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NO ONE EVER PUT the pieces together. Even years later, swapping rumors that couldn’t be confirmed, they were sure that whatever caused the Whipples’ sudden departure, the house packed up and everything gone, it must have been Ida’s fault.

They thought they knew her. They thought this because she showed up to their children’s birthday parties with tidy packages and joined their bridge games and baked a mean pumpkin pie, even though she’d never eaten pumpkin pie until she arrived in New England, or so she said. They thought they knew her because she shopped at Jordan Marsh and wore kitten heels and small hats and tea-length swing dresses, just like the rest of them. They thought they knew her because it was 1952, and she participated in their silent agreement that the best way to put the war years behind them was to keep up tradition, to lay Thanksgiving tables, string Christmas lights, and set off firecrackers on the Fourth of July. All of which Ida did with a smile.

It never crossed their minds that she was slowly collapsing. That she was thinking, Screw you, Norma Jean, as she waved across the parking lot of Marvin’s Grocery at the woman who knew less than nothing about her. It didn’t occur to them that she’d lied about her fresh pumpkin filling—she’d never baked a whole pumpkin in her life—mixing up canned pumpkin with a wry smile, or that on the days when she wanted to suffer more than usual, she slid a photograph of a dead woman under her girdle and thought about the friend she’d betrayed.

No one had any idea that she was a good wife but not a good mother.

What they did know, and tittered about behind her back, was that Ida kept her front door locked even when she was at home. No one in the town of Lexington, Massachusetts, locked their doors. Which, after the theft, they agreed was careless. The thing was, everyone knew everyone, and the riffraff never strayed this far outside of Boston, so who was there to worry about? Their children played all over the neighborhood, and if one of them was thirsty or needed to use the bathroom, their mothers liked knowing that any door was open to them, even the ones in the pristine, historic homes with towering pillars and wraparound porches. So long as no one tracked mud over the carpet, all were welcome.

The other mothers expected Sidney to put a stop to the whole locked-door business. He had grown up in one of those pristine houses, where his parents still lived with their trusting, open door. Ida didn’t begrudge them this, or Sidney his happy childhood. She just wasn’t going to follow their lead, and Sidney, despite what the neighbors presumed, would never ask her to. Fear was a complicated creature. He knew how it inhabited the body, burrowed into every cell so your veins pulsed and your muscles twitched with it. It didn’t matter how much time had passed or how irrational the locked door was—if it made Ida feel safe, Sidney wasn’t going to deny her that. It was her silent acknowledgment of their past, her way of telling him she’d never forget what she had done and that she didn’t deserve to. And as much as Sidney wanted her to forget, the truth was, he didn’t deserve to either.

During the war, it had been impossible to imagine a life after it. Now that Sidney was in that life, even all these years later, he felt a sense of bafflement. Walking down his quiet street from the train station after work, or mowing his lawn, he’d find himself consumed with the absurdity of it all. How does a person bomb and shoot and maim other human beings and then come home and mow the lawn? No one talked about the images that flashed behind closed lids or the dreams that jolted a man awake. Coming home was the dream, but home looked different through marred eyes.

With his parents living down the road, church on Sunday, and roast for dinner, Sidney was forced to face the privilege and ignorance of his upbringing, a naivete that had driven him to believe enlisting was the bravest thing he could do. He’d wanted to fight so badly he signed up for the Air Force three months before graduating from Boston University. It was February 1941. Within a year, he’d pinned on his blue bars, was appointed flight officer, and received a direct commission from the Eighth Air Force, shipping out to England with all the excitement of a twenty-two-year-old who thinks he knows everything. Sidney had been the kind of teenager who punched other boys for no good reason, which was why he’d thought war would suit him.

It didn’t. Two years in, he sat in a field in France watching his closest friend, Sergeant James Freedman—a Chicagoan, stonemason by trade, fiancé, son, and brother—bleed out from a hole in his skull. The sun was bright, the grass a stunning green, the blood from the man’s temple a brilliant red. There was the scent of fresh hay and burning metal in the air. James had latched his hand around Sidney’s neck with startling force and pulled his face down so that their noses touched. “Whatever you do, don’t let me die,” he’d said. Sidney had locked eyes with his friend and promised he wouldn’t.

Sidney thought about that lie every morning on his train ride to work. He thought about his brothers who had been killed in the South Pacific and wondered why he was the one who got to live. He had come home a hero simply because he’d survived. No one cared how he’d done it. No one chastised him for bringing home a wife and child without officially breaking it off with his fiancée. They cheered him, and this dug his guilt in a little deeper.

His was a cowardly survival. For years, he had been telling Ida that there is no guilt in war. One’s actions are excused in trying to stay alive. A person does whatever it takes. But this was just a game of words. Neither of them actually believed it.

Swept up in his hero status, in his role as the sole surviving son, in the whirlwind of domestic life and his love for his wife and children, Sidney was convinced that the past would fade. And it had, to a certain extent. His raw edge of feeling was healed to a tender patch of scars.

And yet, lies don’t go away simply because no one knows the truth.
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FOR THE PAST EIGHT years, Ida had been telling herself she just needed time, but on that Fourth of July morning, surveying her image in the full-length mirror, she realized that time was not going to do her any good. The instruction booklet given to GI brides by the Red Cross on How Americans Live had coached her in running a household. It told her what to cook, how to dress, how to raise babies, how to get along with other housewives—You’ll be welcome, but you’re to be friendly the moment you arrive. There must be no “keeping yourself to yourself.”

