. Whole Foods! Francine had an identical bag in the trunk of her car. You were supposed to think that there was a ticking bomb inside the bag—was that it? Behind the dark lenses askew on the bridge of his nose, the boy’s eyes were hidden. His face was pasty-pale, blemished. He appeared nervous, visibly perspiring; there was a twitch in his left cheek. He was tall, lanky, underweight—it would be said of him. He’d shaved his head, inexpertly; the hood hid it. Other customers on the terrace glanced at him quizzically but seemed more amused than offended or upset. Nadia must have seated him, as if nothing were amiss, for there was a purple-hemp menu on his table, facedown, unopened.

Then, Francine realized—the explosion had not happened yet.

That was the explanation. Somehow, there’d been a pleat in time. Or, Francine had wakened (from the anesthesia?) at the wrong time.

Francine sat transfixed. A sensation of horror washed over her. There was the suicide bomber at a nearby table—presumably, in the seconds just preceding the explosion. No wonder Howard Lasky was looking so agitated, a twitch in his cheek. And Sylvie had disappeared into the restaurant, and was in danger of her life, for the bomb had leveled much of the interior of the restaurant at the time of the explosion, and at least one victim, a woman, had died in the fiery and collapsing debris in the women’s restroom.

Francine’s heart was pounding rapidly. What to do? What to do? Did no one else notice the dark-clad bomber, and fear him? Even if no one had—yet—heard of Howard Lasky, why had Nadia seated so suspicious an individual, a bizarrely attired adolescent, alone, at a table on the terrace of her restaurant? Did Francine have time to run after Sylvie, to lead her to safety? Or had Sylvie, knowing something that Francine didn’t know, already fled to safety, and left Francine behind?

But she could not get to Sylvie in time—not now. She could not bring herself to pass by the suicide bomber’s table—so close to the blast! Nor could she run away in panic, drawing the astonished attention of other customers who would think her insane—plunging through a row of low-lying evergreen shrubs and into the parking lot stumbling and sobbing. . . . The deafening sound of the explosion, screams of terror and agony, would devastate her.

And so, Francine would do nothing. Whatever would happen, it was already too late: even this melancholy thought, it was already too late, was not occurring to Francine for the first time but was familiar to her as the look and feel of the Purple Onion menu and the list of specials. With her fork she picked again at Sylvie’s salad, in a sisterly-intimate gesture that would make Sylvie smile, should Sylvie happen to be headed back to the table now, and see what Francine was doing.




The Bloody Head

In the secluded inner courtyard of the Hôtel de l’Abbaye on the rue Cassette, Paris, the American woman sat alone at a small wrought-iron table, at breakfast. She was skimming the European edition of the New York Times which was scarcely recognizable here, thinned of lavish full-page advertisements; she was making out postcards for family and friends back home though she understood that postcards had become passé, quaint gestures from a pre-digital age at which her young grandchildren, enthralled by texting, would only glance quizzically.

It was early, not yet 7:15 A.M. Fewer than half the tables in the courtyard were occupied. A fountain at the center of the courtyard made comforting sounds as of a slow-pumping heart: soothing and restful and (yet) suggesting promise. The American woman was the only individual in the courtyard at this time without a companion which gave her a sense of expansion, exhilaration.

That morning she intended to visit the Musée d’Orsay; she would not be hurried through the elegant high-ceilinged rooms, and would not press herself to see every work of art on display. She might return the next day to the d’Orsay, or she might go to another, smaller museum—there were numerous small museums listed in the guidebook, including the Musée Picasso, of much interest. Later she would stroll along the Seine with no particular destination, rejoicing in her freedom amid the languid beauty of Paris in autumn, and here too she would feel no pressure to hurry; that evening she would have a leisurely dinner at a new, one-star Michelin restaurant near the Hôtel de l’Abbaye, which had been recommended by friends for its highly regarded female chef from the south of France.

She was an attractive woman of late middle age with faded, fair hair and a smile that came easily, in formal settings like this; she was unfailingly gracious with service people—indeed, with everyone she encountered. She wore a white linen jacket and perfectly creased white linen trousers, with ropes of white pearls; on her head, a fashionably wide-brimmed straw hat. On her feet, her most comfortable low-heeled shoes.

The American woman’s name was not “Isabel Archer” but closely enough resembled that classic name that the woman had come to think of herself in secret as a descendant of Henry James’s naively noble-minded heroine, one who’d avoided the tragedy of Isabel Archer’s constricted life.

Sheer chance, it was. For most women. An accident of time, generations. If they lived freely, or not. Isabel Archer whom Henry James had adored had been a lady, inescapably. But no woman was required to be a lady in the twenty-first century.

The American woman was making annotations in her Paris guidebook when she became aware of guests at other tables glancing upward at a third-floor window of the hotel, and then shifting their eyes away; she heard a chilling, strangulated cry, and turned in astonishment to see how, in
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