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Praise for Sweetwater

“Roxana Robinson’s third novel and sixth book is ambitious, intelligent and gracefully written, none of which will surprise admirers of her work. She is one of our best writers…The family story…is elegantly and convincingly told…It ends just right.” —The Washington Post Book World 

“Sweetwater abounds with grace notes, for sure, but never at the expense of hard-won, painful truths. This is domestic fiction with bite.” —Newsday

“An expertly constructed narrative…Reading Sweetwater…is a lot like watching an Olympic diver. We are vaguely aware of the structure and form that holds the diver’s efforts together, and yet entranced with the beauty presented.” —Los Angeles Times

“Sweetwater is a repository for all of Roxana Robinson’s writerly gifts, most notably her keen eye for the details that make up the veneer of social and familial life and her awareness of the darker psychic rivers that run below that surface. She is a master at moving from the art of description to the work of excavating the truths about ourselves.” —Billy Collins

“[A] novel that gives us a seductive setting, a protagonist of conscience, and a plot that goes like a house afire.” —The Seattle Times

“The environmental writing in this book is lyrical and thoroughly researched…One cannot read this book without appreciating Robinson’s unmitigated dedication not just to her story and her themes, but to the Adirondacks themselves: the water, the air, the trees, the seeds, the germinating stuff of life.” —Chicago Tribune

“Robinson has won critical acclaim for her earlier fiction, but this novel may find her something else she deserves: a wider audience.” —Elizabeth Taylor, Editor’s Choice, Chicago Tribune

“There is such quiet power in this fateful novel, present from the start and gathering to its culmination: a story of loss and remarriage, and of the harm done to, and by, vulnerable men and women. This is cool, intrepid writing, not a word wasted, creating a human tension that reflects our endangered world.” —Shirley Hazzard

“Robinson layers Sweetwater with rich detail and strikingly evocative passages.” —Baltimore Sun

“Sweetwater rings with truth…It is a book for grown-ups about grown-ups, which is a fine thing, indeed.” —Detroit Free Press

[image: image]

Table of Contents

Praise

Title Page

Copyright

Part 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Part 2

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part 3

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Part 4

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Part 5

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26


Dedication

Acknowledgments

Also by Roxana Robinson

About the Author

Sweetwater

The Setting of Sweetwater

Questions for Discussion

Part 1
The Adirondacks are a group of mountains in northeastern New  York State known for pristine woodlands and spectacular scenery.  They occupy 500 to 600 square miles within the counties of Clinton,  Essex, Franklin and Hamilton. The mountains consist of…gneiss,  intrusive granite, and gabbro, and are geologically related to the Laurentian highlands of Canada…

The mountains form the water-parting in the landscape between  the Hudson and the St. Lawrence Rivers. The region was once covered by the Lawrentian glacier, whose gradual but powerful erosion produced the characteristic features of the area: scores of lakes and ponds, and many picturesque falls and rapids in the streams. It is a region rich in waterways…

As well as scenic appeal, the region is known for its rich and various flora and fauna. Much of the area has been preserved…over 3,000,000 acres have been set aside to form the Adirondack Park… the wildlife within the region is extraordinarily vigorous and multitudinous. The region is heavily forested with spruce, pine and broadleaved trees. The mountain peaks are usually rounded, and easily scaled. The vistas thus achieved, of mountain, lake, plateau and forest, are almost unequalled in any other part of the United States for scenic grandeur.

—Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1910


Chapter 1

The cabin was cool and dark, smelling of wood. Isabel set down her duffel bag inside the front door. Without looking at the unknown rooms on either side, she went straight down the dim hall to the door at the far end, a bright oblong of light. She pushed open the screen and stood looking out over the porch to the lake beyond.

It was late afternoon. The broad lake was still full of light, but across it, on the western shore, was a rising mass of shadow. The water was quiet, the reflections perfectly still: there, in silvery echoes, were the low wooded hills that ringed the lake, with the pure indigo sky above it.

Isabel heard her husband behind her, his footsteps hollow on the bare floorboards. When he reached her, she spoke without turning.

“This is beautiful.” It was her first visit here; she had only been married to Paul since February, seven months.

“We like it,” Paul said. He had come here every summer of his life, fifty-one years. He stood just behind Isabel, setting his hands on her shoulders. He was tall but light-boned, rangy and lean, without bulk. His hands on her were nearly weightless.

“We’re letting the flies out,” he said, and Isabel stepped obediently onto the porch, his hands awkwardly still on her.

The outer walls of Acorn Cabin were unpainted shingle, faded to silver gray from decades of Adirondack weather. Beyond the porch’s rustic railing—peeled gnarly cedar—the ground sloped down mildly toward the water.

“Let’s go to the lake,” Isabel said. They had spent the day in the car, driving up from New York, and what she wanted now was air and light, open water. Exploration of the dark rooms of the cabin could wait.

Paul led the way down a narrow path through underbrush and young saplings. The air was dry and ferny and sweet. Through the trees the sight of water flickered intermittently, pale and calm. It was lost between branches, glimpsed again, glittering and wider, and then finally, as they turned a corner and arrived at the shore, the lake spread out before them, shimmering and complete. Down here at its edge the lake looked vast, its still-radiant surface immense and untouched. Around them was silence: the faint sibilance of air moving in the treetops, nothing more. It smelled of summer: trees, lake water, heat.

“This is heaven,” Isabel said. Her voice, in the great openness around her, was small.

Paul put his arm around her. “Exactly,” he said with satisfaction. “Now will you never leave me?”

This combination—warmth and absurdity—made Isabel laugh. She felt a surge of affection, then a flare of hope. Maybe this will work .

Hope was what Isabel was bringing to this marriage. It was nearly all she had: grief itself was a kind of death, it seemed. Two years of it had scoured her bare of other feelings. The time seemed past in which joy would rise easily to the surface of her heart and fill it. Grief had established itself at the center of her life, and though it no longer stormed through her, drenching and overwhelming, as it had at first, it was not gone. She still felt the grayness of her first husband’s absence from the world, the silence everywhere without his voice. The pain at being unable to tell him things: that she missed him. That she longed for him. That she still loved him. That she hated him for being gone.

It had not seemed that grief would ever leave, but after two years it had diminished, and she had determined, herself, to move on, to leave that gray landscape. What she felt for Paul was quieter than what she’d felt for Michael, but everything in her life seemed quieter. This kind of emotion—calm and muted—was what was left to her. She was forty-seven. All the other things—wildness and bliss and desperation, rage, the urgency of sex—lay behind her. She no longer expected them. What she aimed for now was loyalty and affection. Much of marriage was partnership; she didn’t want to be old alone. When she was old she wanted someone with her whom she trusted, someone she knew. What she felt for Paul was a powerful tenderness, and she knew this would increase. Affection deepens over time and hardship; compassion strengthens with the years. What Isabel wanted was something quiet, durable, domestic. A backwater, somewhere safe. She was done with storms.