It just failed to teach her how to keep her soul intact.

Cinching her belt tight around her skinny waist, Ida adjusted her breasts into perky formation, looked at her flared skirt and made-up face and fat roller curls, and felt the urge to do something drastic. Maybe she’d dress in her husband’s trousers and a sleeveless shirt, dye her lackluster brown hair red and iron it straight, go without makeup. She wanted to shock people. To shock herself.

Growing up in Petersfield, England, with her aging parents and three older brothers, Ida had been convinced that she’d been snatched from her real family and placed with strangers. Even after she got away, slipped into an entirely different identity in Paris, the feeling of estrangement had followed. It was with Sidney where she had felt, for the first time, that she belonged in her own skin.

Only lately, that wasn’t enough.

A week ago, her elder daughter, Bea, a willowy eight-year-old with blonde hair and blue eyes, had walked through the front door holding a violin case. It might as well have been a grenade. Ida’s body seized. The blood drained from her face. The cords in her neck went wire tight, and her mind flipped backward as she heard herself shout, “Get that out of here!” She’d seen string instruments since the war—just not up close, and not in the hands of her daughter.

Startled, Bea held up the curved leather case as if her mother didn’t understand. “It’s a violin, Mom. I borrowed it from Ruth. Her mom said if I like it, she’ll give you the name of her teacher.”

“Like it?” Ida’s hands shook. “You don’t just start playing and decide you like it. It takes a lifetime.” She yanked open the front door. “Put it on the porch. I’ll call Ruth’s mom to come get it.”

“But I—”

“No!” Ida hissed. “You do as I say, and do not tell your father.”

Since laying eyes on that violin, Mendelssohn’s Concerto Op. 64 had been playing in Ida’s head.

Twisting a loose strand of hair into the curl it had sprung away from, Ida went downstairs to brew the coffee. She hated this version of herself. She didn’t want to be a mother who yelled for no reason or a wife who kept secrets. She took a deep breath, sat down, and counted to five. She had half an hour before Sidney woke, possibly fifteen minutes before the girls came bounding down the stairs.

She needed more time.

She ran a finger over the two small scars on the inside of her left arm, an absent gesture, a habit. I can’t do this, she thought. I just can’t keep doing this.



SHE DID, OF course, keep doing it. When Bea and Dora tumbled into the kitchen, Ida set their bowls of hot oatmeal on the table and managed a smile.

Bea was tall for her age, her skin pale and freckled. Dora, at five, still held her baby plumpness. Her cheeks were round and pink under her vibrant brown eyes and her dark hair was cut straight across her forehead and bobbed at her chin like a child from a 1920s storybook.

Bea slid into her chair, glanced at her mother, and said, incredulous, “You’re dressed in yellow?” She had recently begun questioning most things Ida did.

“What’s wrong with yellow?”

“It’s the Fourth of July,” Bea stated, matter-of-fact, pouring syrup over the pool of melted butter in her bowl.

Dora, swinging her legs back and forth in her chair, said, “That’s your Easter dress, Momma,” smiling at such a silly mistake.

Ida looked down. She had indeed worn this dress on Easter. The fact that her children had noticed and felt the need to point it out, that every mother in town would most likely notice and feel the need to point it out too, made Ida want to scream.

“I like this dress,” she said, dumping milk into her coffee with a little too much force, causing it to splash over the rim of the cup and onto the countertop. Ignoring the spill, Ida picked up her mug and looked at her girls in their matching red-checked dresses she’d ironed and laid out for them and felt a sense of panic. Their elbows were off the table, hair combed, socks pulled up. They were already losing the sturdiness of themselves, morphing into compliant, respectable, proper girls. It was her fault. She was the one who’d taught them to sit like that, to follow orders, to please. Why did they listen to her? Why were they so bloody obedient? Ida hadn’t listened to her mother. When she was Bea’s age, she’d chopped her hair to her ears with gardening shears just to be defiant. She’d hiked up her skirt and gone barefoot with the exact purpose of enraging her mother, to prove that no one, especially not her mother, could bind or break her.

When Bea looked up and said, “You should change” in that imperious little voice, Ida thought if her daughter was going to speak up, she should speak up for the right reasons. Not to box Ida in. Make her conform. Ida’s own mother would have backhanded her across the face for talking to her like that. Ida wondered if a good smacking would knock some sense into her children. They had no idea how to rebel.

By the time Sidney came into the kitchen, Ida had wiped up the counter and was cutting wedges from a grapefruit with a tiny serrated spoon. Sidney put his hands around her waist, and for a brief moment, she let her head rest against him.

“Morning, love.” He kissed her cheek.

“Morning.” She offered him a spoon of fruit that he slid into his mouth before pulling away with a swat to her behind.

“Is that all you’re eating? You’re getting too thin.”

“That’s the point.” She popped a tiny wedge of grapefruit into her mouth. Her latest diet was a single grapefruit in the morning and a hard-boiled egg for lunch, which left her guilt-free to eat whatever she wanted for dinner. Measuring waists and thighs was a pastime of most Lexington women, and Ida had begun to feel a particular sense of satisfaction being the thinnest in the room. See? her figure said. I can be just like the rest of you. I can be better. The truth was, she liked the subtle feeling of hunger all day. It felt like being on the edge of something.

Sidney poured himself a cup of coffee, heaped a bowl of oatmeal from the pan, and sat down. “Morning, girls.”

