Praise for -

Olive Kitteridge

“Fiction lovers, remember this name: Olive Kitteridge. . . . You'll never forget
her. Kudos to Elizabeth Strout . . . who not only has created a sui generis
character in Olive but has done so in brilliantly revealing way. . .. By the
end . ... you'll be madly in love. . . . There is so much to admire here. Strout’s
craftsmanship—the way she constructs her stories with rich irofy and mo-
ments of genuine surprise and intense emotion—is first rate. . . . Glorious,
powerful stuff.” —USA Today

“You will find yourself thinking about this touching, prickly character long
after you have finished [reading].” . » : —Newsweek

“[Elizabeth Strout’s] themes are how incompletely we know one another, how
‘desperately hard every person in the world [is] working to get what they
need, and the redemptive power in little things—a shared memory, 2 shock

—People

\

of tulips. Her lovely book is one of those.”
“Strout animates the ordinary with an astonishing force.” —The New Yorker

“[Abide with Me and Amy and Isabelle] were good; this one is better. ... It il-
luminates both what people understand about others and what they under-
stand about themselves. . . . The pleasure in reading Olive Kitteridge comes

from an intense identification with complication, not always admirable char-
acters.” , _ —The New York Times Book Review

“Rarely does a story collection pack such a gusty emotional piinch. [Grade: A]”
: ‘ ~—Entertainment Weekly

“Strout has a magnificent gift for humanizing characters. . . . Like Sherwood
Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, this novel in stories captivates us because the
characters are so human, the place so vivid. . . . Olive is the strong link here.
Funny, wicked and remorseful, Mrs. Kitieridge is a compelling life force, a
red-blooded original. When she’s not onstage;, we look forward to her return.
The book is a page-turner because of her.” —San Francisco Chronicle




“One of the year’s best...a piece of multitextured music—I[and] a great

piece of writing about life in small town America : . . a fascinating collec-

tion . . . Strout’s writing here is deep and masterful. . . . If you're going to read -
one book of short fiction this year, make it this one.” —Buffalo News.
“Masterfully wrought collection.” - —Vanity Fair

“A uniﬁed cycle of finely observed tales focusing on characters inhabiting a
single town . .- [a] brilliant evocation of emotion . . . a gratifying stunner . . .
in language we understand with the heart.” —The Boston Globe

/ . )

“Masterful . . . exquisite.”. —Newark Star-Ledger

“Love and acceptance are the underlying themes Strout carefully buries be-
tween the lines of unhappiness throughout the novel, making Olive Kit-
teridge and her family, friends and foes tangible, set in a story just as real.”

—Rocky Mountain News

“Mesmerizing.” —Tampa Tribune

“Strout has a wonderfu1 ability to turn a phrase. . . . [These] pages hold what

llfe puts in: experience, joy, grlef and the sometimes-painful journey to love.”
—Charlotte Observer

“A thoughtful, compelling ,éollecﬁon.”

“Oiive Kitteridge is an astringent seventh-grade math teacher with a ‘big, intel-
ligent face’ and a long history in the fictional town of Crosby, Maine. Don't
make the mistake of overlooking her, or the X-acto-knife work of her creator,
Elizabeth Strout. . . Reading Olive
Kitteridge sets us tlnghng, throws open a window on our stale assumptions. In

. Strout chisels beautiful sentences. .
blows the starthng, salty air of small-town lives.” —Cleveland Plain-Dealer

“[Strout] woos us with_her sweeping descriptions of lush Maine land-
scapes. . ... [Her] true gift, though, is describing life’s finer details; the nor-

~ mal, everyday things that might otherwise be overlooked. . . . Strout's style is

—Wall Street Journal

as clean and polished ‘as the inside of an oyster shell; flip that shel] over,
though, and it’s layered and gritty.” —The Oregonian
“Strouit is a good writer, able to paint compelling pictures with a few deft brush
strokes. : . . Her collection of . . . characters will stay with you well after the
last page is turned.” .—~Fredericksburg Free-Lance Star
“Strout’s sensitive insights and luminous prose affirm life’s pleasures. ... A
perfectly balanced portrait of the human condition, encompassing plenty of
anger, cruelty and loss without ever losing sight of the equally powerful pres-
ences of tenderness, shared pursuits.and lifelong loyalty.”

-—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Deeply human . . . Though loneliness and loss haunt these pages, Strout also

- supplies gentle humor and a nourlshmg dose of hope.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“A heart-wrenching, penetratingv portrait of ordinary coastal Mainers living
lives of quiet grief intermingled with flashes of human connection . . . [This]
collection is easy to read and impossible to forget.” :

" —Publishers Weekly (starred reviewj

“Olive Kitteridge is bracing and wind-stung, so moving and affecting in its
sharp and yet quiet way. Olive is a singular character whose voice can teach
a reader about loss and life and yes, even love, the unexpected kind.”

—SuUSAN STRAIGHT

“Elizabeth Strout writes beautifully about the compromises and small joys of
what we might call mature people. Delicate, nuanced, insightful, and pro-
foundly moving, ‘Olive Kitteridge provides exactly the pleasures and the

depths of feeling that I crave when I read fiction.” —ANN PACKER

“Elizabeth Strout restores my faith in the word, in the quality of fiction to

shine light on even the dark and still make us feel refreshed and cleansed and
glad. Strout is one of our true treasures. My God—she is fun to read.”

—RicHARD BauscH -
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OLIVE KITTERIDGE




’Pharmé\vc,:y

For many years Henry Kitteridge was a pharmacist in the next town
over, driving every morning on snowy roads, or rainy roads, or summer-
_time roads, when the: wild‘raspberries shot their new growth in bram-
bles along the last section of town before he turned off 'toWhe_re the
wider road led to the pharmacy. Retired now, he still wakes early and
remembers how mornings used to be his favorite, as though the world
were his secret, tires rumbling softly beneath him and the light emerg-
ing through the eaﬂy’fog, the brief sight of the bay off to his right, then
the pines, tall and Slender, and almost always he rode with the window
partly open because he loved the smell of the pines and the heavy salt
air, and in'the winter he loved the smell of the cold. : '
The pharmacy was a small two-story building attached to another -
‘building that housed separatély a hardware store and a small grocery.
Each morning Henry parked in the back by the large metal bins, and
then ex_i‘tere‘d the pharmacy’s back door; and went about sWitching on’
the Iights, turning up the thermbstat, or, if it was summer, getting the
fans going. He would open the safe, put money in the register, unlock
the front door, wash his hands, put on his white lab coat. The ritual
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was pleasmg, as though the old store——w1th its shelves of toothpaste,

_ vitamins, cosmetics, hair adornments, even sewing needles and greet-
ing cards, as well as red rubber hot water bottles, enema pumps—was

a person altogether steady and steadfast. And any unpleasantness that

'may have occurred back in his home, any uneasiness at the way his -

wife often left their bed to wander through their home in the night’s
dark hours—all this receded like a‘shoreline as he walked through the

¢ safety of his pharmacy. Standing in the back, with the drawers and
rows of pills, Henry was cheerful when the phone began to ring, cheer- -

ful when Mrs. Merriman came for her blood pressure medicine, or old
Cliff Mott arrived for his digitalis, cheerful when he prepared the Val-
ium for Rachel Jones, whose husband ran off the night their baby was

born. It was Henry's nature to listen, and many times during the week

- he would say, “Gosh, I'm awful sorry to hear that,” or “Say, isn't that

something?”

Inwardly, he suffered the quiet trepidations of a man who had wit- o

nessed twice in chﬂdhood the nervous breakdowns of a mother who

_had otherwise cared for him with stridency. And so if, as rarely hap-

pened, a customer was distressed over a price, or irritated by the qual-
ity of an Ace bandage or ice pack, Henry did what he could to rectify
things quickly. For many years Mrs. Granger worked for him; her hus-

band twas a lobster fisherman, and she seemed to carry with her the '

cold breeze of the open water, not so eager to pléase a wary customer.

He had to listen with half an ear as he filled prescriptions, to make sure

~ she was not at the cash register dismissing 2 complaint. More than

once he was reminded of that same sensation in watching to see that

his Wifé, Olive, did not bear down too hard on Christopher over a

homework assignment or a chore left undone; that sense of his atten-
tion hovering—the need to keep everyone content. When he heard a
briskness in Mrs. Granger's voice, he would step down from his back

post, moving toward the center of the store to talk with the customer
himself. Otherwise, Mrs. Granger did her job well. He apprec1ated
that she was not chatty, kept perfect inventory, and almost never called

~in sick. That she died in her sleep one night astonished him, and left -
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him with some feeling of responsibility, as. though he had missed,
working alongside her for years, whatever symptom might have shown
itself that he, handling his pills and syfups and syringes, could have
fixed. .
Mousy, his wife sald when he hired the new girl. “Looks just like
amouse.’

‘Denise Thibodeau had round cheeks, and small eyes that peeped
through her brown-framed glasses. “But a nice mouse,” Henry said. “A

. »
- cute one.

“No one’s cute who can't stand up straight,” Olive said. It was true
that Denise’s narrow shoulders sloped forward, as though apologizing

for something. She was twenty-two, just out of the state university of

~ Vermont. Her husband was also named Henry, and Henry Kitteridge,

meeting Henry Thibodeau for the first time, was taken with what he

*saw as an unself-conscious excellence.. The young man was vigorous

and sturdy-featured with a light in his eye that seemed to lend a flick-
ering resplendence to his decent, ordinary face. He was a plumber,
working in a business owned by his uncle. He and Denise had been
married one year.

* “Not keenon it,” Olive said, when he suggested they have the young
couple to dinner. Henry let it drop. This was a time when his son—not
yet showing the physical signs of adolescence—had become suddenly
and strenuously sullen, his mood like a poison shot through the air, and
Olive seemed as changed and changeable as Christopher, the two hav-
ing fast and furious fights that became just as suddenly some blanket of
silent intimacy where Henry, clueless, stupefied, would find himself to
be the odd man out. ‘

But standing in the bach parking lot at the end of a late summer day,

- while he spoke with Denise and Henry Thibodeau, and the sun tucked

itself behind the spruce trees, Henry Kitteridge felt such a longing to
be in the presence of this young couple, their faces turned to him with
a diffident but eager interest as he recallerd his own days at the univer-
sity many years.ago, that he said, “Now, say. Olive and I would like you.

to come for supper soon.”
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" He drove home, past the tall pines, past the glimpée of the bay, and
thought of the Thibodeaus driving the other way, to their trailer on the

 outskirts. oftown. He pictured the trailer, cozy and picked up—for
" Denise was rieat in her habité——and infagined them sharing the news
A of ‘their day. Denise might say, “He’s an ea‘sy,l\)‘ossv." And Henry might
L say, “Oh, 1 like the guy a lot.” ‘ ‘

“He pulled into his driveway, which was not a dnveway so much as
a pat(_:h of lawn on top of the hill, and saw Olive in the garden. “Hello,
Olive,” he said, walking to her. He wanted to put his arms around her,
but she had a darkness that seemed to stand beside her like an ac-

' quainténce that would not go away. He told her the Thibodeaus were

coming for supper. “It’s only right,” he said.

Olive wiped sweat from her upper lip, turned to rip up a clump of
onion grass. “Then that's that, Mr. President,” she said. “Give YOur
order to the cook.” )

‘On Friday night t%le couple followed him home, and the young
Henry shook Olive’s hand. “Nice place here,” he said. “With that view
of the water. Mr. Kitteridge says you two built this yourselves

“Indeed, we did.”

Chrlstopher sat sideways at the table, s‘lumped in adolescent grace-

lessness, and did not respond when Henry Thibodeau asked him if he
played any sports at school. Henry Kitteridge felt an unexpected fury
sprout inside him; he wanted to shout at the boy, whosé poor manners,
he felt, revealed something unpleasant not expected to be found in the
Kitteridge home. .

[

“When you work in a pharmacy,” Olive told Denise, setting before
her a plate of baked beans, “you learn the secrets of everyone in town.”

Olive sat down across from her, pushed forward a bottle of ketchup.
“Have to know to keep your mouth shut. But seems like you know how
to do that.” ’
“Denise understands,” Henry Kitteridge saiigl.
Denise’s husband éaid, “Oh, sure. You couldn’t find someone more
trustworthy than Denise.”. ' ‘
“I believe you,” Henry said, passing the man a basket of rolls. “And

}

TR it
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please. Call me Henry. One of my favorite names,” he added. Denise

laughed quietly; she liked him, he could see this.

Christopher slumped farther into his seat.

Henry Thibodeau’s parents lived on a farm inland, and so the two
Henrys discussed crops, and pole beans, and the corn not being as
sweet this summer from the lack of rain, and how to geta good aspara-
gus bed. ‘

“Oh, for God's sake said Olive, when, in passing the ketchup to the
young man, Henry Kitteridge knocked it over, and ketchup lurched out
like thickened blood across the oak table. Trying to pick up the bottle,
he caused it to roll unsteadlly, and ketchup ended up on hls ﬁngertlps
then on his white shirt. ’ ‘

“Leave it,” Olive commanded, standing up. “Just leave it alone,
Henry. For God's sake.” And Henry Thlbodeau perhaps at the sound of
his own name belng spoken sharply, sat back, looking stricken.