She leaned against Paul. She was still trying to learn his body, still teaching her own to expect it. There were moments when it still felt strange: too tall, too angular, for comfort. She tilted her head back against Paul’s chest and looked straight up, at the great arch of sky.

“It’s so clear,” she said.

“Too clear, actually,” Paul answered. “We’re hoping for rain. There’s a serious drought. It’s hardly rained in months.”

Isabel looked again, scanning the deep blue for a wisp of cloud, a skein of high mist, but there was nothing. The reaches overhead were empty. She liked Paul’s knowing about the weather here, even when he was away.

“Did you come up here for the whole summer?” she asked. “When you were little?”

“Always a month, sometimes six weeks,” Paul answered. “My mother would come up with me and Whit. My father came up for long weekends and the last couple of weeks in August. My grandparents were here for the whole summer. We stayed in Acorn, they stayed in the lodge.”

Sweetwater Lodge was the original house, built by Paul’s maternal great-grandparents in the 1890s. The three cabins—Acorn, Oyster and Whistle—had been built during the twenties for grown children. Over a century after the land was bought, the whole place—the houses and several hundred acres of land—was owned by a complicated family trust. Paul’s mother and her two brothers each spent a summer month at the lodge, their children in the cottages. Just now Paul’s parents, Douglas and Charlotte, were in the lodge; Paul and Isabel were to have Acorn for two weeks.

“Do you and Whitney share the cottage?” Isabel asked.

“No, it’s mine unless he gets married. The rule is, you don’t get a cabin until you’re married. Until then you stay at the lodge.”

Isabel had never met Paul’s brother, Whitney. He lived in Wyoming, where he did something in the national parks. He hadn’t been able to come to their wedding; a blizzard had closed the Laramie airport for three days. He was forty-five, unmarried. Isabel had wondered if he were gay, but it was a question she wasn’t ready to ask: there was a faint chill in Paul’s voice when he spoke of Whitney.

“And will Whit get married, do you think?” Isabel risked.

“Doubtful,” Paul said, cool.

Probably gay, then, she thought. Maybe that was why Paul was so disapproving. “Does he come here often?”

“Not anymore,” Paul said. “I guess the Adirondacks are small potatoes compared to the Bighorns.”

“And Geordie?”

Geordie was Paul’s son from his first marriage, his only child. Geordie was twenty-eight and lived in Vancouver, where he was a producer for the local television station. Isabel had met him only once, at their wedding.

Geordie was tall and lanky, like Paul, with a long face nearly identical to his father’s: the same high cheekbones, the same ascetic hollows in the lean cheeks, the same wide, mobile mouth. Isabel had been so happy to meet him. He’d seemed so like another, earlier version of his father that she felt as though she’d been magically permitted to meet Paul as a young man. She’d stepped forward, beaming, to embrace this other, earlier Paul.

But Geordie would have none of it. He had leaned away from her embrace, his expression cool and distant. He barely put his arms around her; his touch was light and unwilling. He bowed ironically as she kissed his cheek. He scarcely met her eyes, and his gaze flicked away at once. Disappointed, Isabel stepped back and dropped her arms to her sides. What had his mother told him about her?

“As a matter of fact, this will be the first summer Geordie has missed,” Paul said.

“Why isn’t he coming?”

“He’s been invited on a great rock-climbing trip. Apparently it was an offer he couldn’t refuse.”

Isabel wondered if Geordie’s absence was because of her presence. She wondered whether Paul would tell her.

Isabel’s own son, Ben, would not be coming up to the lake, either. He was working for a law firm in New York for the summer, and it was too long a trip for a weekend. Ben and Geordie had met at the wedding, too.

Isabel had hoped they’d become friends, but when she saw them stiffly shaking hands, their chins lifted warily, she saw they would not. It was too late to make a new family; everyone was too old. These two would never feel like brothers. They were genetic competitors from different herds.

Ben had been welcoming to Paul, at least, and he’d been kind when Isabel had first told him. They were in the apartment, in her bedroom. Isabel was sitting in the maple chair at her desk, Ben on her bed.

“I want you to meet someone,” she said. It felt awkward to say this, like a confession. “Do you mind?” she asked, anxious. “Does it feel like a betrayal?“

Ben sat slouching, his knees splayed. His feet were tipped on their sides, soles facing each other.

“No.” He shook his head, looking down at his running shoes. “I’ve thought about this. It’ll be weird to see you with someone else, but I don’t want you to be alone. You should be happy. You should have someone.” He raised his head and looked at her. “Dad’s gone.”

At the wedding Ben had stayed near. Once, during the reception, when Paul put his arm around her, she felt Ben’s gaze on her and turned. He smiled and silently lifted his glass, high and ceremonial.

Now Isabel and Paul stood side by side without touching. The lake was silent. Far out on the water some creature rose to the surface with a small tock, then fell away. Ripples moved swiftly away from the vanished presence. Here is his center, Isabel thought.

“Does it make you nervous, having me here?” she asked, teasing.

“Not so far,” Paul said. “Should it? Is it dangerous?”

“Just that I’ll know so much about you. You’ll have nowhere to hide. I feel as though your whole life is here.”

“That’s sort of the point,” Paul said. He reached up and smoothed her hair, clumsily, as though he were stroking a dog. “We’re in this together now. I trust you.” He smiled at her. “Do you want to go back and unpack, take the grand tour of the cabin?”

They turned from the lake and set off up the path through the trees.

Acorn Cabin was small and simple: a center hall with three tiny bedrooms on one side, a kitchen and bathroom on the other. The walls were unpainted wood the color of dark honey. The floors were bare, and the rooms were lit by ceiling bulbs.

“This is us,” said Paul, opening the door to the bedroom closest to the lake. On either side of the window was a single bed, neatly made up with a faded green bedspread. Between the beds stood a square table of unpeeled white birch; on the walls were flyspecked black-and-white photographs of Adirondack views: flat lakes, rising mountains.

“Wonderful,” said Isabel, looking around. The room felt clean; the floor was swept, and the air held the faintly spicy smell of old wood. “Was this your room when you were little?”

“Of course not,” Paul said. “The grown-ups got the lake view. The children got the impenetrable forest vistas.”

The next room was smaller, with two bunk beds. A rush-bottomed chair stood against the wall. The window looked into the deep woods.

“This was mine,” Paul said. “No view, but since I was older, I got the room closer to the view.”

“There’s nothing of you here,” Isabel said, looking around. “Didn’t you have a panda or something? Wasn’t there something you always went to see when you first arrived?”

“Not inside,” Paul said. “There are places like that out in the woods. The tree where my hideout was. Where I used to ambush Whit.”