Bea scraped the last of her breakfast into a neat mound at the bottom of her bowl and said, “Morning, Daddy,” while Dora, her legs swinging with all their might, tucked her chin to her chest in silence.

“Dora, say good morning to your father.” Ida dropped into her chair with her grapefruit and coffee.

An obligatory smile pinched the corners of Dora’s mouth, but she kept quiet. “Dora,” Ida started in, but Sidney cut her off with a shake of his head and said good-naturedly, “A smile is worth a thousand words,” while Dora looked to her sister for reassurance.

Dora did not speak until the age of three. Not a single babbling word. Unlike Bea, who ran around shouting every word she knew, Dora had looked at things with a silent inquisitiveness, refusing to name them even though Ida knew she understood. “What’s this?” Ida would point to the flower, or truck, or swing in the picture book the pediatrician gave her to help Dora associate words with objects. Dora would stare at the images as if trying to make sense of how they fit into her particular world. Eventually she’d look up, smiling but stubbornly wordless, determined to keep some inner secret.

When Dora did start speaking it was in short, clear sentences without the slightest hesitation. Ida wanted to tell everyone, See, I told you she understood. But Dora only spoke those words to her mother or sister. Ida couldn’t get so much as a “hello” out of her to their friends, which was an embarrassment, but not nearly as cutting as the fact that Dora wouldn’t talk to her own father. She spoke around him, always directing herself to Ida or Bea.

Sidney shrugged it off, saying she’d come to it in time, convincing himself that it was his daughter’s lack of confidence, not his lack of affection that was the problem.

Deep down he wondered if it was more than either of these things. Sometimes, when his daughter looked at him with her wide-open eyes, he’d see the depth of her perspicacity and think that this child’s silence was merely a reflection of his own, that it was possible in some unearthly way she knew what he and Ida had done and was punishing them for it.

Over breakfast, both parents watched as Bea reached out and gave the back of her little sister’s hand a small pat. The relief of this gesture rippled through Dora’s body as she lifted her spoon and dug back into her oatmeal. Ida and Sidney looked at each other, then into their coffee cups. There was a sting in Sidney’s chest and a hot pulse in Ida’s. The tart grapefruit made her jaw tight. She wanted to touch her hand to Bea’s shoulder and tell her what a good sister she was. Instead, Ida finished her breakfast in silence, wondering if her eldest daughter would always be burdened with the need to protect and translate the world for Dora.

And in that singular thought, Ida could feel how she’d carefully removed herself from the picture. In her mind, she saw an actual line around her body, like a cutout, an invisible, scissoring hand delicately, silently, extracting her from them.
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THE DAY WAS FILLED with noise. Marching bands and screaming firetrucks, imitation guns, bang pops, sparklers, firecrackers, anything that exploded.

Ida did not change out of her yellow dress. Keeping it on was her quiet revolt. She disliked this particular American holiday. “Bloody Fourth of July,” she’d say in her thickest English accent, making Sidney and the girls laugh, even though she meant it. She found it impossible to believe all Americans were this gung-ho and patriotic. An excuse for fireworks was one thing, but Lexington’s all-out pageantry was idiotic: parades, costumes, reenactments on the famous Battle Green, respectable men gunning each other down in a field while corseted women screamed in mock horror. I’m the enemy, you know, Ida had wanted to tell them, watching the redcoats collapse, much too realistically, to their deaths. Not that she cared. What bothered her was that no sensible person thought to say, Oh, right, how does it feel to watch us shoot your countrymen in the head? Ludicrous, of course. Especially after she’d seen men shot in the head for real, but no one wanted to talk about that.

And this, she understood, was the real wedge between her and these women. They were the ones who had stayed home nursing their fantasies and fears of war while Ida had been in the thick of it. These women thought they’d suffered because they’d lost brothers and husbands and fiancés—or knew someone who had—because they’d held scrap drives and waited for letters and planted victory gardens.

But those things had not blackened their insides.

When Ida first arrived in Lexington, she was grateful to be enveloped into their faultless reality. No one discussed the most concealed places to hide, or what to do with dead bodies, or how best to clean a bloodstain. Instead, they sat on park benches with their children perched in prams, discussing how to properly clean baby bottles, where to buy the best formula, and how to get a decent night’s sleep. Ida paid attention to the creams one should use for stretch marks and how to lay sliced cucumbers over puffy eyes. She had stretch marks and puffy eyes, and there were bottles to clean and diapers to change and formula to buy, so for a time, it all made sense.

When did that change? Ida wondered as she stood in Lulu Johnson’s backyard in her big sunglasses with a gin martini in hand. Tiny American flags lined the walkway from the brick house to the groomed lawn, where round tables and folding chairs were arranged under a large white tent. Overhead, the sky was dove blue, cloudless, the sun hot. Ida wrapped a hand around the back of her neck. A horde of children ran past blowing noisemakers. A frozen lemonade can whizzed through the air—launched with a cherry bomb by the Titterton boys crouched behind the shrubbery.

Ida glanced at the food laid out in silver urns, hamburgers and hot dogs, corn on the cob, watermelon, chicken casserole, white fish in flaky puff pastry, bowls of strawberries and whipped cream and pound cake. She imagined piling a plate high and eating whatever she wanted in front of everyone. How pathetic that gorging herself had become the most dramatic thing she could do. She watched Tom Bowler gnaw on an ear of corn, butter dripping down his chin. He smiled at her, and Ida dutifully smiled back, moving to stand near her husband who was rolling up his sleeves in preparation for a game of bocce ball.