“Gosh, what a mess I've made,” Henry Kitteridge said.

For dessert they were each handed a blue bowl with a scoop of

vanilla ice cream sliding in its center. “Vanilla’s my favorite,” Denise

said.
J

“Is it,” said Olive. '
“Mine, too,” Henry Kitteridge said.

As autumn came, the mornings darker, and the pharmacy gettihg only
a short sliver of the direct sun before it passed over the bﬁilding and
left the store lit by its own overhead lights, Henry stood in the back fill-
ing the small plastic bottles, answering the telephone, while Denise
stayed up front near the cash register. At lunchtime, she unwrapped a
sandwich she brought from home, and ate it in the back where the
storage was, and then he would eat his lunch, and sometimes when
there was no one in the store, they would linger with a cup of coffee
bought from the grocer next door. Denise seemed a naturally quiet girl,
but she was given to spurts of sudden talkativeness. “My mother’s had

- MS for years, you know, so starting way back we all learned to help out.
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All three of my brothers are different. Don't you think it's funny when
it happens that way?” The oldest brother, Denise said, straightening a
bottle of shampoo, had been her father's favorite ‘until he’ d married a
girl he,r father didn't like. Her own in-laws were wonderful she said.

She'd had a boyfriend before Henry, a Protestant, and his parents had

not been so kind to her. “It wouldn't have worked out,” she said, tuck—
ing a strand of hair behind her ear.
“Well, Henrys a terrific young man,” Henry answered.

She nodded, smiling through her glasses like a thrrteen-year-old'

girl. Again, he pictured her trailer, the two of them like overgrown pup-
pies tumbling together; he could not have said why this gave him the

particular kind of happmess it did, hke liquid- gold being poured,

through him.
" She was as. efﬁc1ent as Mrs. Granger had been but more relaxed

“Right beneath the vitamins in the second aisle,” she would tell a cus-

tomer. “Here, I'll show you.” Once, she told Henry she sometimes let a
person wander around the store before asking if she could help them.
“That way, see, they might find something they didnt know they
needed. And your sales will go up.” A block of winter sun was splayed
across the glass of the cosmetics shelf; a strip of wooden f{ldor shone
like honey. ,

He raised his eyebrows appreciatively. ‘ Lucky for me, Denise, when
you came through that door.” She pushed up her glasses with the back
of her hand, then ran'the duster over the ointment jars. :

Jerry McCarthy, the boy who delivered the pharméceu'ticals once a
week from Portland—or more often if needed—would sometimes have
his lunch in the back room. He was eighteen, right out of high school;
a blg, fat kid with a smooth face, who perspired so much that splotches
of his shirt would be wet, at times even down: over his breasts, so the
poor fellow looked to be lactating. Seated on a crate, his big knees
practlcally to his ears, he'd eat a sandwich that had spilling from it
mayonnaisey clumps of egg salad or tuna fish,Jlanding on his shirt.

More than once Henry saw Denise hand him a paper towel. “That
happens to me,” Henry heard her say one day. “Whenever I eat a sand-
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wich that isn’t just cold cuts, I end up a mess.” It couldn’t have been
true. The grrl was neat as a pin, if plain as a plate.

“Good afternoon,” she'd say when the telephone rang. “This is the -
Village Pharmacy. How can I help you today?” Like a glrl playing .
grown-up. ‘

~ And then: On a Monday morning when the air in the pharmacy
held a sharp chill, he went about opening up the store, saying, “How
was your weekend, Denise?” Olive had refused to go to church the day -
before, and Henry, uncharacteristically, had spoken to her sharply. “Is’
it too much to ask,” he had found himself saying, as he stood in the
kitchen in his undershorts, ironing his trousers. “A man’s wife accom- '

panying him to church?” Going without her seemed a public exposure

“of familial failure:

“Yes, it most certainly is too 'goddamn much to ask!” Olive had al-
most spit, her fury’s door flung open. “You have no idea how tired I am,
teaching all day, going to foolish meetings where the goddarrln princi-
pal is a moron! Shopping. Cooking. Ironing. Laundry. Doing Christo-
pher’s homework with him! And you—" She had grabbed on to the
back of a dining room chair, and her dark hair, still uncombed from its

night's disarrangement, had fallen across her eyes. “You, Mr. Head

Deacon Claptrap Nice Guy, expect me to give up my Sunday mornings

and go sit among a bunch of snot-wots!” Very suddenly she had sat
down in the chair. “Well, I'm sick and tired of it,” she'd said, calmly.

“Sick to death.”

. A darkness had rumbled through thim; his soul was suffocatmg in
tar. The next.morning, Olive spoke to him conversationally. “Jim’s
car smelled like upchuck last week. Hope he’s cleaned it out.” Jim
O’Casey taught with Olive, and for years took both Christopher and
Olive to school. '

“Hope so,” said Henry, and in thart way their'ﬁgh_t was done.

“Oh, I had a wonderful weekend,” said Denise, her small eyes be-
hind her glasses looking at him with an eagerness that was so childlike
it could have cracked his heart in two. “We went to Henry's folks and

dug potatoes at night. Henry put the headlights on from the car and we
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dug potatoes. Finding the potatoes in that cold soﬂ—hke an Easter egg
hunt!”

He stopped unpacking a shipment of penicillin, and stepped down
to talk to her. There were no customers yet, and below the front win-
dow the radiator hissed. He said, “Isn't that lovely, Denise.”

She _nodded,- touching the top of the vitamin shelf beside her. A
small motion of fear seemed to pass over her face. “I got cold and went
and sat'in the car and watched Henry digging potatoes, and I thought:
It's too good to be true.”

He wondered what in hery young life had made her not trust happi-
ness; perhaps her mother’s illness. He said, “You enjoy it, Denise. You

- have many years of happiness ahead.” Or maybe, he thought, returning

to the boxes, it was part of being Catholie—you were: made to feel v

~ guilty about everything.

The year that followed—was it the happiest year of his own life? He

often thought so, even knowing that such a thing was foolish to claim
about any year of one’s life; but in _his memory, that particular year held
the sweetness of a time that contained no thoughts of a beginning and
no thoughts of an end, and wher he drove to the pharmacy in the early
morning darkness of winter, then later in the breaking light of spring,
the full-throated surnmer opening before him, it was the small pleas-
ures of his work that seemed in their simplicities to fill him to the brim.
- When Henry Thibodeau drove into the gravelly lot, Henry Kitteridge
often went to hold the door open for Denise, calling out, “Hello there,
Henry,” and Henry Thibodeau would stick his head through the open
car window and call back, “Hello there, Henry,” with a big grin on a
face lit with decency and humor. Sometimes there was just a salute.
“Henry!” And the other Henry would return, “Henry!” They got a kick
out of this, and Denise, like a football tossed gently between them,
would duck into the store. ' _

When she took off her mittens, her hands were as thin as a child’s,
yet when she touched the buttons on the cash register, or slid some-

o
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thing into a white bag, they assumed the Various shapes of a gtaceful '
grown woman’s hands, hands—thought Henry—that would touch her
husband lovingly, that would, with the quiet authority of a woman,
someday pin a baby’s &iaper, smooth a fevered forehead, tuck a gift
from the tooth fairy under a pillow.

Watching her, as she poked her glasses back up onto her nose while
reading over the list of inventory, Henry thought she was the stuff of
America, for this was back when the hippie business was beginning,
and reading in Newsweek about the marijuana and “free love” could
cause an unease in Henry that one look at Denise dispelled. “We're

going to hell like the Romans,” Olive said triumphantly. “America’s a

" big cheese gone rotten.” But Henry would not stop believing that the

temperate prevailed, and in his pharmacy, every day he worked beside
a girl whose only dream was to someday make a family with her hus- -
band. “I don’t care about Women’s Lib,” she told Henry. “I want to have
a house and make beds.” Still, if he'd had a daughter (he would have
loved a daughter), he would have cautioned her against iit. He would
have said: Fine, make beds, but find a way to keep using your head..

-But Denise was not his daughter, and he told her it was noble to be a

hotr_lemaker—vaguely aware of the freedom that accompanied caring
for someone with whom you shared no blood. -

He loved her guilelessness, he loved the purity of her dreams, but
this did not mean of ¢ourse that he was in love with her. The natural
reticence of her in fact caused him to desire Olive with a new wave of
power. Olive’s sharp opinions, her full breasts, her stormy moods and
sudden, deep laughter unfolded within him a new level of aching eroti-

cism, and sometimes when he was heaving in the dark of night, it was

‘not Denise who came to mind but, oddly, her strong, young husband—

the fierceness of the young man as he gave way to the animalism of
possession—and there would be for Henry Kitteridge a flash of incred-
ible frenzy as though in the act of loving his wife he was joined with all |
men in Iovmg the‘world of women, who contained the dark, mossy se-
cret of the earth deep within' them.

Goodness Ohve said, when he moved off her -
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In college, Henry Thibodeau had played football, just as Henry Kit-
teridge had. “Wasn't it great?” the young Henry asked him one day. He
had arrived early to pick Denise up, and had come into the store.

“Hearing the people yelling from the stands? Seeing that pass come

* right at you and knowing you're going to catch it? Oh boy, I loved that.”

He grinned, his clear face seeming to give off a refracted light. “Loved

»

it.
“I suspect I wasn't nearly as good as you,” said Henry Kitteridge. He

had been good at the running, the ducking, but he had not been ag- . '

gressive enough to be a really good player. It shamed him to remember

that he had felt fear at every game. He 'd been glad enough when his

grades shpped and he had to give it up.

“Ah, I wasn't that good,” said Henry. Thlbodeau rubbing a blg hand .

over his head. “I just liked it.”

“He was good,” said- Denise, getting her coat on. “He was really
good. The cheerleaders had a cheer just for him.” Shyly, with pride, she
said, “Let’s go, Thibodeau, let’s go.”

Headmg for the door, Henry Thlbodeau said, Say, we're gomg to
have you and Olive for dinner soon.” :

“Oh, now—you're not to worry.”-

Denise had written Olive a thank-you note in her neat, small hand-

writing. Olive had scanned it, flipped it across the table to Henry.

" “Handwriting’s just as cautious as she is,” Olive had said. “She is the

plainest child 1 have ever seen. With her pale colorrng, why does she
wear gray.and-beige?” : :

“I don't know,” he said, agreeably, as though he had wondered him-
self. He had not wondered.

“A simpleton,” Olive said.

But Denise was not a simpleton. She was quick with numbers, and
remembered everything She was told by Henry about the pharmaceu-
ticals he sold. She had majored in animal sciences at the university,

and was conversant with molecular structures. Sometimes on her
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break she would sit on a crate in the back room with the Merck Man-

“ual on her lap. Her child-face, made serious by her glasses, would be

" intent on the page, her knees poked up, her shoulders slumped for-

ward.
~ Cute, would go through his mind as he glanced through the door-
way on his way by.-He might say, “Okay, then, Denise?”

“Oh, yeah, I'm fine.”

" His smile would linger as he arranged his bottles, typed up labels.
Denise’s nature attached itself to his as easily as aspirin attached itself
to the enzyme COX-2; Henry moved through his. day pain free. The

~ sweet hissing of the radiators, the tinkle of the bell when someone-

came through the door, the creaking of the wooden floors, the ka-ching
of the register: He sometimes thought in those days that the pharmacy

. was like a healthy autonomic nervous system in a workable, quiet

state. ,

Evehings, adre_naline poured through him. “All I do is cook and

clean and pick up after people,” Olive might shout, slamming a bowl of

-beef stew before him. “People just waiting for me to serve them, with

their faces hanging out.” Alarm made his arms t1ngle
Perhaps you need to help out more around the house,” he told
Christopher. - \
“How dare you tell him what to do? You don'’t even pay enough at-
tention to know what he’s going through in social studies class!” Olive
shouted this at him while Christopher remained silent, a smirk on his
face. “Why, Jim O’Casey is more. sympathetic to the kid thanv'you‘are,”
Olive said. She slapped a napkin down hard against the table.-
*“Jim teaches at the school, for crying out loud, and sees you and
Chris every day. What is the matter with social studies class?”

“Only that the goddamn teacher is a moron, which Jim understands
instinctively,” Olive said. “You see Christopher every day, too. But you
don’t know anythrng because you're safe in your little world with Plain
Jane.” ‘

“She’s-a good worker,” Henry answered. But in the morning the

“blackness of Olive’s mood was often gone, and Henry would be able to
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drive to work with a renewal of the hope that had seemed evanescent

" the night before. In the pharmacy there was goodwill toward men.