“Why didn’t you two share a room?” Isabel asked. “You make it sound as though you were deadly enemies.”

Paul shrugged, turning to leave. “Whit and I always had separate rooms. We fought a lot; fighting was the way we played. We spent all our time together, but it was strategic interaction, not fraternizing. War was our business.”

The spartan room next door was identical: the bare bunks, the slat-backed chair. Isabel moved on to the kitchen, the largest room. It had blurred linoleum on the floor and open shelves, full of cans. There was a small electric stove, a deep porcelain sink, and an old high-legged refrigerator. The square wooden table had a metal top; around it stood four high-backed chairs.

Isabel looked around at the room. “I can’t picture Louisa here,” she said.

Louisa—formidable, opinionated, impatient—would have had something to say about this shadowy, antiquated setup. From what Isabel had gathered, Louisa had something to say about everything. Louisa had left Paul just as she was getting her Ph.D. in French literature at Columbia University, after eighteen years of marriage. She had come home after taking her orals and asked him to move out. She was adamant, Paul told Isabel, there was no discussion. It had come as a head-ringing blow to him: he had thought they were happy. But Louisa had been chillingly sure they were not. She now taught “Balzac and the Rise of the Nineteenth Century” at Barnard College.

Isabel had met her once, unexpectedly, at a party after she and Paul were married. Louisa walked up and stuck out her hand boldly, staring at Isabel with a fierce raptor’s gaze. She was tall and lean and commanding, with short blackish-gray hair, rather elegant in a bluestocking way. Her eyes were brown, and the skin beneath them was stained dark. She wore a long smocklike dress, black stockings and dangling earrings.

“Ah,” Louisa declared, with predatory relish, “the second Mrs. Tanqueray.”

Isabel took the proffered hand out of reflexive courtesy. “Hello,” she said limply. She felt Louisa’s hard, angry knuckles. She could think of no retort.

“Who was the second Mrs. Tanqueray?” she asked Paul later. “What’s it from?”

“Marquand? Oscar Wilde? I don’t remember,” Paul said, “but I think you’re safe in assuming it’s not a kindly reference.”

“I sort of got that.”

Louisa had smiled at her, baring her teeth. Isabel had felt the electrical charge given off by rival wives, the glow-in-the-dark signal coming from two bodies chosen by the same man. At that moment, when the two women stand face-to-face, the man has no role at all. His task is complete: he has produced these two giants. They are now huge and monumental, they have far outstripped him in size and energy. Anything may happen between them. He is tiny and powerless, shouting faintly from below as they step dangerously around each other on the hilltop.

Now Paul, in the kitchen, looked puzzled by her comment.

“Louisa? I don’t know what she thought of it,” he said. “We don’t do much cooking here, just breakfast and some sandwiches. We always have dinner at the lodge. This isn’t the heart of the household, the kitchen.”

“What is the heart of the household?” Isabel asked.

“The lake,” Paul said, as simply as he might name a lover.

Isabel thought again, Maybe this will work.

Isabel had known Paul when Michael was alive, though only slightly. They had seen each other at large parties, at Christmas buffets and museum openings; they had mutual friends, they all knew one another by sight. Paul had looked slightly bohemian with his bow ties, his round tortoiseshell glasses. His manner was offhand, nearly boyish, his gestures casual and unself-conscious.

But Isabel and Paul had never properly met, never spoken more than a few impersonal words until long after Michael had died, not until the afternoon when they found themselves in the waiting room at the eye doctor’s.

Isabel was there to ask Dr. Lunet if there was something to be done about the way her eyes, willing partners of hers for so many years, were now refusing to perform their tasks. They focused only on objects at a distance, obstinately resisting making any sense at all of objects right in front of them. There were so many things Isabel had always taken for granted, taken as givens—the shape of her legs, the sight of her eyes, the expression on her face, the texture of her skin. But it seemed they were not givens. It seemed now that they had been merely loans, and were all to be taken away.

At Dr. Lunet’s, Isabel gave her name to the receptionist and sat down. An appointment with Dr. Lunet was like an audience: he was tall and courtly, with a long, narrow skull, receding hair and thin, sensitive fingers. He wore immaculately pressed white lab coats over beautiful gray suits and quietly lustrous silk ties. His waiting room was hushed with mahogany and chintz. Isabel picked up a magazine and sat down on the sofa; across from her, a man and a woman sat in chairs.

“Excuse me,” said the receptionist. She was a friendly young woman with full cheeks and hoop earrings. She held up an index card and spoke to the other woman.

The woman looked up, her mouth twitching impatiently. She was in her seventies and dressed for glamour. Her flimsy dead-brown hair was cut in a shoulder-length pageboy; her shoes and bag were shiny black alligator. Her nails gleamed scarlet.

“I’m sorry, but could you give me your name again, please?” the receptionist asked politely. “I’m having trouble finding your records.”

The woman frowned. “Lipari,” she said, vexed. “I’ve been coming here for years.”

“I’m sure we have you,” promised the girl. “Is it L-E-P-A-R-E?”

“Lipari,” said the woman, crossing her thin legs. She spelled it out.

“Lipari,” the receptionist said carefully, writing. “And could you give me your first name, please?”

“Countess,” said the woman, pursing her mouth indignantly.

Isabel’s eyes flicked up, and she met the gaze of the man sitting across from her. His face was immobile, but she saw hilarity in his eyes.

“Countess Lipari,” the woman repeated, and snapped her bag shut. Isabel looked down again at her magazine.

When the countess had gone in, Isabel raised her eyes. The man shook his head.

“Wasn’t that great?” he asked.

“Wonderful,” said Isabel.

“I’m Paul Simmons, by the way,” he said. “I think we’ve met.”

“Duchess Green,” Isabel said, “I think we have.”

Paul cocked his head. “I actually hate to use my title,” he said. “I never do.”

“What is it?” Isabel asked.

“Mustang,” said Paul.

Isabel liked him at once. They talked until she was called in to the doctor, who explained courteously that her condition was called presbyopia, and suggested glasses. When Paul called Isabel at her office the next day, she felt a little surge of pleasure when he spoke his name. But when he asked her to dinner, she hesitated.

It had been over a year since Michael had died, but she didn’t yet want to be alone with another man. She went out to friends’ houses, people she knew well. But she still felt wounded by what had happened, she was still vibrating and stunned by it, as though she had been rocked by a huge detonation. She felt separated from the rest of the race. The notion of another man as a possible partner seemed strange to her, and the thought of sex was alarming.

She asked Paul cautiously, “Would you call this a date that you’re asking me on?”

“I’d call it whatever you want,” Paul offered. “It’s just dinner with me, in a restaurant. We can call it a meeting. A séance.”