Warm and woozy from her cocktail, she watched Sidney hook his cuffs over his elbows with an inextricable longing. She wanted to run her hand over the fine hairs on his forearm, to find the line of muscle on the inside of his upper arm and sink her fingers into it. This sense of craving the thing she already had came over her more and more these days.

Sidney positioned himself behind the foul line, glanced over his shoulder, and said under his breath, “Buck up, old girl, the vultures are descending.”

Ida turned as Suzie, Lulu, and Carol Ann reached her on a single swish of fabric, drinks in hand, foreheads perspiring. “This heat!” Lulu slid an arm around Ida, drawing her into the shade under the tent. “No need to moon over your own husband. It’s bad manners in front of us gals who are sick to death of ours.” Lulu was a tiny-figured bottle blonde who masked her plainness in red lipstick and thick fake lashes. The only truly interesting thing about her was her knowledge of plants. Her house was filled with them, and she could recite the Latin name of every variety.

Carol Ann, a fleshy, towering woman, sank into a chair, flapping a hand in the air. “I swear it’s the humidity puffing me up and not all that pound cake you insist on having around.” She glared at Lulu, who laughed and said, “It’s for the boys, Carol Ann. They need bulking up. My Billy is as scrawny as they come.”

“They’ll grow, don’t you worry. Then they’ll eat you out of house and home.” Carol Ann pressed her drink to her forehead. Beads of water dripped from the glass. Ida liked Carol Ann, her directness, her bolstered body and voice, the way she’d lean in and nudge Ida with an elbow or wink at her from across a room.

“If only we had a swimming pool.” Lulu sighed.

“I thought you’d convinced Bert to put one in?” Carol Ann dropped her drink to the table, her forehead a dewy pink.

Suzie, decked out in cat-eye glasses with sparkling rhinestones, squeezed in between Ida and Lulu. “Lulu, love, you must save us from the dreaded local pool. How tremendously fun it would be to lounge around, just us gals, at our very own backyard swimming pool?”

Carol Ann tapped a long red fingernail on the table. “We’ll have to lay off the Tom Collins so our children don’t drown.”

“We’ll hire a lifeguard.” Suzie sucked dramatically at her tiny straw.

“The Lepley’s oldest son would do nicely,” Carol Ann said. “Have you seen the arms on that man?”

“Man? He’s nineteen.” Suzie slapped her shoulder. “Don’t be vulgar, Carol Ann.”

“Bert says a pool is too expensive,” Lulu said.

Carol Ann jutted her thumb at the gazebo Bert hired a carpenter to put up in May. “Since when has that stopped him?”

Ida listened, said nothing. She was already dreading the long summer months ahead of gathering towels and swimsuits and hats and hauling her children around trying to entertain them with school out.

Lulu glanced at her watch. “It’s almost three, ladies. I’m sure the others are already waiting in the living room.”

“Why did you schedule the LCCA meeting today?” Suzie grumbled, shaking the ice in her empty glass.

“Ellen insisted.” Lulu stood up. “Apparently, she has something to show us that couldn’t wait. She said she’s going to start this summer’s topic off with a bang.”

This caught Ida’s attention. “Ellen’s leading the topic?” She tried not to sound hurt.

The LCCA—Literature, Culture, Cuisine, and Art—was their personal ladies club, formed a year ago by Lulu in an attempt to keep up to date on current affairs. Lulu was the only one of them who had gone to college, and she said she refused to let her brain turn to pudding just because she had to stay home raising four boys. Lulu had chosen the first topic, American literature, and they’d spent the fall discussing Ayn Rand, Ernest Hemingway, and Steinbeck. Culture went to Suzie, who, fittingly, opted for the culture of Hollywood, which meant watching the latest Betty Grable film and reading gossip magazines, admittedly fun, if not very intellectual. Then there was cuisine, led by Carol Ann, who purchased them each a copy of Betty Crocker’s Picture Cook Book and instructed them in weekly recipes. The final topic, modern art, had been promised to Ida.

“Oh dear.” Suzie bit the corner of her lip. “We did say Ida could lead the topic.”

“I mean…” Lulu looked from Suzie to Carol Ann. “I didn’t think anything was decided, and Ellen’s so excited she’s already bought a stack of books.” She flicked a stray piece of grass off the table. “Although, I’m sure you’d be the better woman for the job, Ida, given your background and all.”

Carol Ann stood up. “We’ll put it to a vote.”

“That will tick Ellen off,” Suzie said, not sounding disappointed by the prospect.

Lulu frowned.

There was a tight feeling behind Ida’s eyes. “It’s fine,” she said. “It’s not a big deal.”

“It is a big deal. We should have been voting all along.” Carol Ann dragged Ida out from under the tent, saying that if they were going to be an official club, a vote was the only way to go.

Crossing the final stretch of lawn, their heels sinking into the soft grass, Lulu whispered to Ida, “I’ll make sure Ellen knows the vote was Carol Ann’s idea so she won’t blame you.”

Ida was sure Ellen would blame her anyway.

Entering the living room through the patio doors, Ida saw Eula and Lottie, twin sisters, perched side by side on the enormous curved sofa. Fran, the quietest of the group, was wilted in a leather chair, pressing a napkin to her forehead. Ellen stood by the window, her hair slightly unkempt, her skirt and blouse just a touch wrinkled. Ellen was always a little less than put together, which people thought was odd given how much money she had, as if wealth and perfection were synonymous.