Denise asked Jerry McCarthy if he planned on going to college. ‘T
dunno. Den't think so.” The boy's face colored—perhaps he had a lit-

tle crush ori- Denise, or perhaps he felt like a child in her presence, a ‘

boy still living at home, with his chubby wrists ahd belly. 7
“Take a night course,” Denise said, brightly. “You can sign up right

after Christmas. Just one course. You should do that.” Denise nodded,
‘and looked at Henry, who nodded back. - »
“It’s true, Jerry,” Henry said, who had never given a great deal of -

thought to the boy. “What is it that interests you?”
The boy shrugged his big shoulders.
“Something must interest you.”

“This stuff.” The boy gestured toward the boxes of packed pills he

had recently brought through the back door. _

And so, amazingly; he had signed up for a science course, and when
he received an A that spring; Denise said, “Stay right there.” She re-
turned from the grocery store with a little boxed cake, and said, “Henry,

_if the phone doesn't ring, we're going to celebrate.”
Pushing cake into his mouth, Jerry told Denise he had gone to mass

the Sunday before to pray he did well on the exam. v

This was the kind of thing that surprised Henry about Catholics.
He almost said, God didn't get an' A for you, Jerry; you got it for your—
self but Denise was saying, “Do you go every Sunday?”

The boy looked embarrassed, sucked frosting from his finger. “T will
now,” he said, and Denise ]aughed and ]erry did; too, his face plnk and

glowmg

Autumn now, November, and so many years later that when Henry
runs a comb through his hair on this Sunday morning, he has to pluck
some strands of gray from the black plastic teeth before slipping the
comb back into his pocket. He gets a fire going in the stove for Olive
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before he goes off to church. “Bring home the gossip,” Olive says to
him, tugging at her sweater while she peers into a large pot where ap-
ples are burhling in a stew. She is-making applesauce from the season’s
last apples, and the smell reaches him briefly—sweet, familiar, it tugs
at some ancient longlng——before he goes out the door in his tweed
jacket and tie. ‘

“Do my best,” he says. No one seems to wear a suit to church any-
more. ‘

In fact,.only a handful of the congregation goes to church regularly .
anymore. This saddens Henry, and worries him. They have been
through two ministers in the last five years, neither one bringing much
inspiration to the pulpit. The current fellow, a man with a beard, and
who doesn’t wear a robe, Henry suspects won'’t last lo/ng. He is young
with a growing family, and will have to move on. What worries Henry
about the paucity of the congregation is that perhaps others have felt
what he increasingly tries to deny—that this weekly gathering provides
no real sense of comfort. When they bow their heads or sing a hymn,
there is no sense anymore—for Henry—that God's présence is bless-
ing them. \Oliveﬂ herself has become an ‘unapologetic atheist. He does
not know when this happened. It 'was not true when they were first
married; they had talked of animal dissections in their college biology
class, how the system of respiration alone was miraculous, a creation
by a splendid power. ' ‘

He drives over the dirt road, turning onto the paved road that will
take him into town; Only a few leaves of deep red remain on the oth-
erwise bare limbs of the maples; the oak leaves are russet and wrin-
kled; briefly through the trees is the glimpse of the bay, flat and
steel-gray today with the overcast November sky.

He passes by where the pharmacy used to be. In its place now is a
large chain drugstore with huge glass sliding doors, covering the-
ground where both the old pharmacy and grocery store stood, large
énough so that the back parking lot where Henry would linger with
Denise by the dumpster at day’s end before gettihg into their separate

J
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cars—all this is now taken over by a store that sells not only drugs, but
huge rolls-of paper towels and boxes of all sizes of garbage bags. Even

plates and mugs can be bought there, spatulas, cat food. The trees off -

to the side have been cut down to make a parking lot. You get used to
thir'lgs,v he thinks, without getting used to things. ‘

It seems a very long time ago that Denise stood shivering in the win-
ter cold before finally getting into her car. How young she was! How

painful to remember the bewilderment on her young face; and yet he

~ can still remember how he could make her smile. Now, so far away in

: Texa'S—/;o,far away it's a different Coun_try—syhe is the age hé was then.
She had dropped a red mitten one night; he had bent to get it, held the -
cuff open and watched while she’d slipped her small hand in. ‘

The white church sits near the bare maple trees. He knows why he is

- thinking of Denise with this keenness. Her birthday card to him did

not arrive last week, as it has, always on time, for the last twenty years.
She writes him a note with the ‘card. Sometirnes a lifie or two stands
out, as in the one last year when she mgntiohed that Paul, a freshman
in high school, had become obese. Her word. “Paul has developed a

full-blown problem now—at three hundred pounds, he is obese.” She

does not melnt,ion what she or her husband will do about this, if in fact

‘they can “do” anything. The twin girls, younger, are both athletic and

starting to get phone calls from boys “which horrifies me,” Denise

wrote. She never signs the card “love,” just hér name in her sma]l neat

" hand, “Denise.”

In the gravel lot by the church, Daisy Foster has just. stepped from
her car, and her mouth opens in a mock look of surprise and pleasure,

but the pleasure is real, he knows—Daisy is always glad to see him.

Daisy’s husband died two years ago, a retired policeman who smoked

himself to death, twenty-five years older than Daisy; she remains ever

lovely, ever gracious with her kind blue eyes. What will become of her,

~Henry doesn’t know. It seems to Henry, as he takes his seat in his usual -

middle pew, that women are far braver than men. The possibility of
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Olive’s dying and leaving him alone gives him glimpses of horror he

. can'’t abide.

And then his mind moves back to the pharmacy that is no longer
there.

“Henry’s going hunting this weekend,” Dénise said one mdming in No-
vember. “Do you hunt, Henry?” She was getting the cash drawer ready
and didn’t look up at him.

“Used to,” Henry answered. “Too old for if now.” The one time in his
youth when he had shot a doe, he'd been sickened by the way the
sweet, startled animal’s head had swayed back and forth before its thin
legs had folded and it had fallen to the forest floor. “Oh, youre a.

_softie,” Olive had said.

“Henry goes with Tony Kuzio.” Denise slipped the cash drawer into
the register, and stepped around to arrange the breath mints and gum
that were neatly laid out by the front counter. “His best friend since he
was five.” :

“And what does Tony do now?”

~ “Tony’s married with two little kids. He works for Midcoast Power,
and fights with his wife.” Denise looked over at Henry. “Don'’t say that
I said s0.” ' \

“No." ‘

“She’s tense a lot, and yells. Boy, I wouldn't' want to live like that.”

“No, it'd be no way to live.” '

The teléphone rang and Denise, turning on her toe playfully, went
to answer it. “The Village Pharmacy. Good morning. How may I help
you?” A pause. “Oh, yes, we have multivitamins w1th noiron. . . . You're
very welcome.” ,

On lunch break, Denise told the hefty, baby-faced ]erry, ‘My hus-
band talked about Tony the whole time we were going out. The scrapes
they'd get into when they were kids. Once, they went off and didn’t get
back till way after dark, and Tony’s mother said to him, ‘I was so wor-
ried, Tony. I could kill you."” Denise picked.lint off the sleeve of her
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(gray-'sweater. “I always thought that was funny. Worrying that your -

child might be déad and then saying you'll kill him.”
“You wait,” Henry Klttendge said, stepping around the boxes Jerry

had brought into the back room: From their very first fever, you never

stop worrying.” :
“I can’t wait,” Denise said, and for the first time it occurred to

Henry that soon she would have children and not work for him any-'

more.
Unexpectedly ]erry spoke “Do you like him? Tony? You two- get

along?”

“I do like him,” Demse said. “Thank goodness. [ was scared enough.
to meet him. Do you have a best friend fror childhood?”

“T guess,” Jerry said, color rlsmg in his fat, smooth cheeks ‘But we
kind of went our separate ways.”

. “My best friend,” said Denrse “when we got to junior hlgh school,
she got kind of fast. Do you want another soda®”

A Saturday at home: Lunch was crabmeat sandwiches, grilled with

cheese. Christopher was putting one into his mouth, but the telephone
rang, and Olive went to answer it. Christopher, without being a§ked,
waited, the sandwich held in his hand. Henry's mind seemed to take a

picture of that moment, his son’s instinctive deference at the very

same time they. heard Olive’s voice in the next room. “Oh, you poor
child,” she said, in a voice Henry would always remember—filled with
such'dismay that all her outer Olive-ness seemed stripped away. “You
poor, poor child.” » ‘ :

And then Henry rose and went into the other room, and he didn't

remember. much, only the tiny voice of Denise, and then speaking for

a few moments to her father-in-law.

The funeral was held in the Church of the Holy Mother of Contrition, °
three hours away in Henry Thibodeau’s hometown. The church was -
large and dark with its huge stained-glass windows, the priest up front

5
]
1
1

best friend.
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in a layered white robe, swinging incense back and forth; Denise al-

" ready seated in the front near her parents and sisters by the time Olive

and Henry arrived. The casket was closed, and had been closed at the
wake the evening before. The church was almost full. Henry, seated

‘next to Olive toward the back, recognized no one, until a silent large

presence made him look up, and there was Jerry McCarthy Henry and .
Olive moved over to make room for him. ‘

Jerry whispered, “I read about it in the paper,” and Henry brreﬂy

rested a hand on the boy’s fat knee.

The service went on and on; there were readings from the Bible,
and other readings, and then an elaborate getting ready for Commu-
nion. The priest took cloths and unfolded them and draped them over
a table, and then people were leaving their seats aisle by aisle to go up -
and kneel and open their mouths for a wafer, all sipping from the same

large silver goblet, while Henry and Olive stayed where they were. In

spite of the sense of unreality that had descended over Henry, he was
struck with the unhygienic nature of all these people sipping from the
s:;lme cup, and struck—with cynicism—at how the priest, after every-
one else was done, tilted his beaky head back and drank whatever
drops were left.

Six young men carrled the casket down the center aisle. Olive

nudged Henry with her elbow, and Henry nodded. One of the pallbear-

ers—one of the last ones—had a face that was so white and stunned
that Henry was afraid he would drop the casket. This was Tony Kuzio,

“who, thinking Henry Thibodeau was a deer in the early morning dark-

ness just a few days ago, had pulled the trigger of his rifle and killed his
|

Who was to help her? Her father lived far upstate in Vermont with a
wife who was an invalid, her brothers and their wives lived hours away, *

her in-laws were immobilized by grief. She stayed with her in-laws for

~ two weeks, and when she came back to work, she told Henry she
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couldn’t stay with them much longer; they were kind, but she could

hear her mother-in-law weeping all night, and it gave her the willies;
she needed to be alone so she could cry by herself..

- “Of course you do, Denise.”

- “But.I can’t go back to the traller

“NO.” |
That night he sat up in bed, his chin resting on both hands. “Olive,”

he said, “the girl is utterly helpless. Why, she can't drive a car, and she’s
never written a check.” .
" “How can it be,” said Olive, “that you grow up in Vermont and cant
even drive a car?”
“T don’t know,” Henry acknowledged “1 had no idea she couldn't
drive a car.”

“Well, I can see why Henry married her. I wasn't sure at first. But
when I got a look at his mother at the funeral—ah, poor thing. But she
didn'’t seem to have a bit of comph to her.”

“Well, she’s about broken with grief.” ,
“I understand that,” Olive said patiently. “I'm simply telling you he
married his mother. Men do.” After a pause. “Except for you.”

“She’s going to have to learn to drive,” Henry said. “Thats the first

thing. And she needs a place to live.”
“Sign her up for dr1v1ng school.”

Instead, he took her in his car along the back dirt roads. The snow
had arrived, but on the roads that led down to the water; the fisher-
men’s trucks had flattened it. “That’s right. Slhwly up on the clutch.”
" The car bucked like a wild horse, and Henry put his hand against the
dashboard.

“Oh, I'm sorry,’ Demse whlspered

“No, no. You're doing fine.”

“T'm just scared Gosh,”

“Because it's brand-new. But, Denise, nitwits can drive cars.”

She looked at him, a sudden glggle coming from her, and he
laughed -himself then, without wanting to, while her giggle grew,
spilling out so that tears came to her eyes, and she had to stop the car
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and take the white handkerchief he offered. She took her glasses off .
and he looked out the window the other way while she used the hand-
kerchief. Snow had made the woods alhngside the road seem like a pic-
ture in black and white. Even the evergreens seemed dark, spreading
their boughs above the black trunks.

“Okay,” said Denise. She started the car again; again he was thrown
forward. If she burned out the clutch, Olive would be \fun'ous.

“That’s perfectly all nght he told Denise. “Practi¢e makes perfect,
that’s all.” :

In a few weeks, he drove her to Augusta, where she passed the driv-
ing test, and then he went with her to buy a car. She had money for
this. Henry Thibodeau, it turned out, had had a good life insurance
policy, so at least there was that. Now Henry Kitteridge helped her get
the car insurance, explained how to make the payments. Earlier, he
had taken her to the bank, and for the first time in her life she had a
checking account. He had shown her how to write a check. .