“Because I’m really not ready for a regular date,” Isabel told him.

“Oh, well,” Paul said reassuringly, “this isn’t really a date. It’s a sub-date. Not a regular one. A preliminary episode. Absolutely no sex.”

He made her laugh; she heard herself say yes. There was something guileless about Paul, something sweet and candid. He made her laugh, her defenses drop. And she knew it was time for this next step. Michael was gone.

Three days later, getting dressed for the dinner, Isabel felt differently. She had come home late from her office with barely time for a shower and none at all to wash her hair. Still dripping and damp, she came into the bedroom wrapped in a towel. The bedroom was small, its walls covered in narrow rose stripes. Isabel stood in front of her maple bureau. On it was a photograph of her parents, a silver-topped crystal jar of her grandmother’s, a photograph of Ben at thirteen, and the glazed clay dinosaur he had made in third grade. There were no photographs of Michael: those were all stacked in a cardboard box on a high shelf in the hall closet.

Isabel began to dress quickly, avoiding the sight of herself in the mirror. She found a dress and put it on, wriggling to coax the long slide of the zipper up her back. From a lacquer box she took a short string of round silver beads. She set it around her neck, bowing her head to clasp it in back. She could feel the ends of her hair dripping against her wrists. She knew how her hair looked: dark and damp, hanging in wispy points. She knew how she looked, pale and serious, dark circles under her eyes. A widow.

What she was doing was absurd. Her eyes filled and she raised her head, blinking, then shook it rapidly. She lowered her hands, still holding the necklace. Michael had given it to her. The point of dressing up had always been for Michael; the point of going out had been to talk over the evening with him later. All this now was a sham; there was no use in pretending to be ready for a change. The change in her life had already come.

She laid down the necklace and set both hands on the bureau, spreading out her fingers as if she were about to speak. Ninth-grade Ben, his silky hair falling over his forehead, smiled shinily up at her, bright autumn foliage in the background. She was absolutely alone here. She lived alone. She stood without moving, looking down at the silver beads stretched out on the white cloth, framed by her two hands. She could hear herself breathe.

When Isabel reached the restaurant, Paul was waiting for her. The place was small and crowded. Paul sat at the end of the room, his back against the wall, his hands folded in front of him. When he saw her he stood, pushing at the table; its legs scraped shrilly on the floor. This was a mistake, she thought, and her heart sank.

“Hello,” he said, making an odd gesture with his hand.

“Hello,” Isabel answered, sliding down quickly into the other chair. She felt herself shrink away: she couldn’t kiss him hello or even shake hands, she couldn’t tolerate a touch. Their table was in the corner, and they sat at right angles. Isabel moved her legs away from his under the table.

Paul looked at her solemnly. “You look very elegant,” he said.

“Thank you,” said Isabel, who knew she did not.

“Would you like something to drink?” Paul asked. His chin was somehow stiff against his neck.

“A glass of white wine?”

It was a mistake. Why had she agreed? She should be at home right now, in bed with a book. Why was she here, and where was Michael? Why had he abandoned her to this?

Isabel waited for Paul to speak: the evening was his idea. But he seemed subdued and said nothing. They ordered and waited in silence for the drinks. When they arrived, Paul lifted his glass politely.

“Cheers,” he said, nodding. Isabel dutifully lifted her glass. “Thank you for coming,” Paul said. “I appreciate it.”

Isabel smiled at him, despairing: he was going to be pompous.

After they ordered, Paul looked at her. “Isabel,” he said. “With an ‘A’ or an ‘O’?”

“ ‘A.’ It’s actually short for Isabela. It was my grandmother’s name.”

“Was she Italian?”

“Her mother was.”

“Interesting,” said Paul. “And her father?”

“A minister from Philadelphia. Presbyterian.”

“More interesting. How did they meet?”

Paul’s questions seemed conscientious, oppressive; Isabel struggled to respond.

“He was traveling in Italy, on the Grand Tour. They met in Rome, though she was actually Venetian.”

Isabel had imagined the meeting: at a salon, an At Home like Isabel Archer’s; or with friends, at the opera; or walking along raked gravel paths, among the cypresses in a garden, or in a long gallery hung with dark nineteenth-century paintings. Beatrice—blue-eyed and pale-skinned, her head held high, her silky red-blond Venetian hair twisted and pinned against her head—wearing a long full skirt, a black velvet ribbon against her alabaster throat. Thomas, Isabel’s great-grandfather, in a black morning coat and striped trousers. Their feet slow on marble tiles. Isabel wondered what their first words to each other had been, the actual phrases. Impossible to know how people had talked in the past, what conversations had sounded like, when all that was left was the written word.

Whatever Thomas had said, it was what Beatrice wanted to hear. He had brought her back to Philadelphia, where they had five children. Isabel had always liked the idea of Beatrice’s warm Italian blood mixing with Thomas’s chill Scottish sort.

Paul smiled encouragingly, but Isabel was silent, the story sealed inside her. The effort of retrieving it, spreading it out for Paul’s gaze, was too great. The story was from long ago. It was part of her past; she could not begin all over again.

The food arrived. Paul waited for a moment, then changed the subject. “So, Isabela,” he said, digging a fork into the shell of an escargot, dragging out the oily curl. “Tell me about what you do.”

“I work for an organization called Environmental Protection Resources.”

“Ah,” Paul said, nodding. “Do-gooders.”

Isabel said nothing.

“Aren’t you?” He looked up.

“We’re an environmental group,” Isabel said carefully. She knew people—men, mostly—who took offense at the word “environment,” as though the idea of protecting the earth were a personal assault. She usually listened to these men in silence or changed the subject; rational discussion was out of the question, their responses were chemical. If Paul was one of them, that would be the end of this.

But apparently he was not. “Ah,” he said, “I stand corrected.” He smiled, but Isabel, who did not understand what he meant—was he in earnest? Or ironic?—did not smile back.

It was that way all evening. Paul was dutiful, Isabel silent and uncertain, unable to gather herself up to respond. She should not have come.

“And what do you do?” she asked as the main course arrived.

“I’m at something called the Stanford Trust,” he said.

“What’s that?” she asked politely.

“Do-gooders,” he said. She glanced up at him, but he was looking down, and she wasn’t sure if she was being rebuked or teased. After a moment she asked what they did.

“Medical research,” he said, looking up. “Cancer. We’re one of the best, actually. You’d have heard of us if you knew the field.”

He spoke without arrogance, then smiled and fell silent. Isabel was struck by his courtesy, his kindliness: but she should not have come. She could not be part of these conversations, these gradual friendly incursions into another’s life.

“They’re doing amazing things now with heredity,” Paul told her.

“Really?” Isabel asked. She lifted her water glass, nearly closing her eyes as she drank.