“Oh, goodie,” Ellen cried as they entered. Her use of the words goodie and golly drove Ida mad. Everything about Ellen drove Ida mad. Mostly this was due to the fact that Ellen had been Sidney’s fiancée when he left for the war. When he came home married to Ida, Ellen refused to acknowledge her existence, managing, whenever they found themselves at a neighborhood gathering, to flick her eyes upward and pinch her mouth shut. She ignored Ida so blatantly that even Sidney’s father commented on it, and he noticed very little when it came to anyone but himself. To Sidney, Ellen was sugar sweet, laying her hand on his forearm and pressing her chest up against him, bursting into airy laughs as if they had some endless joke between them. Everyone gossiped. Ida swore it didn’t bother her, but it did. Ellen’s past with Sidney made her prickle with envy.

Arranging herself on the sofa next to Suzie, Ida noticed the book on the side table, Symbolic Realism in American Painting 1930–1940. Next to it was a vase of tiny pink roses interspersed with sprigs of lavender.

The scent of lavender made Ida queasy. A clawed feeling landed in her chest, and she turned her head away, trying to put the book and the lavender out of her mind.

Lulu burst in with a tray of glasses and set it on the coffee table. Her lipstick was worn at the center, the edges pencil thin. “Those waiters lounging outside are absolutely useless. I should never have given Iona the day off. She’s Irish. What does she need the Fourth of July off for?”

Ida was the only one in the room who didn’t have hired help. When Dora was born, Sidney’s mother, Isabelle Whipple, an efficient, no-nonsense woman, had tried to convince Ida that she’d never manage without a girl around. Ida had managed just fine. Although it would make hosting less stressful, she thought, watching Lulu effortlessly pour iced tea into tall glasses, drop in a slice of lemon and a cube of sugar, and pass them out with a platter of shortbread cookies. The arrangement of glasses alone made Ida anxious, not to mention food and table settings. In Paris, there had been a haphazardness to the parties she attended, the guests too impassioned and drunk and caught up in themselves to notice a missing slice of lemon or an improperly placed utensil. In Lexington, a woman’s entire reputation came down to the perfection of her hosting. She must have gleaming floors, flowers on the table, cold cocktails at the ready. She must empty ashtrays, never criticize her husband, and wear a perfect outfit that did not outshine her guests’. It was exhausting.

Carol Ann was waving a small stack of paper in the air. “Okay, ladies, we’ve decided to put this year’s topic leader to a vote. Any objections?” Lulu glanced apologetically at Ellen, who opened her mouth, then shut it as Carol Ann barreled on. “The votes will be anonymous. Lulu, how do you want to do the nominations?”

Lulu said, “Is anyone interested in leading besides Ida and Ellen?”

Lottie, a square-jawed woman with dark eyes and bushy brows, said, “Does it have to be modern art? It’s so unrelatable. I was hoping we could do baroque.” She’d only joined the club because her twin sister had, and she always found something to complain about.

“Since the group was organized to keep up on current topics, yes,” Carol Ann said, handing out the ballots and pencils.

Heat beat at the bay windows. A trickle of sweat dripped down Ida’s stomach. She touched a hand to her abdomen, hoping a wet stain wasn’t appearing across her middle. She hadn’t anticipated this blatant competition. It felt particularly unfair that they were sitting in Lulu’s living room, like a home-team advantage. Ellen and Lulu had been best friends since high school. Ida didn’t stand a chance. Why do I even care? she wondered, looking around at the women dressed in their patriotic best. Engaging in their social games was part torture, part desire. These women bored Ida to tears, and yet she desperately wanted their approval.

Suzie pushed her glasses up her nose. “This isn’t very formal. Shouldn’t we at least say what qualifies each candidate?”

Fran perked up. “That seems like a good idea.”

“You go first then, Fran.” Carol Ann dropped onto the sofa, wanting it over and done with.

The tip of Fran’s nose turned red. “Well,” she mumbled. “I mean, Ellen’s always talking about art, and she visits museums in New York with Allen an awful lot. Don’t you, Ellen?”

“I do, monthly.” Ellen smiled with the patience of someone who doesn’t believe themselves capable of losing at anything.

Eula said, “Ellen’s been boring us with her knowledge of art since we’ve known her. She was talking about abstract expressionism before any of us had even heard of such a thing.”

“I still don’t know what it is.” Lottie laughed.

As hard as Ida tried not to, she couldn’t help thinking about the bold, stunning woman who taught her everything she knew about art, the woman who slid art books from shelves and drew Ida into the lemon scent of her skin as she explained the meaning behind the work, the intention, the rebellion of form.

“Ida? Did you hear me?” Suzie touched Ida’s arm. Everyone was looking at her.

“Sorry, no.” Ida reached for her iced tea, steadying herself with the cold glass.

“Fran was asking what it was you did with art. None of us could remember.”

“I was an assistant for an art collector.”

“Oh?” Ellen said, spite beneath her sweet tone. “Who?”

Ida looked straight at her. “Peggy Guggenheim. She has a gallery in New York. Maybe you’ve been to it?”

Ellen shrugged. “I’ve never heard of her.”

Suzie looked down at her slip of paper. Fran fiddled with her hair. No one asked Ida to elaborate.

“Can we vote already?” Carol Ann said. “I’m going to need something stronger than iced tea soon.”

“One last thing,” Suzie insisted. She had been class president. A cheerleader. “Tell us, Ellen and Ida, in one sentence, what art means to you.”

“Good God, Suzie.” Carol Ann slumped forward in a dramatic gesture of boredom.