* He was appalled when she mentioned at work one day the amount
of money she had sent the Church of the Holy Mother of Contrition,
to ensure that candles were lit for Henry every week, a mass said for
him hleach month. He said, “Well, that’s nice, Denise.” She had lost
weight, and when, at the end of the day, he stood in the darkened park-

‘ing lot, watching from beneath one of the lights on the side of the

building, he was struck by the image of her anxious head peering over
the steering wheel; and as he got into his own car, a sadness shuddered
through him that he could not shake all night..
“What in hell ails you?” Olive said.
“Denise,” he answered. “She’s helpless.”
~ “People are never as helpless as you think they are,” Olive an-

swered. She added, clamping a cover over 2 pot on the stove, “God,

~was afraid of this.”

“Afraid of what?”
“]ust take the damn dog out,” Ohve said. “And sit yourself down to -
supper.”

An apartment was found in a small new complex outside of town.
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Denise’s father-in-law and Henry helped her move her few things in.
The.-place’vgas' on the ground floor and didn't get much light. “Well, it's
clean,” Henty said to Denise, watching her open the refrigerator door,
the way she stared at the complete emptiness of its new insides. She
~only nodded closmg the door. Quietly, she said, “I've never lived alone

before.”

[

In the pharmacy he saw that she walked around in a state of unreality;
he found his own life felt unbearable in a way he would never have ex-
pected. The force of this made no sense. But it alarmed him; mistakes
+ could be made. He forgot to tell Cliff Mott to eat a banana for potas-
sium, now that they'd added a diuretic with his digitalis. The Tibbets
‘woman had a bad night with erythromycin; had he not told her to take
it with food? He worked slowly, counting pills sometimes two or thrée

times before he slipped them into their bottles, checking carefully the-

" prescriptions he typed. At home, he looked at Olive wide-eyed when

she spoke, so she would see she had his attention. But she did not have .

his attention. Olive.was a frightening stranger; his son often seemed to
be smirking at him. “Take the garbage out!” Henry shouted one night,
after opening the cupboard beneath the kitchen sink, seeing a bdg full
of eggshells and dog hairs and balleéd-up waxed paper. “It’s the only

thing we ask you to do, and you can’t even manage that!”

“Stop shouting;” Olive told him. “Do you think that makes you a

man? How absolutely pathetic.”

Spring came. Daylight lengthened, melted the remaining snows so

~ theroadswere wet. Forsythias bloomed clouds of yellow into the chilly

air, then rhododendrons screeched their red heads at the world. He
- pictured everything through Denise’s eyes, and thought the beauty
must be an assault. Passing by the Caldwells’ farm, he saw a handwrit-

ten sign, FREE KITTENS, and he arrived at the pharmacy the next day

with a kitty-litter box, cat food, and a small black kitten, whose feet
were white, as though it had walked through a bowl of whipped cream.
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“Okh, Henry, Demse cried, taking the kitten from h1m tuckmg it to
her chest.
He felt immensely pleased.'

1

Because it was such a young thing, Slippers spent the days at the
pharmacy, where Jerry McCarthy was forced to hold it in his fat hand,
against his sweat-stained shirt, saying to Denise, “Oh, yuh. Awful cute. -
That's nice,” before Denise freed him of this little furry encumbrance,
taking Slippers back, nuzzling her face against his, while Jerry watched,
his thick, shiny lips slightly parted. Jerry had taken two more classes at
the university, and had once again received A’s in both. Henry and
Denise congratulated him with the air of distracted parents; no cake
this time:

She had spells of manic loquaciousness, followed by days of si--

lence. Sometimes she stepped out the back door of the pharmacy, and

returned with swollen eyes. “Go home early, if you need to,” he told

her. But she looked at him with panic. “No. Oh; gosh, no. I want to be
right here.” '

It was-a warm summer that year. He remembers her standing by the
fan near the window, her thin hair flying behind her in little undulating
waves, while she gazed through her glasses at the windowsill. Standing
there for minutes at a time. She went, for a week, to see one of her
brothers. Took another week to see her parents. “This is where I want
to be,” she said, when she came back. ’

“Where’s she going to find another husband in this tlny town>”
Olive asked.

“I don’t know. I've wondered,” Henry admitted.

“Someone else would go off and j ]om the Foreign Legion, but she’s
not the type.” :

“No. She’s not the ty'pe.’; v

Autumn arrived, and he dreaded it. On the annjversary of Henry
Thibodeau’s death, Denise went to mass with her in-laws. He ‘was re-
lieved when that day was over, when a week went by, and another, al-
though the holidays loomed, and he felt trepidation, as though he were
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carrying somethmg that could not be set down. When the phone rang
‘during supper one night, he went ta get it with a sense of foreboding.

" He heard Denise make'small screaming soiinds—Slippérs had gotten »

. out of the house without her seeing,.and planning to drive to the gro-
cery store just now, she had run over the cat.

“Go,” Olive said. “For God's sake. Go over and comfort your glrl-
frl_end." ‘, v . . :

" “Stop it, Olive,” Henry said “That’s unnecessary. She’s a young
widow who ran over her cat. Where in God’s name is your compas-
sion?” He was trembling."

“She wouldnt have run over any goddamn cat if you hadn't given it
to her” , ‘
He brought with him a Valium. That night he sat on her couch,
helpless while she wept. The urge to put his"arm around her: small
shoulders was very strong, but he sat holding his hands together in his
- lap. A small lamp shone from the kitchen table. She blew her nose on
his white handkerchief, and said, “Oh, Henry. Henry.” He was not sure _
" which Henry she meant. ‘She looked up at him, her small eyes almost
swollen shut; she had taken her glasses off to press the handkerchief to
- them. “I talk to you in my head all the time,” she sald She put her
glasses back on. “Sorry,” she whlspered
“For what?” "
“For talkmg to you in my head all the time.”

'

“No, no.”

. He put her to bed like a child, Dutlfully she went into the bathroom -
and changed into her pajamas, then lay in the bed with the quilt to her -

chin. He sat on the edge of the bed, smoothing her hair until the Val-
ium took over. Her eyelids_ drooped, and she turned her head to the
side, murmuring something he eouldnft make out. As he drove home
slowly along the narrow roads, the darkness seemed alive and sinister
as it pressed against the car windows. He pictured moving far upstate,
living in a small house with Denise. He could.find work somewhere up

north; she could have a child. A little girl who would adore him; girls
adored their fathers.
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“Well, widow-comforter, how is she?” Olive spoke in the dark from

the bed.

“Struggling,” he said.

“Who isn't.” :

The next morning he and Denise worked in an intimate silence. If
she was up at the cash register and he was behind his counter, he
could still feel the invisible presence of her against him, as though she
had become Slippers, or he had—their inner selves brushing up
against the other: At the end of the day, he said, “I will take care of
you,” his voice thick with emotion. .

She stood before him, and nodded. He zipped her coat for her.

To this day he does not know what he was thinking. In fact, much of it

he can't seem to remember. That Tony Kuzia paid her some visits. That

she told Tony he must stay married, because if he divorced, he would
never be able to marry in the church again. The piercing of jealousy
and rage he felt to think of Tony sitting in Denise’s little place late at
night, begging her forgiveness. The feeling that he was drowning in
cobwebs whose stick'y maze was spinning about him. That he wanted
Denise to continue to love him. And she did. He saw it in her eyes
when she dropped a red mitten and he nicked it up and held it open
for her. I talk to you in my head all the time. The pain was sharp, exqui-
site, unbearable. o

“Denise,” he said one evening as they closed up the store. “You need
some friends.” 4

Her face flushed deeply. She put her coat on Wlth a roughness to
her gestures. ‘I have friends,” she said, breathlessly.

“Of course you do. But here in town.” He waited by the door until
she got her purse from out back. “You might go square dancing at the

" Grange Hall. Olive and I used to go. It’s a nice group of people.”

~ She stepped past him, her face moist, the top of her hair passing by

 his eyes. “Or maybe you think thats square,” he said in the parkmg lot,

lamely.
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“I am square,” she said, quietly. ’
“Yes,” he said, just as quietly. “I am too.” As he drove home in the
dark, he pictured being the one to take Denise to a Grange Hall dance.

“Spin your, partner and promenade . ..,” her face breaking into a

smile, her foot tapping, her small hands on her hips. No—it was not
‘bearable, and he was really frightened now by the sudden emergence

" of anger he had 1nsp1red in her. He could do nothing for her. He could

“not take her in his arms, kiss her damp forchead, sleep beside her
. while she wore, those llttle girl flannel pajamas she'd worn the night
Slippers died. To leave Olive was as unthinkable as sawing off his leg.
"In any event, Denise would not want a divorced Protestant; nor would
" he be able to abide her Catholicism. ,

They spoke to each other little as the days went by. He felt coming
from her now an unrelenting coldness that was accusatory. What had
he led her to expect? And yet when she mentioned a visit from Tony
Kuzio, or made an elliptical reference to seeing a movie in Portland, an
answering coldness arose in him. He had to grit his teeth not to say,

“Too square to go square dancing, then?” How he hated that the words
lovers’ quarrel went through his head. '

And then just as suddenly she'd say—ostensibly to ]erry McCarthy,
who listened those days with a new comportment to his bulky self, but
really she was speaking to Henry (he could see this in the way she
glanced at him, holding her small hands together nervously)—‘My
mother, when [ was very little, and before she got sick, would make
special cookies for’ Christmas. We'd paint them with frosting and
sprinkles. Oh, I think it was the most fun I ever had sometimes”—her
voice wavering while her eyes blinked behind her glasses. And he
would understand then that the death of her husband had caused her
to feel the death of her girlhood as well; she was mourning the loss of
the only herself she had ever known—gone now, to this new, bewﬂ—

dered young widow. His eyes, catching hers, softened.

Back and forth this cycle went. For the first, time in Bis life as a-

pharmacist, he allowed himself a sleeping tablet, slipping one each day

into the pocket of his trousers. “All set, Denise?” he’d say when it was

i e
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) . ~
time to close. Either she'd silently go get her coat, or she'd say, looking

at him with gentleness, “All set, Henry. One more day.”

Daisy Foster, standing now to sing 2 hymn, turns her head ant/:l smiles
at him. He nods back and opens the hymnal. “A mighty fortress is our
God, a bulwark never failing.” The words, the sound of the few people
singing, make him both hopeful and deeply sad: “You can learn to love

someone,” he had told Demse, when she’'d come to him in the back of

the store that spring day. Now, as he places the hymnal back in the
holder in front of him, sits once ‘more on the small pew, he thinks of
the last time he saw her. They had come north to visit Jerry’s. parents,
and they stopped by the house with the baby, Paul. What Henry\re-
members is this: Jerry saying something sarcastic about Denise falling
asleep each night on the couch, sometimes staying there the whole

night through. Denise turning away, looking out over the bay, her

shoulders slumped, her small breasts just slightly pushing out against

her thin turtleneck sweater, but she had a belly, as though a basketball
had been cut in half and she’d swallowed it. No longer the girl she had ™

been—no girl stayed a girl—but a mother, tired, and her round cheeks
had deflated as her belly had expanded, so that already there was a look
of the gravity of life weighing her down. It was at that point Jerry said
sharply, “Denise, stand up straight. Put your shoulders back.” He
looked at"Henry, shaking his head. “How many times do I keep telling
her that?” , ’

“Have some chowder,” Henry said. “Olive made it last night.” But
they had to get going, and when they left, he said nothing about their
visit, and neither did Olive, surprisingly. He would not -have thought

Jerry would grow into that sort of man, large, clean-looking—thanks to

the ministrations of Denise—not even so much fat anymore, just a big
man earning a big-salary, speaking to his wife in a way Olive had some-
times spoken to Henry. He did not see her again, although she must

‘have been in the region. In her blrthday notes, she reported the death

of her mother, then, a few years later, her father. Of course she would
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. have driven north to go to the funerals. Did she thmk of him?' D1d she
' fand Jetry stop and visit the grave of Henry Thibodeau?

. “You're looking fresh as a daisy,” he tells Daisy Foster in the parking

lof outside the church. It is their joke; he has said it to her for years.
; “HnW’s Olive?” Daisy’sr blue eyes are still large and lovely, her smile
ever present. o /
“Olive’s fine.-Home keepmg the fires burning. And what's new with
you?” :
“I have a beau.” She says this quietly, putting a hand to her mouth.
“Do you? Dalsy, that’s wonderful.” v
“Sells insurance in Heathwick durlng the day, and takes me danc-
ing on Friday nights.”
“Oh, that's wonderful,” Henry says again. “You'll have fo bring hlm
around for supper.”
“Why do you need everyone. married?” Christopher has said to him
angrily, when Henry has asked about hls son’s life. Why can't you just
leave people alone?”

He doesn’t want people alone.

" At home, Olive nods to the table, where a card from Denise lies next
 to an African violet. ‘;Canle yesterday,” Olive says. “I forgot.”