Afterward they stood outside on the sidewalk. It was cold; Isabel raised the collar of her coat and took out her gloves.

“Thank you very much for dinner,” she said, smiling at Paul, now energized. She pulled on her gloves, ready to leave. Only ten blocks away, she could walk.

“I’ll take you home,” Paul said, lifting his hand for a cab. He wore a heavy wool overcoat, navy blue. He was very tall, taller than she had realized.

“I’ll be all right,” Isabel said, looking vaguely down the street. “I can walk.”

“Let me drop you off,” Paul said, determined.

“Really,” Isabel said, “I’m fine.”

Paul turned to look at her. “Why don’t you want to share a cab with me?”

She couldn’t answer him. “I didn’t mean that. I just meant you don’t have to.”

“But I’d like to,” Paul said, his arm still high, and a cab skidded to a stop beside them. The driver stared at them alarmingly. He was a Sikh, with fierce black eyes and a huge turban wrapped thickly around his head. Paul opened the door for her.

Five more minutes, Isabel told herself, climbing in. She slid to the far side of the seat, her hands in her pockets. Paul gave her address to the driver and leaned back. They set off in silence. Isabel looked out her window. Paul sat still, his back erect, his knees close together, his hands in his lap.

“I’m afraid this wasn’t a success,” he said.

“No, no,” Isabel said guiltily. “Of course it was. I had a very nice time.”

“Maybe you were right in the first place,” Paul said. “Maybe it’s too soon for you to go out.”

Isabel was silent, startled. Had it been so obvious? But surely it hadn’t been only her. Wasn’t it Paul’s fault as well? Hadn’t he asked her too much too quickly? Hadn’t his questions been relentless, intrusive? And there was something else besides the questions, some wordless, oppressive demand, for something she couldn’t provide. Wasn’t that true? Or was she wrong?

“Maybe that was it,” she said. “I’m sorry if I wasn’t much fun. It’s still hard for me to—focus, sort of, on someone else.”

Paul still spoke without looking at her. “Yes,” he said. “That’s the way it felt. As though you couldn’t see me.” His voice was thoughtful.

Isabel said nothing. It was true, she could hardly see Paul. But she could see no one. She never should have agreed to go out with him.

They drove rapidly through the darkened streets, the cab rattling dangerously. The driver seemed desperate to meet some unknown deadline, and the car barely paused at lights, cutting off other cars, hurtling finally up Park Avenue.

“Ah, we’re going to die,” Paul murmured solemnly as they veered diagonally into another lane at Seventy-third Street, just avoiding another cab. Isabel said nothing, waiting to get out. Five more blocks. They turned the corner onto her street, and the cab lurched to a halt before her building. She leaned over to Paul and put out her hand.

“Thank you so much,” she said, but he was already opening his door to get out.

“I’ll walk you to the door,” he said.

He took her arm, clasping it above the elbow, as they crossed the sidewalk. His touch surprised her: gentle and courteous, somehow kind. At the front door he stopped.

“Thank you again,” Isabel said.

“Don’t keep saying that,” Paul said. “I know you didn’t have a good time. But please don’t give up. There will be a moment when you emerge.”

She looked at him. He was standing before her, his face tilted toward hers, his expression candid and serious. For the first time all evening, Isabel looked at Paul full in the face. His round glasses shone in the light from the lobby. His expression was steady and sweet. Isabel looked back at him. She felt warmth from him, tenderness. She could say nothing.

This was not what she had expected. They had understood the evening entirely differently. Anxiety rose in her. Had she been wrong? Had he not been demanding, not expected too much? Perhaps it was her fault after all.

Paul stood watching her. He had dropped his hand from her arm.

She could not bear him watching her like this, so steadily. “Good night,” she said, and turned away. There was no doorman on duty at night, and she fumbled with the key, feeling Paul behind her. The door gave way, and she pushed through it away from him into the lobby. She heard the heavy door suck itself closed behind her, and she walked without looking back through the lobby to the elevator. She pushed the button and stood waiting, her back still to Paul, confused. She felt shame creeping into her. When the elevator arrived, she stepped inside, turning at last to face Paul.

He was still standing on the sidewalk, watching her. She could see his tall silhouette against the glass, motionless. She started to raise her hand to him, and the elevator door slid shut.

She felt the lift pulling her against gravity, she felt herself, her spirits, sliding downward as it rose. The evening had been a failure, her fault, not Paul’s. He was right. She had been silent and inattentive. He had done his best, he had bought her dinner, asked her courteous questions. She had refused all he’d offered. What was the point of her behavior? She was ashamed. Why go out at all if you were going to be silent and unresponsive?

But she didn’t want to go out at all, there was no point. Michael was still with her. She closed her eyes. The elevator slid up inside the darkened shaft, lifting her upward into the night. She felt grief approaching, Michael’s absence. She couldn’t support it, couldn’t bear it, would not return to this—remembering, waking up to the cold wind in the darkened apartment. Hearing the silence. The gritty floor against her bare feet. She would not. She felt as though she were caught in a current, being carried toward the falls. The elevator stopped at her floor and the door opened.

Her apartment seemed suddenly small, expectant. The hall looked different somehow; the perspective of the rooms seemed altered. The place looked empty, the colors subtly drained of richness, depth. It was not the apartment where she and Michael had lived. She had been advised not to do anything right away, but she had sold that at once. She had never spent another night in that bedroom. She had slept in Ben’s bed until they moved.

Isabel hung up her coat and turned out the hall light, leaving the apartment dark behind her. She went into the bedroom; she felt chilled. In her room she looked around for comfort at the rosy walls, the drawn curtains, the pale carpeting. Ben’s gleeful ceramic dinosaur. But the room, the room was strange, secretive. All these things seemed to be waiting. Something beat against her heart.

What am I doing? She felt the risk of tears, real tears, not ones she could brush quickly away. Somehow Paul was mixed up in this. She saw his tall silhouette against the glass door. What was it? What had happened? Tears were imminent, and something rose up in her throat. She sat down on the bed, fighting. She felt it welling up, threatening. She would not let it come, she would not cry, would not. She would not go back into that grief, would not let it take her over.