Ellen leapt in, her voice low and theatrical, “Art is desire, pain, dreams, it is the culmination of a great mind into a materialized vision. It is all the things we cannot say out loud.”

“Ida?” Suzie’s glinting glasses turned toward her.

Ida looked around the room. “Art is the way out. It’s an escape,” she said, even though no one would understand her meaning.

Cupping the slips of paper in their palms, the women wrote out their votes. Lulu collected them, standing in front of the fireplace as she ceremoniously called out the names, “Ellen, Ida, Ellen, Ellen, Ellen, Ellen.”

And there you had it. Home-team advantage. Ida plastered a sportsmanly smile on her face. There was no way in hell she was going to sit through a summer-long discussion on modern art led by Ellen Franzen.

Ellen didn’t bother thanking her dedicated friends. Flaring her hands, she marched forward with her agenda. “Now that that silly business is out of the way, I’m simply bursting to show you what Allen bought at a gallery in the East Village. I was going to have you all over for a proper viewing, but I couldn’t wait.” She stepped aside, her wide skirt swishing to reveal the brown backing paper of her framed art piece. Breathless, she said, “It’s an original.”

“An original what?” Ida couldn’t help herself. A vein pulsed in her neck. What she wanted to say was Piss off, Ellen. She’d wanted to say it since the first day she watched Ellen take Sidney’s arm and croon “I’ll never forgive you for breaking my heart” while Ida stood right there watching. Ida wondered what would happen if she told Ellen to piss off in front of these stiff women. Gasps? Shocked silence? God, how she wanted to crack their glazed surfaces.

Ellen enunciated her words as if speaking to a child. “It’s an original Man Ray.”

Ida’s mouth went bone dry. Next to her, Suzie twirled her pencil like a baton and whistled. “Well, well.”

Ellen raised her hands in mock humility. “I know! Allen won’t be buying me another gift for years.”

Eula reached for her second cookie and said, “What did Allen pay for it?” This made her twin, Lottie, swat her leg and hiss at her to be quiet.

Carol Ann said, “Who’s Man Ray?”

“I’ve never heard of him either,” said Lulu.

Ellen, patient and teacherly, said, “Man Ray is one of the leading figures in the Surrealist art movement.”

Ida gulped down her drink, the sweet, cold liquid tamping the heat in her chest. To sit here and be shown an original work of Man Ray’s was like being shoved off a mountain she’d spent the last eight years climbing up. It would all come roaring back—London, Paris, the war—and when it did, Ida’s life in this town would be unbearable. The fact that it was Ellen doing the shoving made it all the more insufferable. Ida looked out the window, wondering what excuse she could give to get up and leave, but Ellen was already turning the frame around, the sleeves of her blouse riding up as she held the picture aloft.

Here were the gasps. Shocked silence. Stunned stares.

It was a black-and-white photograph of two naked women, their bodies pressed together in a partial embrace, shoulders angled outward, breasts touching. Alabaster skin. Dark curly hair. The women’s faces masked. The masks painted with vines. Stalks ran up noses. Leaves jutted over cheeks. Petals outlined dark, wide-open eyes. Sealed-shut mouths.

The heat in Ida’s chest burst as if a pot had boiled over. She stood up so fast the room went black.

Startled, Carol Ann rose with her. “Are you all right? You’re red as a lobster.”

Ida backed away. She bumped into the coffee table and set the glasses tingling. “I’m tremendously hot,” she gasped, moving past knees and skirts to the door.

Outside, the sun exploded against her eyes and the world was bathed in a haze of light and color. Ida stood on the patio steps, trying to adjust her mind to the reality of what she’d seen. How that buried photograph had made its way out of France, out of the war, and into the hands of Ellen Franzen in Lexington, Massachusetts, was impossible.

And yet, here it was.
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SIDNEY WAS RATTLED BY the stunned look he saw on his wife’s face as she came down Lulu’s back steps. He dropped his bocce ball and sprinted over, grabbing her hand as if she was in physical danger. “What’s wrong?” he asked, old anxieties swelling to the surface.

Ida’s face was flushed, her hair wild in the humidity. “Nothing. It’s the heat.” She gave a laugh, but it came out frenzied. Pushing him backward down the steps, she said, “Another martini will cool me off.”

Across the lawn, Sidney’s bocce ball opponent was waving him over. Sidney threw up his hands in a gesture of defeat. “You win!” He kept to his wife’s side as she made her way to the cocktail table. He filled a tumbler with gin and ice, gave it a vigorous shake, and strained it into two glasses.

“All right, what’s going on?” He stabbed an onion with a toothpick and handed the drink to Ida. “That you think you can hide anything from me at this point is ridiculous.”

She took a sip, shifting her gaze around the yard. The heat in her face had settled into a soft pink, but the displaced look was still in her eyes—eyes just like Dora’s, brown and flecked with gold. “If you stop speaking to me like our daughter, I won’t be able to bear it,” Sidney said.

“Stop?” Ida swirled her onion in the glass. “She never started.” Her tone was void of the usual sympathy she showed him on the subject. “Do you think,” she said, in a conspiratorial whisper, “that we’re being punished? Or haunted?” Her eyes got very big. Heat blotches broke out on her chest. “I don’t mean the memories, I mean literally. Arlette is literally haunting us, Sidney.”

This was not what he’d expected, and he had no patience for it. “Goddamn it, Ida.” He didn’t want to be angry, but he was fed up. They’d worked so hard to put this to rest. They’d talk it out, ignore it, convince themselves they’d moved on, then talk it out all over again. Around and around they went, and always back to the same thing. “Why don’t you get something to eat?” he suggested. “No one can sustain themselves on gin and grapefruit.”