Henuy sits down heavily and dl‘aens it with his pen, finds his glasses,
peers at it. Her note is longer than usual. She had a'scare late in the sum-'
mer. Pericardial effusion, which turned out to be nothing, “It changed

~ me,” she wrote, “as experierices do. It put all my priorities straight, and I
have lived every day since then with the deepest gratitude for my family.-

Nothing matters except family and friends,” she wrote, in her neat, small

' . hand. “And I have been blessed with both.”

The card, for the first time ever, was signed, “Love.”.

- “How is she?” asks Olive, running water into the sink. Henry stares
out at the- bay, at the skinny spruce trees along the edge of the cove,
and it seems beautiful to him, God's magnificence there in the quiet
stateliness of the coastline and the slightly rocking water.
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“She’s fine,” he answers. Not at the moment, but soon, he will walk
over to Olive and put his hand on her arm. Olive, who has lived

through her own sorrows. For he understood long ago—after Jim

- O'Casey's, car went off the road, and Olive spent weeks going straight

to bed after supper, sobbing harshly into a pillow—Henry understood
then that Olive had loved Jim O’'Casey, had possibly been loved by

_him, though Henry never asked her and she never told, just as he did

not tell her of the gripping, sickening need he felt for Denise until the

* day she came to him to report Jerry’s proposal, and he said: “Go.”

He puts the card on the windowsill. He has wondered what it has
felt like for her to write the words Dear Henry. Has she known other
Henrys since then? He has no way of knowing. Nor does he know what
happened to Tony Kuzio, or whether candles are still being lit for
Henry Thibodeau in church. - :

Henry stands up, Daisy Foster fleeting through his mind, her smile
as she spoke of going dancing. The relief that he just felt over Denise’s
note, that she is glad for the life that unfolded before her, gives way
suddenly, queerly, into an odd sense of loss, as if somethlng significant
has been taken from him. “Olive,” he says:

. She must not hear him because of the water running into the sink.
She is not as tall as she used to be, and is broader across her back. The
water stops. “Olive,” he says, and she turns. “You'renot going to leave
me, are you?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Henry You could make a woman sick.” She
wipes her hands quickly on a towel.

He nods. How could he ever tell her—he could not—that all these
years of feeling guilty about Denise have carried with them the kernel
of still having her? He eannot even bear this thought, and in a moment
it will be gone, dismissed as not true. For who could bear to think of
himself this way, as a man deflated by the good fortune of others? No,
such a thing is ludicrous.

“Daisy has a fellow,” he says. “We need to have them over soon.”
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"The bay had small whitecaps and the tide was coming in, so the
smaller rocks could be heard moving as the water shifted them. Also
there was the twanging sound of the cables hitting the masts of the

sailboats moored: A few seagulls gave squawking cries as they dove .

down to pick up the fish heads and tails and shining insides that the
- boy was tossing from the dock as he cleaned the mackerel. All this

Kevin saw as he sat in his car with-the windows partly open. The car .

was parked on the grassy area, not far from the marina. Two trucks
were parked farther over, on the gravel by the dock.
“How much time went by, Kevin didn’t know.

At one point, the marina’s screen dodr opened wheezily and
slammed shut, and Kevin watched as a man moved in slow steps in his
dark rubber boots, tossiﬁg a coil of heavy rope into the back of the
- truck. If the man noticed Kevin, he gave‘no sign, even when he backed

‘up his truck and turned his head in Kevin's direction. There was no

reason they would recognize each other. Kevin had not-been to this"

town since he was a child; thirteen, when he moved away with his fa-
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ther and brother. He was as much a stranger up here now as any tourist
might be, and yet gazing back at the sun-sliced bay, he noted how fa-
miliar it felt; he had not expected that. The salt air filled his nose, the
wild rugosa bushes with their white blossoms brought him a vague
confusion; a sense of sad ignorance seemed cloaked in their benign
white petals. '

P'attkaowe poured coffee into.two white mugs, placed them on the,

counter, said quietly, “You're welcome,” and moved back to arrange
the corn muffins that had just been passed through the opening from
the kitchen. She had seen the man sitting in the car—he'd been there

well over an hour—but people did that sometimes, drove out from

town just to gaze at the water. Still, there was something about him
that was troubling her. “Theyre perfeét,” she said to the cook, because
the tops of the muffins were crispy at the edges, yellow as rising suns.
The fact that their newly baked scent did not touch off a queasiness in
her, as they had two times in the pa;t year, made her sad; a soft dismal-

ness settled over her. The doctor had said to'them, For three months

you are not to even think of it. , ‘ ‘
The screen door opened, banged shut. Through the large window,

Patty saw that the man in the car still sat looking at the water, and as

Patty poured coffee for an elderly couple that had seated themselves

slowly into a booth, as she asked how they were this nice morning, she .

_ suddenly knew who the man was, and something passed over her, like

a shadow crossing in front of the sun. “There you go,” she said to the

- couple, and didn'’t glance out the window again.

“Say, why doesn’t Kevin come over here instead,” Patty’s mother had
suggested, when Patty had been so small her head had only reached
the kitchen counter, shaking it No, no, o, she didn’t want to gb there.
She’d been scared of him; in kindergarten he had sucked on his wrist
so hard it was always a brilliant disk of a bruise,‘and his mother—tall,
dark-haired, deep-voiced—had scared her, too. Now, as Patty put the
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" corn muffins onto a plate, she thought that her mother’s response had
 been.graceful, brilliant almost. Kevin had come to her house instead,

~ and he'd patlently swung a jump rope'whose other end was tied around

a tree, while Patty had jumped and jumped. On her way home from

“work today, Patty would stop by her mother’s house. You'll never guess

who I saw, she’d say.

' The boy on the dock stood up, holding a yellow pail in one hand, a
knife in the other. A-seagull swooped in and the boy waved his arm
with the knife. Kevin watched as the boy turned to come up the ramp,
but a man was sauntering down onto the wharf. “Son, put the knife in
" the pail,” the man called out, and the boy did that, carefully, and then
grabbed the rail and climbed up the ramp to meet his father. He was
still young enough that he took the man’s hand. Together they peered
into-the pail, and then they got into the truck and drove off.
- Kevin, watching all this from his car, thought Good; and what he
meant was that he had felt no emotion watching this, the man and the
son. ' o ’
“A lot of people don't have ‘ famﬂies,”/ Dr. Goldstein had said,
- scratching his white beard, then unabashedly brushing away anyfhing
that had fallen onto his chest. “Bug they still have homes.” Foldlng his
hands, calmly, across his big stomach.
On his way here to the'marina, Kevin had driven past his childhood

home. The road was still dirt, with deep ruts, but there were a few new -

homes tucked back into the woods. Tree trunks should have doubled
in girth, and perhaps they had, but the woods remained as he remem-

bered them, thick and tangled and rough, an uneven patch of sky

* showing through as he turned up the hill to where his house was. It~

was the shed that made him certain he'd not taken a wrong turn—the
deep red shed beside the house, and, right next to that, the granite
tock that had been large enough that Kevin used to think of it as a

: _mountain, as he climbed it in his little-boy sneakers. The rock was still

there—and the house, but it had been renovated; a wraparound front
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porch added, and the old kitchen gone. Of course: they'd have wanted
the kitchen gone. A sense of umbrage pricked hi“rn, then left. He
slowed the car, peering carefully for any signs of children. He saw no
bicycles, no swing set, no tree house; no basketball hoop—just a hang-
ing pink impatiens plant by the front door.

Relief came, arriving as a sensation beneath his ribs, like a gentle
lapping of the water’s edge at low tide, a comforting quiescence. In the
back of the car was a blanket, and he would still use it, even if there

were no children in the house. Right now the blanket was wrapped

" around the rifle, but when he returned (soon, while this relief still

touched, quietly, the inner blankness he had felt on the long ride up),
he tould lie down on the pine needles and put the blanket over him.
If it was the man of the house who found him—so what? The woman
who had hung the pink impatiens? She wouldn't look for long: But to
have a child~—no, Kevin could not abide the thought of any child dis-
covering what he had discovered; that his mother's need to devour her
life had been so huge and urgent as to spray remnants of corporeality
across the kitchen cupboards. Never mind, his mind said to him qui-
etly, as he drove on past. Never mind. The woods were there, and that’s
all he wanted, to lie on the pine needles, touch the thin, ripping bark
of a cedar tree, have the hackmatack needles above his head, the wild
lilies of the valley with their green, open leaves near him. The hidden
white starﬂowérs, the wild violets; his mother had shown him all these.
" The extra noise of the clanking sailboat masts made him realize the
wind had picked up. The seagulls had stopped their squawking now
that the fish entrails were gone. A fat gull that had been standing on
the rail of the ramp nof far from him took off=-its wings. flapping only
twice before the breeze carried it along. HolléW—boned; Kevin had seen

~ gull bones as a child, out on Puckerbrush Island. He had shouted with

panic when his brother had collected some to take back to the house.

- Leave them where they are, Kevin had shouted:

“States and ‘traits,” Dr. Goldstein had said. “Traits don’t change,
states of mind do.” ‘ \ o
“Two cars drove in and parked near the marina. He hadn’t thought
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there would be so much activity here on a weekday, but it was almost
July, and people had their boats to sail; he watched a couple, not much
-older than he was, ta_‘ke‘ a big basket down the ramp, which already,
with the tide coming in, was not so steep. And then the screen door of
the diner opened and a woman came out, wearing a skirt that went
‘well.over her knees, as well as an apron—she could have stepped out
of a different century. She had a metal pail in her hand, and as she
moved toward the dock, he watched her- shoulders, the long back, her

 thin hips as she moved—she was lovely, the way a sapling might be as .

the afternoon sun moved over it. A yearning stirred in him that was not
. sexual but a kind of reaching toward her simplicity of form. He looked

, away, and his body jumped a little to see a woman staring through the . .

~ passenger window, her face close, staring straight at him.

Mirs. Kitteridge. Holy shit. She looked exactly the same ‘as she had

in the classroom in seventh grade, that forthright, high-cheekboned ex-
- pression; her hair was still dark. He had liked her; not everyone had.
He would have waved her away now, or started the car, but the mem-
ory of respect held him back. She rapped her hand on the glass, and
after hesitating, he leaned and unrolled the window the rest of the way.
“Kevin Coulson. Hello |
He nodded. v
“You going/to invite me to sit in your car?”
His hands made fists in his lap. He started to-shake his head. “No,
I'monly—" ' ‘ .
But she had already. let herself in—a big woman, taking up. the
. whole bucket seat, her knees close to the dashboard, She hauled a big
black handbag across her lap. “What brings you here?” she asked.

He looked: out toward the water‘. The young woman was moving
back up from the dock; the seagulls were screeching furiously behind
her, beating their large wings and darting down she’d have been throw-
ing out clamshells, most likely.

“Visiting?” Mrs: Kitteridge prompted. “From New York Clty> Isn't
that where you live now?”
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“Jesus,” Kevin said quietly. “Does everybody know everything?”

~ “Oh, sure,” she said comfortably. “What else is there to do?”

She had her face turned to him, but he didn’t want to meet her
eyes. The wind on the bay seemed to be picking up more. He put his
hands into his pockets, so as not to suck on his knuckles.

“Get a lot of tourists now,” Mrs. Kitteridge said. “Crawling all over
the place this time of year.” o 4

" He made a sound in his throat, acknowledging not the fact—what
did he care>—but that she had spoken to him. He watched the slim
woman with the pail, her head tilted down as she went back inside, ‘
closing the screen door carefully. “That’s Patty Howe,” Mrs. Kitteridge
said. “Remember her? Patty Crane. She married the older Howe boy.
Nice girl. She keeps having miscarriages and it makes her sad.”

Olive Kitteridge sighed, rearranged her feet, pushed the lever—
much to Kevin's surprise—to make herself more comfortable, moving
the seat back.“I suspect they'll get her fixed up one of these days, and
then she'll be pregnant with triplets.”

Kevin took his hands from his pockets, cracked his knuckles ‘Patty
was nice,” he said. “I had forgotten about Patty.” '

“She’s still nice. That's what 1 said. What are you doing in New
York?” '

“Oh.” He raised a hand, saw the reddened marks that spotted theni,

~ crossed his arms. “I'm in training. I got my medical degree four years
o / '

»

ago. ‘
“Say; that's impressive. What kind of doctor aré you training to be?”
He looked at the dashboard, couldn'’t believe he hadn’t noticed the
filth of it. There in the sunlight it seemed to be telling her he was a_
slob, pathetic, not a shred of dignity. He took in a breath and said,
“Psychiatry.” . ‘
He expected her to say “Ahhh .
glanced at her, and found that she was giving a simple matter-of-fact -

”

. and when she said nothing, he

nod. . .
“It’s beautiful here,” he said, squinting back toward the bay. The re-
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mark held gratltude for what he felt was her discretion, and it was true,
as well, for the bay—which he seemed to view from behind a large pane
" of glass, larger than the windshield—and which did have, he under-
steod,,a kind of splendor, the twanging, rocking Sailboats; the whipped
water, the wild rugosa. How much better to be a fisherman, to spend
one’s' day in the midst of this. He thought of the PET scans hé had
studied, always looking for his mother, hands in his pockets, nodding

as the radiologists spoke, and sometimes tears twinkling behind his ‘

lids—the enlargement of the amygdala, the increase in the white-
matter lesions, the severe depletion in the number of glial cells. The
brains of the bipolar. -
“But I'm not going to be a psychlatrlst he said.
" The wind was really picking up now, making the ramp to the float

bob up‘and down. “I-imagine you get a lot of wicky-wackies in that .