Chapter 2
The offices of Environmental Protection Resources were in a nineteenth-century cast-iron building in Tribeca. Stepping off the elevator each morning, Isabel arrived in EPR’s airy two-story lobby: smooth white walls and gray tile floor. Three huge fernlike trees, in terra-cotta pots, stood in the light like natural deities, yearning gracefully upward toward the great windows.
EPR had renovated several stories of the old building, transforming them into clean, modern spaces. It was a point of pride that they’d used only organic materials in the construction: no synthetic fabrics, no toxic glues, no hidden carcinogens. Isabel believed that, at the moment you stepped off the elevator, your body understood this on some subtle physiological level. She believed that some part of you relaxed, relieved, as though you’d come inside from a hot wind.
EPR had been founded in the late 1960s by Wallace Outerbridge, a Wall Street lawyer and passionate outdoorsman. Watching the environment come under increasing assault, he’d gathered a group of friends to defend it. Their approach was not only idealistic but pragmatic: EPR sued whoever violated environmental laws. They sued anyone—international corporations, oil companies, nuclear power plants, cities, states, federal agencies. The stakes were large and the entities were powerful, so EPR was not always successful, but it often was, enough to make a serious difference, to make them feel that they were carrying the battle into the enemy’s territory and, from time to time, forcing the unwilling enemy to retreat.
Isabel had worked at EPR for nearly thirteen years. She’d given it up during the four years in London, but EPR gave her the job back when she returned. It had saved her life after Michael died. Having another world to enter each day, one still intact, had been providential. And this seemed the essential task, protecting the earth. She could give herself up to it.
Isabel had begun at EPR as a volunteer, enthusiastic but untutored. Once involved, she took courses in environmental sciences—botany, biology, ecology. The natural world unfolded before her, intricate, beautiful in its logic and particularities, frighteningly fragile.
What seized Isabel’s imagination was water, and the more she learned about it, the more marvelous it seemed. She loved its physical presence—limpid and protean. She loved its transparency, its lucidity, its radiance. Its subtlety, its benign potency, the fact that it was more essential than light to life. She loved the way it was always in flux, in complex and continual movement, through the landscape, the air, the oceans, through the depths of the earth, on its way from one place to another, one state to another. She loved the smooth synchrony of this process, the way it functioned effortlessly and endlessly: damp air rising as tingling vapor and piling into rain clouds, mist condensing on pine needles, snow driving onto bare peaks. It was like a mathematical formula—frugal and flawless.
She learned the patterns of water, its habits, the way it streamed continually across the surfaces of the natural world, flooding, flushing, scouring, carrying off waste and debris. The way it cleaned not only the landscape but itself: in a natural system, water purified itself. Water was always in the process of returning to its limpid, pristine, original self, a tendency Isabel found mysterious and oddly touching, an unexpected note of grace.
The more Isabel learned about natural hydrology, the more she admired it. She found the system itself beautiful, the way falling rainwater drained so smoothly into a stream, then the way the stream itself worked, carrying off waste from its banks by seasonal floods and disposing of it through swarming voracious microorganisms, plants, crayfish, shellfish. She loved the fact that all the riverine water of North America had once been filtered to pristine purity by vast beds of freshwater mussels, lining the bottoms of the waterways with their glistening blue-black shells.
She loved the complexity of it, the way all the parts worked together: the way forests cooled the air, the way their leaves and needles encouraged condensation so that more rain fell in a forest than on open land. Isabel found this marvelous—a system that directed its resources toward the greatest need. She loved the involvement of creatures: earthworms, in their slow sightless journeys, producing humus, the friable woodland soil that allowed water to seep down into the earth. Animals, too: beavers, once numbering in the millions, were the great natural engineers. (Great in both senses: in the Miocene era, beavers were seven feet long and their projects mighty.) Modern beavers had dammed streams across the country, producing ponds and bogs, wetlands that allowed water to pool and seep downward. On the western prairies, the great bison herds had made soft muddy wallows, each a tiny swamp that cooled the air, encouraged condensation and allowed water to enter the earth. And humble gophers: the unimaginably populous prairie dogs created vast underground networks of tunnels that aerated the soil, making it porous and absorptive and allowing water to seep downward.
Seeping downward was the key, Isabel learned. Everything, all of nature, depended on water seeping down, through soft earth, through bogs and swamps and marshes into the groundwater, then through filtering layers of sand, shale, rock, down into the mineral deeps of the aquifer, the underground reservoir. The aquifer was the source of freshwater springs, of ponds and lakes, and it was created over millions of years by rainwater sinking into the earth. Deep in the mineral substrata lay great bodies of water, cold and pure, unseen, locked in silence. Far more valuable than oil or gold, these rich hidden mother lodes were the earth’s real treasure.
This natural system, with its intricacy and flexibility and vigor, gave Isabel enormous pleasure. She loved the way it had worked once, she was passionately devoted to its protection now and she worked hard for its future.
Isabel’s specialty at EPR was effluent contamination, an active field. Pollution sources were many, and since water was always moving, seeping, leaching, percolating and drifting over vast distances, they were hard to control. Above-ground contamination was hard, but everything was easier than subterranean. Once a toxic chemical plume entered the aquifer, deep in the mineral substrata where water spends much of its time, it was impossible to retrieve or neutralize, even to identify its source.
The morning after her dinner with Paul, Isabel came in to work early. The EPR offices were silent and the halls empty. Sitting down at her desk, Isabel opened her breakfast. It was not quite eight-thirty. Around her was the steady hum of New York City; inside the office it was quiet, nearly peaceful. Isabel unwrapped the buttery paper from her bagel, uncapped her milky coffee and took her first sip. The day stretched out before her.
She opened a report on the Mississippi Delta. River deltas were prime recipients of pollution. As it approached the sea, a big channel widened under the pressure of its accumulated water, creating ancillary channels and spreading sideways into the land around the main body. As it slowed and spread, it began to give up some of its buoyant burden, the shawl of upstream silt. Historically, this silt was rich and fertile; some of the best farmlands in the world were in deltas dense with organic muck. The arriving topsoil also reached the surrounding swamplands, creating huge and fecund breeding grounds for birds and fish. But the current runoff from agriculture was lethal, and the arriving silt was full of chemical toxins. Now the delta and swamplands were being poisoned, the languid waterways were full of death.
Isabel, reading about a plume of lethal chemicals, thought of molecules and their behavior, the way they moved and bonded. There was something else, too, in her consciousness, a small unquiet background presence, as though somewhere a burner was on, a telephone off the hook. She turned the pages slowly, underlining sentences, making notes in the margins. What was it, below the surface of her mind?