“I don’t want to eat.” Her eyes bore down on him.

“Your memories are the only thing haunting you, Ida.”

She shook her head. “It’s more than that.”

“Can we not talk about this right now? It’s a holiday.”

“Does your guilt take a holiday?”

Sidney snatched up his drink, wishing he hadn’t forfeited his game of bocce ball. Keeping his voice low, he said, “I’ll eat for the two of us” and beelined it for the food table with a cavernous feeling in his gut.

Both considered stalking angrily home, but people would gossip, the girls would complain, Sidney’s parents would ask questions. So they stayed, mingling and drinking and ignoring each other.

Watching Ida across the lawn, Sidney wondered if he’d overestimated her ability to move on. He thought it would be enough to leave France, to start a family, keep their heads up and their eyes on the future. He’d convinced himself they could manage a life of integrity as long as they remained unwaveringly honest with each other. He’d made a joke of it, coming home from work, asking for all the wives’ gossip. In turn, she’d demand he spill every lewd detail of his coworkers’ debauchery at the woolen mill—men who were very clear on what information women were privy to and what they were not. “Dish it, and we’ll compare notes,” Ida would say, leaning close to him, her breath warm on his lips, her eyes bright with the fun of hearing how Bob Duncan mysteriously moved away after getting his secretary pregnant, or how Peter Schneider hired another extraordinarily good-looking man, which raised suspicions, and how Patricia Olive was given an actual sales job and the men who once called her voluptuous now called her fat. They said if women were going to take over their jobs, the least they could do was look good in a skirt. Ida said men were pigs. “Except you, my love”—hand under his shirt—“but if you start sleeping with your secretary, I’ll have to start sleeping with the mailman, or the lifeguard at the local pool, who is significantly better looking,” which they agreed would get messy.

In reality, neither had eyes for anyone else.

It wasn’t love at first sight. Theirs was a union of impossible loneliness. It was France. They were in hiding. Naturally, they found each other. It was not until their solitude broke that Sidney realized how hard he’d fallen for Ida. When he tried to pull away—resisting the urge to wrap her bird-boned hand in his or gather her into his chest—his sense of loss was shattering.

Love, then, was the feeling that you were losing your own soul. If it weakened a man to give a woman all that power, he was weakened. That Ida loved him back still felt like the luckiest thing that had ever happened to him. And she did. She told him every day.

And yet something had shifted. He tried to pinpoint it as he dug into his strawberry shortcake, listening to Ida’s disingenuous laughter a few feet away. It was the way she smoked her cigarettes now, flicking the ash wherever she wanted, in the dust that collected in the corners of their living room and the laundry she’d forget to iron. In the way she’d remove her hand from his, subtle, slow, but a noticeable pulling away. Last week he’d found a row of moths and a single butterfly lined up on the windowsill, perfectly preserved, their powdered wings intact. He knew his wife, not his children, had done it. There was precision in the arrangement of those tiny bodies, antennas pointed upward. Their delicate beauty, how deceptively ready for flight they looked, disturbed Sidney. He’d thought about those moths for days, careful not to bring them up with Ida. Their unwavering honesty with each other didn’t necessarily include confronting her on a meticulous arrangement of insects, so he wasn’t breaking any rules.

The truth was, he didn’t want to know. His wife’s unrest, her general agitation, terrified him. If not for Ida, he wasn’t sure how he’d get through the day. Walking through the door, seeing her at some task, straightening a couch pillow or pulling up her stockings, her dark hair springing over her shoulders, her cheeks flushed, he’d think that she was the only thing that made sense in the tedium of his daily life.

God, how he loved her. He had returned to his hometown for her, for the very purpose of starting over. Why, then, did he feel like he wanted to go back, to cling to their beginning, to have everything at stake again?

At least, that’s what he thought he wanted. Until suddenly, everything was.
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THE HEAT INCREASED AS the July day moved toward dusk. Sweat persisted on brows and indiscreetly stained the underarms of chiffon dresses and oxford shirts, the air weighty with humidity. The party became noisier, voices louder, the children rambunctious. Bang pops whizzed with a whine like a distant air raid. Between the alcohol and the heat and the irrational thoughts swirling around in Ida’s head, nothing felt real. A pretend day in her pretend life. She plastered on a smile and flirted with Tom Bowler to make Sidney jealous, which it did.

By the time the sun dipped behind the trees, Ida was properly drunk. She made a show of being overly friendly to Ellen, talking at length with her about her new piece of artwork and asking Lulu when the next LCCA meeting was being held, saying, loud enough for Sidney to hear, that she was “simply dying to get started on their new topic,” which he knew from her exaggerated tone was a lie.

After a while, their eyes met across the lawn. Sidney mouthed, I’m sorry. Ida lifted her glass in a cheers motion, swigged back her drink and mouthed, Me too. Swaying over to him, she drew a seductive finger up his arm, standing on her tiptoes to propose, in his ear, that they find an empty room to sneak off to. Sidney wrapped his hand around her waist, the idea tempting but nerve-racking with his parents seated under the tent eating cake and his daughters running past with sparklers in their hands.

“I’ll make it up to you tonight,” he whispered.

Ida pulled away, muttering “Old man,” which he absolutely felt like in that moment. There was a time when he would have snuck off with her anywhere, no matter who was nearby. When had he gotten so stodgy?