~ business,” Mrs. Kitteridge said, adjusting her feet, making a scraping
sound as she moved them across the grit of the car floor.
“Some.”

He had gone to medical school thinking he'd become a pediatri-

 cian, as his mother had been, but he had been drawn t6 psychiatry, in .

‘spite of his recognition that those who became psychiatrists did so as a
result of their own messed-up childhoods, always looking, looking,
. looking for the answer in the writings of Freud, Horney, Reich, of why
they were the anal, narcissistic, self-absorbed freaks that they were,
and yet at the same time denying it, of course—what bullshit he had

witnessed among his colleagues, his professors! His own interest had

become narrowed to victims of torture, but that had also led him to de-

spair, and when he had finally come under the ‘cére_of Murray Gold-

N

stein, Ph.D., M.D., and had told the man his plans to work at the -

Hague with those whose feet had been beaten raw, whose bodies and
minds lay in ruinous disorder, Dr. Goldstein had said, ‘fWhat are you,
crazy?”

" He'd been attracted to crazy. Clara—what a name—Clara Pilking-
ton appeared to be the sanest person he'd ever met. And wasn't that
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something? She ought to have been wearing a billboard around her
neck: COMPLETELY CRAZY CLARA. _
“You know the old saying, I'm sure,” Mrs. Kitteridge said. “Psychia-

.trists are nutty, cardiologists are hard-hearted—"

He turned to look at her. “And ped1atr1c1ans?

“Tyrants,” Mrs. Kitteridge acknowledged She gave one shrug to her
shoulder. -

Kevin nodded. “Yeah,” he said softly.

After a moment, Mrs. Kitteridge said, “Well, your mother may not

‘have been able to help it.”

He was surprised. His urge to suck on his knuckles was like an ag-

* onizing itch, and he ran his hands back and forth over his knees, found

the hole in his jeans. “I think my mother was bipolar,” he said. “Never
dlagnosed though.” 7 ,

“I see.” Mrs. Kitteridge nodded “She could've been helped today
My father wasn't bipolar. He was depressed And he never talked.
Maybe they could've helped him today.”

Kevin was silent. And maybe they couldn', he thought.

“My son. He's got the depressmn :

Kevin looked at her. Small drops of perspiration had appeared in the

pockets beneath her eyes. He saw that she did, in fact; look much

older. Of course she wouldn't look the.same as she had back then—the

seventh-grade math teacher that kids were scared of. He d been scared
of her, even while liking her.
“What's he do?” Kevin asked

“A podiatrist.”

He felt the stain of some sadness make its way from her t6 him.
Gusts of wind were now swooping in all directions, so that the bay
looked like a blue and white crazily frosted cake, peaks rising one way,
then another. Poplar leaves beside the marina were ﬂutterlng upward,
their branches all bent to one side.

_ “T've thought of you, Kevin Coulson,” she said. “I have.”
He closed his eyes. He could hear as she shifted her weight beside
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him, heard the gravel again on the rubber mat as her foot scraped over
it. He was going to say I don’t want you thinking about me, when she
-~ said, “T liked your mother

He opened his eyes. Patty Howe had stepped back out of the
" restaurant; she was walking toward the path in front of the place, and
a nervousness touched his chest; it was sheer rock in front there, if he
remembered right, a stralght drop down. But she would know that.

- “Tknow you did,” Kevin said, turning to the big, intelligent face of
Mrs. Kitteridge. “She liked you.”

Olive Kitteridge nodded. ‘Smart. She was a smart woman.” .

He wondered how long this would have to go on. And yet it meant
something to him, that she had known his mother. In New York no one
‘knew. » ‘ » - : |

“Don’t know if you know this or not, but that was the case with my
father.”

“What wals> He frowned, passed his index knuckle briefly through
his mouth.

“Suicide.”

He wanted her to leave; it was time for her to leave.
- “Are you married?” !
He shook his head.

“No, my son isn't either. Drives my poor husband nuts. Henry wants
everyone married, everyone happy. I say, for God’s sake, let him take
his time. Up here the pickings can be slim. Down there in New York, 1
suppose you—"

“I'm not in New York.”

“Excuse me?” ‘ o :

“I'm not—I'm not in New, York anymore.”

He could hear that she was about to ask something; he thought he
could almost feel her desire to turn around and look at the backseat,
- see what was in his car. If she did, he would have to say he needed to
go, ask her to leave. He watched from the corner of his eye, but she
was still looking straight ahead.’

Patty Howe, he saw, had shears in her hand. With her skirt hlowing
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about her, she was standing by the rugosa, cutting some of the white
blossoms. He kept his eye on Patty,-the choppy bay spréad out behind
her. “How'd he do it?” He rubbed his hand over his thigh.

. “My father? Shot himself.”’

The moored sailboats now were heaving their bows high, then
swooping back down as though pulled by an angry underwater crea-
ture. The white blossoms of the wild rugosa bent, straightened, bent
again, the scraggly leaves around them bobbing as though they too
were an ocean. He saw Patty Howe step back from them, and givé her
hand a shake, as though she had been pricked by the thorns.

“No note,” Mrs. Kitteridge said. “Oh, Mother had such a hard time
with. that no-note business. She thought the least he could've done was
leave a note, the way he did if he’d walked to the grocery store. Mother ‘
would say, ‘He was always considerate enough to leave me a note when
he went anywhere.’ But he hadn't really gone anywhere He was there
in the kitchen, poor thing.” ‘

“Do these boats ever get loose?” Kevin pictured his own childhood
kitchen. H_e knew that a .22 caliber bullet could travel for one mile, go
through nine inches of ordinary board. But after the roof of a mouth,
the roof of a house—after that, how far did it go?

“Oh, sometimes. Not so much as you'd think, given how fierce

these squalls can be. But every so often one does, you know—causes a

ruckus. They have to go after’it, hope it'doesn’t smash up on the rocks.”

“Then the marina gets sued for malpractice?” He said this to divert
her. ' S '
“I don’t know,” Mrs. Kitteridge said, “how they handle that kind of
thing. Different insurance arrangements, [ guess Acts of negligence or
acts of God.” ;

At the very moment Kevin became aware of liking the sound of her
voice, he felt adrenaline pour through him, the familiar, awful inten-.
sity, the indefatigable system that wanted to endure. He squinted hard
toward the ocean. Great gray clouds were blowing in, and yet the sun,

- as though in contest, streamed yellow rays beneath them so that parts -

of the water sparkled with frenzied gaiety.
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» "fUrlusual for a woman to use a:gun,” Mrs. Kitteridge said, musingly.
- ‘He looked at her; she did not return the look, just gazed out at the
" switling insoming tide. “Well, my mother was an unusual woman,” he
said grimly. o
~“Yes,”. Mrs. Klttendge said. “She was.”

- When Patty Howe had gotten done with her shift, taken her apron off,"

' and gone to hang it in the back room, she had seen through the dusty

window the yellow daylilies that grew in the small patch of lawn on the
far side of the marina. She pictured them in a jar next to her bed. “I'm
disappointed too,” her husband had said, the second time, adding, “but
I know it must feel like it happens just to you.” Her eyes moistened
now, remembering this; a great s’welllng of love filled her. The lilies
would not be missed. No one went to the far side of the marina, partly
because the path that ran right in front was so narrow, the drop-off so
steep. For insurance purposes the place: had recently posted a KEEP
OouT sign, and there was even talk of fencing it off before some small
child, unwatched, scrambled off into the brush there. But Patty would
just snip a few lilies and get going. She found the shears in a drawer

and went out to get her bouquet, noticing when she stepped out that ° ‘

‘Mrs. Kitteridge had joined Kevin Coulson in the car, and it gave hera
feeling of safety, having Mrs. Kitteridge with him. She couldn’t.have
said why, and didn’t dwell on it. The wind had picked up amazingly.
She’d hurry and get her flowers, wrap them in a wet paper towel, and
stop off by her mother’s on the way home. She bent over the rugosa
bushes first, thinking what a sweet combination the yellow and white

would be, but they were alive in the wind and her fingers were pricked.

- She turned to start along the path to where the lilies were.

Kevin said, “Well, it was nice seeing you, Mrs. Kitteridge.” He glanced
at her with a nod meant to signal a goodbye. It was bad luck that she'd
+ encountered him, but he could not be responsible for that. He had felt
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respdnsibility about Dr. Goldstein, whom Kevin had genuinely come to
love, but even that had receded as he had driven up the turnpike.
Olive Kltterldge was takmg a Kleenex from her big black bag. She
touched it to her forehead, her hairline, didn’t look at Kevin. She said,
“T wish I hadn’t passed those genes on to him.” '
Kevin gave the slightest roll of his eyes. The question of genes,
DNA, RNA, chromosome 6, the dopamine, serotonin crap; he had lost
interest in all that. In fact, it angered him the way a betrayal might.

“We are on the edge of understanding the essence of how the mind

works in a molecular, real way,” a noted academic had said at a lecture

last year. The dawning of a new age.
There was always a new age dawning!
“Not that the kid didn’t get a few wicky-wacky genes from Henrys
side, God knows. His mother was a complete nut, you know. Horrid.”
“Whose mother?” ’
“Henry’s. My husband’s.” Mrs. Kitteridge pulled out her sunglasses

and put them on. “I guess you're not supposed to say ‘nut’ these days,

-are you?” She looked over at him. He'd been about to start with his
‘wrist again, but he put his hands back into his lap. -

Please go, he thought.

“But she had three breakdowns and shock treatments Doesn't that :

qualify?”

He shrugged.

“Well, she was wired funny I guess I can at least say that.”

Nuts was when you took a razor blade and cut long strips into your
torso. Your thighs, your arms. COMPLETELY GRAZY cLARA. That was nuts.
The first night together in the dark he had felt the lines. I fell,” she
had whispered. He had pictured living with her. Art on the wall, light

shining through a bedroom window. Friends at Thanksglvmg, a Christ-

mas tree because Clara Would want one.
“The girl is nothing but trouble,” Dr. Goldstein had said. »
It was not Dr. Goldstein’s place to say such a thing. But she had

" been nothing but trouble: loving and tender one minute, furious the

next. The business of cutting herself—it had made him crazy. Crazy
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breeds crazy. And then she had left, because that's what Clara did—

left people and everything else. Off to somewhere new with her obses-
sions.” She was crézy about the lunatic Carrie A. Nation, the first
" woman prohibitionist who had gone around chopping up saloons with
. hatchets, and then selling the hatchets. “Is that the coolest thing you
ever heard?” Clara had asked, sipping her soy milk. It was like that
Cartwheeling from one thing to the next.
“Everyone suffers through a bad love affair,” Dr. Goldstein had said.

That——actually—was just not trite. Kevm knew people who had not
suffered through a bad love affair. Not many, perhaps but a few. Olive
Kitteridge blew her nose.

“Your son,” Kevin said ’suddenly. “He’s still able to practice?”

“What do you mean?” )

“With his depression? He still goes to work every day?”

“Oh, sure.” Mrs. Kitteridge took off her sunglasses, gave him a
quick, penetrating look. -

“And Mr. Kitteridge. Is he well?”

“Yes, he is. He’s thinking about retiring early. They sold the phér— ,

macy, you know, and he'd have to work for the new chain, and bthey re-
quire all sorts of goofy regulations. Sad, the way the world is going.”
It was always sad, the way the world was going. And always a new
age dawning. :
“What's your brother up to?” Mrs. Kitteridge asked.

Kevin felt weary now. Maybe that was good. “The last [ knew he was

living on the streets of Berkeley. He's a drug addict.” Most of the tlme
Kevin didn't think of himself as having a brother.
“Where'd you go after here? Texas? Is that what I remernber> Your

father took a job there?” '

Kevin nodded.

“I suppose he wanted to get as far away from here as pbssible. Time
and distance, they always say. I don't know as that’s true.”

To get the conversation over with, Kevin said, dully, “My father died
last year of liver cancer. He never remarried. And I never saw much of
‘him once I left.”