Soon after nine Netta Weisman arrived.
“Good morning,” she said, taking off her gloves. “My God, it’s cold out there. Whatever happened to global warming?” She unbuttoned her coat, brisk and energetic.
Netta had been at EPR almost since its inception. She was nearing sixty; her thick iron-gray hair was very short and cut on a stylish slant. She wore round black-rimmed glasses, a loose black pantsuit and low-heeled black shoes. Her EPR specialty was grasslands, and she was married to a bearded psychiatrist named Mitch. She was smart, practical and outspoken, also kind.
“Morning, Netta,” said Isabel. “How’s Mitch?” Netta’s husband had the flu.
“Horrible,” said Netta firmly. She sat down at her desk. “Mitch, sick, is really horrible. He never stops complaining. I brought him breakfast in bed this morning, which was very nice of me, and I listened to him complain for ten minutes, and then I couldn’t stand it anymore. Thank God I have an office to come to.” She shook her head and pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. “I told him he’s lucky he’s not really sick, because if he complained any more, he’d have a divorce on his hands as well as a disease.” She began leafing through the papers on her desk; she frowned. “And where is the answer to my last week’s memo?” she asked rhetorically. “Do we have to wait until the entire state of Illinois is paved over before we do something about this?”
“Yes,” said Isabel. She sipped the lukewarm dregs of her coffee.
Angela Wetherfield, the third person in their office, was late. Angela had been at EPR for two years. She was in her early thirties, a quiet, pale young woman with a cloud of light hair. She wore long dark skirts and neat leather lace-up shoes. She was from Seattle, a community so ecologically advanced that it bestowed on her a kind of aristocracy. Whenever a novel form of environmental regulation came up at EPR, people glanced at Angela. She might say quietly, “We started doing that in the seventies, I think.” She made these announcements diffidently; she was rather shy. Angela was unmarried, lived alone and talked little about her private life.
Angela edited the newsletter that went to EPR members, who provided financial and political support. The newsletter reported on impending crises, current projects and past results, trying to create a sense of urgency but not despair.
That morning Angela hurried in, her coat swishing. She said a barely audible “Good morning,” her pale eyebrows lifted as though in silent reproof at herself. She unbuttoned her coat, revealing a gray cardigan and a hunter-green skirt. She sat down on her rolling chair, pulling herself toward the desk. She took the top off her container of tea. The office was quiet then, the only sound the muffled plastic click of keyboards. After a few minutes Angela spoke.
“Isabel?” she asked, her voice high and tentative. “I wonder if you’d do a piece for the newsletter on the Waukegan Forest. They’re trying to clear-cut it.”
“The Waukegan Forest?” asked Isabel. “Again? I thought we’d stopped that.”
“We did,” said Angela. “Once. But the timber companies have a new strategy. They’re trying to get it declassified as national parkland. It’s been slipped into a bill to expand the highway system. We want the membership to write their congressmen.”
“When do you need the article?”
“Tomorrow?” Angela’s voice was questioning. “If that’s possible? It doesn’t have to be long.”
“It’s fine,” said Isabel. This was a relief. “I can stay late. Can you give me the stuff on it?”
That morning Isabel had a meeting with some of the EPR lawyers, and at lunch she and Netta went to a Japanese restaurant. Throughout the day, while she sat in the meeting, walked down the sidewalk, unfolded her napkin at the wooden table, leaned forward to answer Netta, there were moments when Isabel felt as though she were watching herself. As though she were absent from her body, listening to her own voice. She was separate from something in herself. All day she sensed the undiscovered presence in the back of her mind. She did not move toward it.
After five the office began to quiet again. Netta left for the ailing Mitch, Angela, for her mysterious life. Isabel was alone, the only sounds now the rattle of her keyboard, the neutral hum of the computers and the faint, mad whine of the fluorescent lights.
Leafing through the folder, Isabel stopped at a photograph of a clear-cut mountainside. It looked like a battlefield, the long slope of desolate wasteland, giant torn-up stumps and jagged holes. The earth was gouged and rutted, plundered, ravaged. Like Guernica, she thought.
Isabel began to write, the dark letters springing magically into being on the luminescent screen.
Clear-cutting, she began, is a kind of war on the environment. It brings about the destruction of one of our most powerful and beneficent natural systems— the forest.
The forest provides enormous services to the environment. It prevents erosion of the soil, it lowers the temperature of the planet, it transforms harmful gases into oxygen and it shelters and protects wildlife. It also plays an essential part in the presence of water within the ecosystem.
Clear-cutting destroys the habitat, causes erosion, lessens the occurrence of rainfall and increases the occurrence of drought. As she wrote, Isabel thought of the silent northern forests at night. The great standing fir trees, guarding the shadows beneath them, leaning slightly with the wind and creaking as they moved, their branches shifting slowly. For no reason Isabel saw Paul’s tall, motionless figure in the doorway of her building, his arms at his sides. She heard him say quietly,  Yes, that’s how it felt. As though you couldn’t see me.
She stopped writing. What is it I should do? she thought.  Was it my fault? She sat without moving in the silent office.
When she got home that night, it was nearly ten. Without turning on the lights, she went straight into her bedroom to look at the answering machine by her bed. There were no messages. She stood for a moment in the darkened room, still in her coat. This was it, the reason she had stayed late, this feeling of emptiness that now advanced. It had something to do with Paul. She felt a thin thread of shame. Was it my fault? She could not say exactly what might have been her fault. She could feel a trickle of remorse.
On the third evening Isabel called Paul. She sat on the bed while the phone rang, her head bowed. His machine answered, and she heard his voice. When he was through, she drew a breath and began.
“Paul, it’s Isabel,” she said firmly. “I wanted to tell you I was sorry about the other night.” She paused. “I don’t think I—” She stopped. “I’m sorry if it felt as though I couldn’t see you.” She paused again. “That’s all. I’m sorry.”
She hung up and sat still. It was strange to hear someone’s voice, to hear it so quick and living, when the person was absent. Paul had sounded warm and cheerful, buoyant. She felt graced by his warmth. She felt lightened.
Late that night, nearly midnight, he called.
At the sound of his voice Isabel felt herself gather.
“Would you try again?” he asked.
The second dinner was entirely different.
This time Paul was easy, as he had been at Dr. Lunet’s. Isabel watched him across the table. They were at a Vietnamese restaurant; the waitress was tiny, with high cheekbones and a long black braid hanging down her back. She smiled at them, nodding joyfully, as she set each plate before them, as though she had made the food herself.
“Why is she smiling like that?” Paul asked after the beaming waitress had left them. “Tell me why the Vietnamese want to come to America, and why are they nice to us when they get here?”
“A mystery,” said Isabel. “Have you been to Vietnam?”
Paul shook his head.
“They say now it’s really beautiful.”
“Yes, I’ve heard that,” Paul said. “Hard to imagine, isn’t it? In my mind it’s completely devastated. All my images of it are so terrible, bombs and mud and exploding bodies. Now all the pictures you see are green and peaceful. Beautiful temples and smiling people, all friendly to Americans. It’s like a miracle.”
“Forgiveness,” Isabel said. “When does it come?”