“Don’t be like that.” He reached for her, but she swatted his hand away and left him standing alone in the oppressive heat.

Later that night, sitting on a blanket in the grass, Ida let him draw her into his chest as they watched the fireworks explode. The noise made Sidney edgy, the closeness of all these people piled on picnic blankets. At their feet, Dora perched on her knees with her head tilted up, a small gasp escaping each time a boom went off. Bea lay flat on her back, smiling up at the bright greens and blues and reds as they sparked and burned and fell around them.

Ida did not speak a word on the walk home.

While she tucked the girls into bed, Sidney showered, brushed his teeth, and put on his pajama bottoms, making a point to leave his shirt off even though he was sure there’d be no passionate groping of each other.

Ida came into the bathroom, wriggling her dress down over her hips and shooing him out so she could wash up. He climbed into bed, wondering if she was still angry with him for his lack of adventure earlier. He decided that if she came out of the bathroom with cold cream under her eyes and her hair in curlers, she was holding a grudge. If, however, she emerged with her face scrubbed clean and her hair loose, there was a chance he’d been forgiven.

It was the latter, which gave Sidney a hopeful pulse in his groin until Ida clicked off the light and dropped heavily onto her pillow with her back to him.

He moved closer, putting his arm around her and pressing his palm to the flat of her stomach. “Are you still angry with me?”

She rolled onto her back. “I’m not angry.”

“What, then?” He touched his thumb to her lip, running it along her Cupid’s bow. The room was dark but he could still make out the lines of her face.

“I’m sad.” She latched her hand around his neck, her grip so tight her fingers dug into his skin.

For a long time, he had believed he could take this sadness from her. “I know,” he said.

She gave a small sob and found his mouth with hers.

His hand slid down her thigh, and she pulled on his neck as she wriggled out of her slip, their bodies sticky in the heat. Sidney licked the salty skin between her breasts and navel, touching her gently, and then harder as she sighed and opened her legs to him. She was wet and warm and determined. Ida had always known exactly what she liked.

He wished he could remember falling asleep beside her, but after Ida orgasmed, he’d come so quickly he dropped into a soporific stupor he didn’t wake up from until his alarm went off at six a.m., at which point he slammed his hand on the buzzer, pulled a pillow over his head, and promptly fell back asleep.

When he woke again, the room was bright and hot. Untangling his legs from the twisted sheet, he hauled himself into a sitting position, feeling hungover. Ida’s side of the bed was empty, but she always woke earlier than he. Sidney envied morning people, the sort who went for jogs at four a.m. or wrote something at the inspirational hour of dawn or, like his wife, sat with a hot drink in a silent house, watching the shadows slide into light.

Ida had never slept properly, at least not as long as Sidney had known her. There was a brief time before children when she had been content to stay wrapped in the covers with him, but then Bea came into their lives, crying at all hours, and by the time she was sleeping through the night, Dora had arrived with her own wail that continued for years, her high-pitched screams so piercing Sidney would wake with his heart thrumming, Ida already out of bed, telling him to go back to sleep. She was so tense at night, she said getting up at five in the morning was a relief. Sidney, on the other hand, could sleep until ten a.m. if the day allowed for it. He’d practically done that now, he noted, glancing at the clock before heading to the bathroom.

By the time he’d showered and made it to the kitchen, breakfast had been cleared and the coffee pot on the stove was cold. He popped open the lid and peered inside. Ida hadn’t even made coffee, from the looks of it.

“Ida?” He walked into the living room. Dora lay on her stomach, reading a book. Bea knelt at the coffee table, cutting out paper dolls. “Where’s your mother?” he asked. Bea shrugged and kept snipping. Dora didn’t even look up.

Sidney poked his head into the dining room. The glass doors of the cupboard reflected squares of sunlight onto the long empty table. “Ida?” He knocked on the downstairs bathroom door. Nothing. Looping back to the kitchen, he looked out the window into the backyard, noting that the hydrangeas needed trimming. At the front of the house, he stood in the open doorway and took in the fact that their car was still in the driveway. Ida had never owned a car before moving here, and she rarely drove it, so that didn’t mean much. Across the street, Mrs. Helmsley was deadheading her roses. She waved. Sidney waved back and picked up the newspaper that had been tossed on the front step. It was Saturday. Most likely Ida had walked into town for pastries.

It was eleven fifteen when Bea came into the kitchen and declared that she hadn’t eaten any breakfast. Sidney pulled his eyes away from the newspaper, his unease notching up. “Your mother didn’t make you breakfast?”

“No.”

“Did you see her at all this morning?”

“No.”

“What time did you get out of bed?”

Bea twisted a strand of pale blonde hair around her finger. “I don’t know.”

Sidney set down the paper. “Well, it’s practically lunchtime now.”

“Can we have lunch, then?”

Sidney had had nothing himself, other than a weak cup of coffee. “I’d say we’d better,” he said, going to the refrigerator, only to realize that he had no idea what his children ate for lunch, which struck him as absurd, that he didn’t know a simple thing like that.

“Where is Mommy?” Bea glanced around, as if Ida might pop out from behind the door.

“She went to the bakery,” Sidney said, overly confident. “What would you like for lunch?”

“Peanut butter and banana.” Bea opened the cupboard and stood on tiptoe to reach the jar of peanut butter. She set it on the counter, watching her dad carefully. “You don’t know how to do it, do you?” she said, with the honesty of a child noticing a truthful thing.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Sidney picked up the jar
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