S
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All the degrees Kevin had acquired, the colleges and universities he
had gone to with the fellowships and scholarships he had received, his
father had never showed up. But every town had been promising. Every
place at first had said, Here you go—You can live here. You can rest
here. You can fit. The enormous skies of the Southwest, the shadows
that fell over the desert mountains, the innumerablé cacti—red-tipped,
or yellow-blossomed, or flat-headed—all this had lightened him when
he'd first moved to Tucson, taklng hikes by himself, then with others
from the university. Perhaps Tucson had been his favorite, had he been

forced to choose—the stark difference between the open dustiness

there' and the ragged coastline here.

But as with them all, the same hopeful differences—the tall, hot
white glassed builﬂings of Dallas; the tree-lined streets of Hyde Park in
Chicago, with the wooden stairs behind each apartment (he had loved
those, especially); the neighborhoods of West Hartford, where it
looked like a\étoryb()ok, the houses, the perfect lawns—they all be-
came places that sooner or later, one way or another, assured him that
he didr't, in fact, fit.

.~ When he got his medical degree from Chicago, attending the cere-
mony only because of one of his teachers—a kind-woman, who had-
said it would sadden her to have him not there—he sat benéath the
full sun, listening to the president of the university say, in his final
words to them, “To love and be loved is the most important thing in
life,” causing Kevin to feel an inward fear that grew and spread through
him, as though‘ his very soul were tightening. But what a thing to say—
the man in his VeneraBIe_, robe, white hair, grandfatherly face—he
must've had no idea those words could cause such an exacerbation of :
the silent dread in Kevin. Even Freud had said, “We must love or we .

grow ill.” They were spelhng it out for him. Every billboard, movie,

magazme cover, television ad—it all spelled it out for him: We belong

B to the world of family and love. And you don't.

New York, the most recent, had held the largest hopes. The sub
ways filled with such a variety of dull colors and edgy-looking people;
it relaxed him, the different clothes, the shopping bags, people sleep-
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ing or reading or noddtng their heads to some earphoned tune; he had
loved the subways, and:for a while the activities of the hospitals. But
his affair with Clara, and the end of it, had caused him to recoil from
the place; so that the streets now seemed crowded and tiresome—all
the same. Dr. Goldstein he loved, but that was it—everyone else had
become tiresome, and he had thought more and more how prov1nc1al
New Yorkers were, and how they didn’t know it.
What he began to want was to see his childhood house—a house he

believed, even as he sat in his car now, that he had never once been

happy in. And yet, oddly, the fact of its unhappiness seemed to have a

hold on him with the sweetness of a remembered love affair. For Kevin

had some memories of sweet; brief love affairs—so different from the -

long—drawn-out mess with Clara—and none measured up to the inner
desire, the longing he felt for that place. That house where the sweat-
shirts and woolen jackets stank like moist salt and musty wood—the
smell made him sick, as did the smell of a wood fire, which his father

had sometimes made in the fireplace, poking at it in a distracted way.

Kevin thought he must be the only person in the country who hated
the smell of a wood fire. But the house, the trees tangled with wood-
bine, the surprise of a lady’s slipper in the midst of pine needles, the
open leaves of the wild lilies of the valley—he missed it.

He missed his mother.
. Kevin
Wlshed as he often did, that he had known the poet John Berryrnan

 Ive made this awful pilgrimage ... . I've come back for more .

~“When I was young,” Mirs. Kitteridge said, holding her sunglasses in
her hand, “—little, you know—1I'd hide in the wood box when my fa-
ther came home. And he’d sit down on the wood box and say, ‘Where's

Olive? Where can Olivé be? This would go on, till I'd knock on the

side, and he'd act éurpriséd. ‘Olive,’ he'd say, 1 had no idea where you
- were!’ And I'd laugh, and he'd laugh.”
Kevin looked over at her; she put her sunglasses on. She said, “I
don’t know how long that continued, probably until I was too blg to get
into the wood box.”

He didn’t know what to say to this. He squeezed his hands in as tiny
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a gesture as possible, looking down at the steering wheel. He felt her
big presence, and imagined—fleetingly—that an elephant sat next to
h1m .one that wanted to be 2 member of the human kingdom, and
sweet in an 1nnocent way, as though her stubs of forelegs were folded
on her lap, her trunk moving just a little as she finished speaking.

“That’s a nice story,” he said.

He thought of the boy cleaning the fish, how his father had held his '
hand out to him. He thought again of John Berryman. Save us from
Mercy! . . . do not pull the trigger or all
. He'wondered 1f Mrs. Kitteridge,

shotguns & fathers suicides . . .
my life T'll suffer from your anger. . .

- being a math teacher, knew much poetry.

“Look how the wind's picked up,” she said. “Always kind of exciting,
long as you don’t have a wharf that floats away, like ours used to do.
Henry'd be down on those rocks with the waves—Oh God what a fra-
cas it was.”

Again, Kevin found himself liking the sound of her voice. Through
the windshield he saw the waves coming in higher now, hitting the
ledge in front of the marina hard enough to send a spray far into the air,
the spray then falling back languidly, the drops sifting through shards

 of sunlight that still cracked its way between the dark clouds. The in-

side of his head began to feel as choppy as the surf before him. Don’t
go, his mind said to Mrs. Kitteridge. Don't go. : ‘

But this turbulence in him was torture. He thought how yesterday
morning, in New York, as he’d walked to his car, he had for one mo-
ment not seen it. And'there was that prick of fear, because he'd had it
‘all planned and wrapped up, and where was the car? But there it was,
right there, the old Subaru wagon, and then he knew what he'd felt had
been hope. Hope was a cancer inside him. He didn’t want it; he did not
want it. He could not bear these shoots of tender green hope springing
up within him any longer. That awful story of the man who jumped—
and survived—walking back and forth for an hour on the Golden Gate
Bridge, weeping, saying that had anyone stopped to ask why he was
weeping, he wouldn't have jumped. :

“Mrs. Kitteridge, you have to—" - -
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But she was leaning forward, squinting through the windshield.
“Weit, what in hell-" Anid moving faster than he would have thought
poséible, she was out of the car, the door left open, and had gone to the
front of the marina, her black bag left on the grass. For a moment

she d1sappeared then reappeared wavmg her arms, shoutlng, though

he couldn’t hear what she was saying.

'He stepped from the car, and was surprised by the force of the wind

that whipped through his shirt. Mrs. Kitteridge was shouting, “Hurry -

up! Hurry!” Waving her arms like a huge seagull. He ran to where she
was and looked down into the water, the tide higher; than he’d have
thought. Mrs. Kitteridge pointed with a repeated thrust of her arm,

and he saw the head of Patty Howe rise briefly above the choppy water,

like a seal’s head, her hair wet and darkened, and then she disappeared

again, her skirt swirling with the swirling dark ropes of seaweed.
Kevin turned, so that as he slid down the high sheet of rock, his

arms were spread as though to hug it, but there was nothing to hug,

‘ just the flat scraping against his chest, ripping his clothes, his skin, his

cheek, and then the cold water rose over him. It stunned him, how

cold the water was, as though he’d been dropped into a huge test tube

containing a pernicious chemical eating at his skin. His foot hit some-

thing steady in the massive swooshing of the water; he turned and saw .
her reaching for him, her eyes open, her skirt swirled around her waist;
‘her fingers reached for him, missed, reached for him again, and he got -

hold of her. The water receded for a moment, and as a wave came back

to cover them, he pulled her hard, and her grip on him was so tight he

would not have thought it possible with her thin arms that she could
hold anything as tightly as she held him.

Again the water rose, they both took a breath again they were sub-

merged and his leg hooked over something, an old pipe, unmoving.

The next time, they both reached their heads high as the water rushed

back, another breath taken. He heard Mrs. Kitteridge yelling from
above. Ha couldn’t hear the words, but he understood that help was
coming, He had only to keep Patty from falling away, 'and as they went

. again beneath the swirling, sucking water, he strengthened his grip on

N
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her arm to let her know: He would not let her go. Even though, staring’
into her open eyes in the swirling salt-filled water, with sun flashing
through each wave, he thought he would like this moment to be for-
ever: the dark-haired woman on shore calling for their safety, the girl
who had once jumped rope like a queen, now holding him with a
fierceness that matched the power of the ocean—oh, insane, ludi-
crous, unknowable world! Look how she wanted to live, Jook how she

wanted to hold on.




The Piano Player

Four_nights a week Ang‘ela O’Meara played the piano in the cocktail

lounge at the Warehouse Bar and Grill. The cocktail lounge, commodi-
~ous and comfortable with its sprawl of couches, plump leather chairs,

and low tables, was right there as soon as you walked through the
heavy doors of the old establishment; the dining room was farther
~ back, with windows overlooking the water. Early in the week the
lounge tended to be rather empty, but by Wednesday night and contin-
uing straight through Saturday, the place was filled with people. When
~ you stepped from the sidewalk through the thick oak doors, there was
the sound of piano notes, tinkling and constant; and the talk of the
people who were slung back on their couches, or sitting forward in
their chairs, or leaning over the bar seemed to accommodate itself to
this, so the piano was not so much “background” music as it was a
character in the room. In other words; the townspeople of Crosby,
Maine, had for many years now taken into their lives the cocktail
music and presence of Angie O'Meara. '

Angie, in her youth, had been a lovely woman to look at, with her .

wavy red hair and perfect skin, and in many ways this was still the case.

N
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But now she was into her fifties, and her hair, pinned back loosely with
combs, was dyed a color.you might consider just a little too red, and
her figure, while still graceful, had a thickening of its middle, the more

noticeable, perhaps, because she was otherwise quite thin. -But she

. was long-waisted, and when she sat at the piano bench, she did so with

the ease of a ballet dancer, albeit past her prime. Her jawline had gone
soft ‘and uneven, and the wrinkles near her eyes were quite pro-
nounced. But they were kind wrinkles; nothing harsh—it seemed—
had happened to this face. If anything, her face revealed itself too
clearly in a kind- of simple expectancy no longer appropriate for a

woman ofyher age. There was, in the tilt of her head, the slight messi-

- ness of the very bright hair, the open gaze of her blue eyes, a quality that

" could, in other circumstances, make people uncomfortable. Strangers,

for example, who passed her in the Cook’s Corner shopping mall were
tempted to sneak an extra peek or two. As it was, Angie was a familiar
figure to those who lived in town. She was just Angie O'Meara, the
piano player, and she had been playing at the Warehouse for many
years. She had been in lyove with the town’s first selectrﬁan, Malcolm
Moody, for a number of years as well. Some people knew this, others
did not. | ‘ ,
On this particular Friday night, Christmas was a week away, and
not far from the baby grand piano stood a large fir tree heavily deco-
rated by the restaurant’s staff. Its silver tinsel swung slightly every time
the door to the outside was opened, and different:colored lights the

size of eggs shone amidst the various balls and strings of popcorn and

. cranberries that adorned the slightly bent-downward branéhes of the

tree. .
Angie was wearing a black skirt and a pink nylon top that parted at
her collarbone, and there was something about the tiny string of pearls
she wore, and the pink top, and the bright red of her hair that seemed
to glow along with the Christmas tree, as if she were some extension
of its festivities. She had arrived, as she always did, at precisely six
o'clock, smiliﬁg.her vague, childlike smile, chewing on mints, saying -
hello to the bartender, ]\oé, and to Betty, the waitress,vthen tucking her
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handbag and coat near the end-of the bar. Joe, a thickset man who had

tended that bar for many years and had the watchful eye of any good
bartender, had come to the private conclusion that Angie O'Meara was
really very 'ffightened when she showed up at work each night. This

~ would account for the whiff of booze on her minty breath if you hap-
pened to be close enough to smell it, and it accounted for the fact that
she never took her twent'y—minute break-—although she was allowed to
by the music union, and encouraged to by the Warehouse owner. “I
hate to get started again,l” she said to Joe one night, and that’s when he
put it together, that Angie must have suffered from stage fright.

If she suffered from anything more, it was considered nobody's
business. It was the case with Angie that people knew very little about
her, assuming at the same time that other people knew hér moderately
well. She lived in a rented room on Wood Street and did not own a car.
She was within walking distance of a grocery store and also the Ware-

“house Bar and Grill—a walk that took precisely fifteen minutes in her
black very-high-heeled shoes. In the winter she wore very- high-heeled
black boots, and a white fake fur coat, and carried a little blue pocket-
book. She could be seen picking her way carefully along the snow-
covered 51dewalks then crossing through the big parking lot by the

post office, and ﬁ_nally going down the little walkway toward the bay, -

where the squatty white clapboard Warehouse sat.

~Joe was rlght when he imagined . that Angle suffered from stage/

fright, and she had years ago learned to begm swallowing vodka at five
fifteen, so that by the time she left her room half an hour later, she had
to hold the wall as she went down the hall stairs. But the walk cleared
her head, while leaving her with enough conﬁdence to make her way
to the piano, open the keyboard, sit down, and play What frightened.
her the most was the moment of those first notes, because that was
when people really listened: She was changing the atmosphere in the
room. It was the responsibility of this that frightened her. And it was
why she played straight through' for three hours, without taking a

break, in order to avoid the quiet that would fall ovér the room, to avoid

again the'way people smiled at her when she sat down to play; no, she -

4
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didn't like the attention at all. What she liked was playing the piano.