“I suppose it depends on the act,” said Paul.
“And on the person. People forgive extraordinary things. The parents of that girl in Kosovo who was raped and murdered by an American soldier: they forgave him. It was as though the act was so huge, so traumatic, that it went past the normal boundaries of behavior. The parents forgave him because they were human and he was human. It was too big. There was nothing left for them if they didn’t forgive him, and there was no reason not to. Nothing would return the child. So the soldier became another bystander, sort of.”
“Is there anyone you can’t forgive?” asked Paul.
Isabel said nothing for a moment. “I try to forgive people,” she said carefully. But not Michael, not myself.
Paul looked at her thoughtfully. “Revenge is not a useful occupation,” he said.
“No,” Isabel agreed.
Paul leaned forward, changing his tone. “I forgive everyone,” he confided. “I don’t care what people do.” He gave a sweep of his hand. “Fine, fine, it’s done, over. Next?” He looked up at Isabel, his face bright and expectant.
“What if the dry cleaner loses your suit?”
“Oh, well.” He waved his hand again. “Assassination.”
There was something loose and good-natured about Paul tonight, like a lanky adolescent. There was also an adolescent neediness, a fragility. As they left the restaurant, Paul held her coat for her. When she slipped into it, he stood still, holding her from behind, gently enfolding her shoulders, her arms, with himself. She felt him close around her; it seemed like tender pleading.
That was how it felt with Paul, tender pleading. And Isabel believed it was her responsibility to respond. The image she held of him, standing in the doorway that night, had opened him to her; it had revealed something larger and darker than she had understood. She could sense him whole now, his self expanding beyond that image, waiting, patient, responsive. This was who he was as a man. He was waiting for her.
They saw each other often after that and talked several times a day. Isabel told Netta about him at lunch.
“Good for you, Isabel,” Netta said energetically, her mouth full, “the widow removes her weeds.”
What Isabel dreaded was sex.
For sex had changed. It no longer glimmered before her, a pleasure, a haven. Now it was alarming, full of risk. She felt the anxieties of aging. She had liked her body well enough when she was younger: long rounded limbs, clear skin, a small waist. Now her skin was slackening, her belly set, her flesh heavier. What would Paul think? Perfect bodies were everywhere for comparison, stretched sinously along the length of buses roaring up Madison Avenue, spread out across magazine pages, in bikinis, in underwear, entwined with muscular snakes, or not covered at all, merely artfully arranged. That was her competition.
There was also the fear of a stranger’s body, strange flesh against her. And the mechanics—zippers, elbows, condoms. How do you do condoms? she wondered. She and Michael had never used them, being married and trusting before sex had become a lethal encounter. Did you talk about them, or was it all done in silence? Did you put them on together, or did the woman look politely away? (Men’s sexual equipment was so mysterious in any case—it was so unlikely, that weird tumescence, the sudden emergence of a solid shaft out of those dangling scraps. What if women’s breasts inflated and deflated like that?) And sex with a new partner was full of questions: which side to lie on, where to put your arm, the whole complicated process of accustomation.
But Isabel most feared disappointing Paul. She was afraid she would feel nothing. Since Michael’s death, her body had become distant from her; it had turned cool and inert. But Paul didn’t insist. He took her home after their dinners, movies, the opera, and left her at her door. He kissed her sometimes, chastely, sweetly, on the lips.
One night they were in a taxi after dinner, in the thick of an argument over the president’s wife.
“How can you say that?” asked Isabel indignantly. “You’re completely wrong.”
“I’m not completely wrong,” Paul said. “You are misreading the information.”
The taxi arrived at her door.
“Oh, come upstairs and let me explain,” Isabel said.
Standing on the sidewalk while Paul paid the driver, she wondered what she had done. In the elevator silence clamped down on them. Isabel turned to Paul.
“It’s only a drink, you know,” she said. “I’m only offering you a drink.”
“I know that,” Paul said, smiling at her. He had his hands in the pockets of his overcoat.
The apartment was preternaturally silent: it seemed never to have known sound. Isabel walked through the empty rooms, snapping on lights, trying to be brisk. She brought Paul a drink and sat down across from him. The argument seemed to have evaporated, and she could think of nothing to say.
“Thank you,” said Paul as he took the drink. “Cheers.” He raised his glass to her. They both sipped; there was a pause. Isabel wondered what would happen next.
“What would you like to have happen next?” Paul asked.
“I’m nervous about sex,” Isabel told him.
“You know, I rather suspected that,” Paul said. He smiled. “But what is it?”
“It makes me sick to my stomach,” said Isabel.
“Perhaps we should avoid it, then,” said Paul.
“I mean the idea of it.”
Paul shook his head. “It doesn’t have to happen until you want it.”
“It might be never,” Isabel said. “What if it were never?”
“It would be a shame,” Paul said gently, “a waste.”
“I don’t want you to see me naked,” Isabel said. “I’m too old.”
“You don’t think I’m old?” asked Paul. “I’m older than you are. We’re in this together. I’ll out-old you.”
“It might not work,” Isabel warned.
Paul shook his head. “Isabel, we’ll do whatever you want. You’re in charge. I’ll wait as long as you like.” He sat without moving in her big armchair, his glass held neatly in his lap.
It was a strange thing to hear. She had never heard a man sound so yielding, so tender.
If it isn’t tonight, she thought, it will be another night. 
It turned out to be all right. It wasn’t wonderful, but it was wonderful in being all right. Isabel led him into her bedroom, and he put his arms gently around her. He held her quietly first, and she felt him a gentle presence, a balm, a comfort.
In bed Isabel hadn’t frozen, she hadn’t turned to stone or wept. She had been afraid of weeping. She had closed her eyes, let him move across her, do what he liked. Paul was a kind lover, quiet, attentive. It had seemed to work all right for him.
Isabel herself had cheated. Too anxious to let the flesh respond on its own, without any confidence in its ability, she had mimicked response. She tightened herself toward ecstasy, screwed her eyes shut and changed her breathing. Deceitfully, she gave out a crescendo of small wordless cries, drew her muscles into a final ecstatic knot, then collapsed.
When she opened her eyes, she saw Paul smiling down at her. She smiled back, closing her eyes blissfully. It was, she hoped, a small thing, a minor victimless crime. Kinder to Paul than truth, a relief to her.
Sex had not always been wonderful for Isabel. In the early days with Michael, it had been a splendid lustrous thing, endlessly renewable, endlessly pleasing, a mutual delight. But after Ben was born, things had slowly changed. Instead of a currency used freely, prodigious sums handed back and forth without accounting, instead of that early profligate trading, ledgers had been drawn up, lines ruled across the page, debits declared. There were withholdings: times when Isabel was too distracted for sex, too anxious about Ben; when there wasn’t time, or she was too tired to feel anything, or she was angry. Early in their marriage, anger had often been part of sex, an invitation, a prelude, a powerful incitement. Some of their greatest sex had been fueled by rage, counteracting and reenacting it, duplicating the struggle, the overcoming, the surrender, the forgiveness, sex both displaying and obliterating the course of rage. Later on, though, rage had turned cold and internal. Michael became resentful, and if Isabel turned him away once, he turned her away three
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