Two bars into the first song, Angie was always happy. For her, it was as

though she had slipped inside the music. We are one, Malcolm Moody
used to say. Let’s become one, Angie—what do you say7

Angie had never taken piano lessons, although people tended not to
believe this. So she had stopped telling people this long ago. When she
was four years old, she sat down at the piano in the church and began
to play, and it didn’t surprise her then, or now. “My hands are hungry,”
she would say to her mother when she was young, and it was like
that—a hunger. The church had given her mother a key, and these days

> Angie could still go there anytime and play the piano.

Behind her she heard the door open; felt the momentary chill, saw
the tinsel on the tree sway, and heard the loud voice of Olive Kitteridge
say, “Too damn bad. I like the cold.” '

The Kitteridges, when they came alone to the Warehouse, tended
to come early and did not sit in the lounge first but went straight

"through to the dining room. Still, Henry would always call out,
“Evening there, Angie,” smiling broadly on his way through, and Olive
would wave her hand over her head in a kind of hello. Henry’s favorite
song was “Good Night, Irene,” and Angie would try to remember to

play this later as the Kitteridges walked back through on their way out..
Lots of people had favorite songs, and Angie would sometimes play.
thern, but not always. Henry Kitteridge was different. She always

played his song because whenever she saw him, it was like moving into
_a warm pocket of air. :

Tonight Angie was shaky. There' were nights, now, when her vodka

did not do what it had done for many years, which was to make her

happy and make ‘everything. feel pleasantly at a distance. Tonight, as

, sometimes happened now, she felt a little queer in the head—off-kilter.

She made sure to keep a smile on her face and didn't lock at anyone ex-

cept Walter Dalton, who sat at the end of the bar. He blew her a kiss.

" She winked, a tiny gesture; you would have thought it was a blink ex-
cept she did it with only one eye. = . . . i
There was a time ‘when Malcolm Moody loved to see her blink like

i
i
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.that. “God, but you get me going,” he'd say on.those afternoons he
'car‘ne to her foom on Wood Street. Malcolm did not like Walter. Dalton
anél referred to him as a fairy, which he was. Walter was also an alco-
holic, and the cbllége had let him go, and new he lived in a house on
" Coombs Island. Walter came into the bar every night that Angie
played. Sometimes he brought her a gift—a silk scarf once, a pair of
leather gloves with tiny buttons on the side. He always handed his car

keys to Joe, and then after closing, Joe often drove him home, with one ‘

of the busboys driving Joe’s car to give Joe a drive back.
“What a pathetic life,” Malcolm had said to Angie, about Walter.
“Sitting there every night getting stewed.”

Angie didn't like to have people called pathetic, but she didn't say -
anything. Sometimes, not often, Angie would think that people might-

call her life with Malcolm pathetic. This would occur to her as she

walked down a sunny sidewalk, or it might happen when she woke in

the mght It made her heart race, and she would go over in her mind
 the kinds of things he had said to her over the years. At first he had
said, “I think about you all the time.” He still said, “I love you.” Some-

times, “What would I do without you; Angie?” He never bought her

gifts and she wouldn’t have wanted him to.

She heard the street door open and close, felt the brief chill from
the outdoors once again. From the corner of her eye she caught the
motion of a man in a dark coat sinking into a chair in the far corner,
and there was something in the way he ducked, or moved, that ever so
slightly jogged her mind. But she was shaky tonight.

“Dear,” she whispered to Betty, who was moving past with a tray of
~ glasses. “Could you tell Joe I need a little Irish coffee?” - 4
“Sure,” said Betty, a nice ‘girl, small as a child. “No problem.”

She drank it with one hand, still playing the notes of “Have a Holiy '

]olly Christmas,” and gave a wink to Joe, who nodded gravely. At the
end of the night, she would have a drink with Joe and Walter, and she
would tell them about visiting her mother in the nursing home today;
she might or might not mention the bruises on her mother’é arm.

“A request, Angie.” Betty dropped a cocktail napkin on her way
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past, while she held the tray of drinks in the flat of her uplifted hand;
you could see how heavy it was for her by the way she swayed her back -
as she moved around the chairs. “From that'man,” she added, moving
her head \toward the corner.

“Bridge Over Troubled Water” was written on, the napkin and Angie

kept playing Christmas carols, smiling her smile. She did not look at
-the man in the corner. She played every Christmas carol she could

think of, but she was not inside the music now. Perhaps another drink
would help, but the man in the corner was watching and he would -
know it was not coffee alone in the cup Betty brought her. His name
was Simon. He had once been a piano player, too.

Fall on your knees, O hear the angels’voices. . .. But it was like she
had fallen overboard and had to swim through seaweed. The darkness
of the man’s coat seemed to press against her head, and there was a
watery terror that had to do with her mother; gét inside, she thought.
But she was very shaky. She slowed down, played “The First Noel”
quite lightly. She saw a large snowy field now, with a crack of gentle |
light along the horizon. -

When she finished, she did somethlng that really surprlsed her.
Later she had to wonder how long she had been planning this without
quite knowing. The way she didn't quite allow herself to know when
Malcolm had stopped saying “I think about you all the time.”

Angie took a break.

Delicately, she pressed the cocktail napkin to her hps slipped out
from behind the piano, and walked toward the restroom, where there

- was a pay phone. She did not want to bother Joe for her pocketbook.

“Darling,” she said quietly to Walter, “do you have some change?”
He stretched out a leg, reached into his pocket, handed her the
coins. “You're the candy shop, Angie,” Walter said slurringly.
" . His hand was moist; even the coins felt moist. “Thank you, sweet-

theart,” she said.

She went to the phone and dialed Maicplm’s number. Not once, in
twenty-two yéars, had she called him at home, although she had mem-

orized his number long ago. Twenty-two years, she thought, as she lis-
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tened to the buzz of the ring, would be considered a very long time by

most people, but for Angie-time was as big and round as the sky, and to

try to make sense of it was like trying to make sense of music and God l

~and why the dcean was deep. Long ago Angie had known not to try to
make sense of these things, the way other people tried to do. -
Malcolm answered the phone. And here was a curious thing—she
didn't like the sound of his voice. “Malcolm,” she said softly. “T can't
see you anymore. I'm so terribly sorry, but I can’t do this anymore.”
Silence. His wife was probably right there. “Bye, now,” she said.
On her way past Walter, she said, “Thank you, darling,” and he said,
“Anything for you, Angie.” Walter's voice was thick with drunkenness,
his face ghstemng ‘
She played the song Simon wanted then “Bridge Over Troubled

Wiater,” but it wasn't until she was almost through that she allowed her-

self to look at him. He did not return her smile, and a flush went

through her. S

She smiled at the Chrlstmas tree. The colored lights seemed terri- -

bly bright, and: for a moment'she felt baffled that people did this to
‘trees—decorated them with all that glitter; some people looked for-

ward to this all year. And thén another flush of heat rose through her, |

to think how in a few weeks the tree would be stripped, taken down,
hauled out onto the sidewalk with tinsel still sticking to it; she could
picture how awkward this tree would look, perched sideways on the
snow, its chopped little trunk sticking at an angle in the air. _

She began to play “We Shall' Overcome,” but somebody from the
bar called. out, “Hey, a little serious there, ‘Angie,” and so she smiled
even more‘brightly and'played ragtime instead. Stupid to play that—to
play “We Shall Overcome.” Simon would think it was stupid, she real-

. ized that now. “You're so schmaltzy, he used to say :

But he had said other things. When he took her to lunch with her

mother that first time: “You're like a persoh in a beautiful fairy tale,” he
" had said, sunlight falling across the table on the deck.
“You're the perfect daughter,” he had said, out in the rowboat in the

baj, her mother waving from the rocks. “You' have the face of an angel,”

-~
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he 'said the day they stepped from the boat onto Puckerbrush Island.
Later he sent her one white rose. ‘

Oh, she had been just a girl. She had come into this very bar with
her friends one night that summer, and there he was playing “Fly Me
to the Moon.” It was like he'd had little lights ﬂlckerlng off him.
¢ A nerveus fellow, though, Simon had been, his whole body jerking
around like a puppet pulled by strings. A lot of force in his playing. But
it lacked—well, deep-in her heart she had known even then that his

IR

playing lacked—well; feeling. “Play ‘Feelings,”” people sometimes re-
quested then, but he never did. Too corny, he said. Too schmaltzy.

He had come up from Boston just for the summer but stayed two
years. When he broke it off with Angie, he said, “It’s like I have to date
both you and your miother. It gives me the creepé ” Later, he wrote to

her. “You're neurotic,” he wrote. “You're wounded.”

She couldn’t use the pedal; her leg was shaking beneath her black '

skirt. He was the only person she’ d ever told that her mother had taken

‘money from men.

A burst of laughter came from the bar and Angie looked over, but it
was just some of the fishermen telling stories with Joe. Walter Dalton
smiled sweetly at her, rolled his eyes toward the fishermen.

Her mother had knit the ;hree of them matching blue sweaters for

Christmas. When her mother left the room, Simon said, “We will never

wear these at the same time.” Her mother bought him a whole stack of

Beethoven records. When Simon left, her mother wrote and asked him
for the records back, but he didn't send them. Her mother said they
could still wear the blue sweaters, and when her mother wore the blue
sweater, she had Angie wear hers as well. Her mother said to her one
day, “Simon got rejected from music school, you know. He's a real es-
tate lawyer in Boston. Bob Beane bumped into him down there.”
» “Okay,” Angie had said. - »
She thought, then, she wouldn't see him again. Because she had

seen a shadow of envy flicker darkly over his face the day she'd told

him (oh, she had told him everything, child that she was in that shack
with her mother!) how once, when she was fifteen, a man from
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Ch1cago had heard her play at'a local wedding. He ran a music school -

and had talked with her mother for two days. Angie should be at the

school. Thére would be a scholarship, room and board. No, Angie’s

. "mother had sald She’s Mommy's girl. But for years Angie had pictured

. the place: a white, sprawling place where young people played the
piano all day. She would be taught by kind men and women; she would
learn to read music. All the rooms would be heated. There would be-

-none of the sounds that came from her mother’s room, sounds that’

made her push her hands to her ears at night, sounds that made ‘her
leave the house and go to the church to play the piano. But no, Angle s
* mother had'decided. She was Mommy’s girl.

She glanced again at Simon. He was leaning back in his Vchaj\r

watching her. There was no pocket of warmth, the way there was

whenever Henry Kitteridge walked through the door, or the way there

was right now at the bar' where Walter sat.

What was it he had come to see? She pictured him leaving alaw of-
fice early, driving up the coast in the dark. Perhaps he was divorced;
having the kind of crisis men often had in their late fifties, looking back
over their lives, wondering why things had worked out the way they

" had. And so he—after how many years—had thought, or not thought,
of her, but for some reason had driven to Crosby, Maine. Had he
known she would be working here? .

From the corner of her eye she saw him rise, and there he was. lean'
ing against the open baby grand, looking straight at her. He had lost
most of his hair.

“Hello, Simon,” she said. She was playlng stuff she’d made up now,
her fingers going over the keys.

“Hello, Angie.” He wasn’t a man you'd look twice at now. Probably
back then he wasn't 2 man you'd have looked twice at, but that didn’t
matter the way people thought it did. It didn’t matter how once he'd

had an ugly brown leather jacket and thqught it was cool. You couldn’t -

_make yourself stoP feeling a certain way, no matter what the other per-
“son did. You had to just wait. Eventually the feeling went away because

others came along. Or sometimes it didn’t go away but got squeezed
| . T
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into something tiny, and hung like a piece of tinsel in the back of your
mind. She was slipping into the music now.

“How are you, Simon,” she said, smiling.

“Very well, thanks.” He gave a small nod. “Quite well.” And then she
felt the ping of danger. His eyes were not warm. They had been warm

. eyes. “I see you still have your red hair,” he sald

“I put a rinse through it these days, I'm afraid.”

* He just looked at her; his coat hung loosely. His clothes had always
hung loosely.

“Are you still a lawyer, Simon? I heard you were a lawyer.” -

He nodded. “The truth is, Angie, 'm good at it. It’s nice to be good
at something.” -

“Yes. Of course it is. What kind of law?”

“Real estate.” He looked down. But he raised his chin in a moment.
“It’s fun. Like a puzzle

“Oh Well, that's nice.” She crossed her left hand over, did a hght
run.

“Ever marty, Angie?”

“No. No, I didn’t. And you?” She had already seen the Weddmg ring.
A broad band. She would not have thought him the type to wear such
a broad band.

“Yes. I have three children. Two boys and a g1rl all grown " He
sh1fted his feet, still leaning against the piano.

“Obh, lovely, Simon. That’s lovely.” She had forgotten ‘0 Come AllYe
Fa1thful. She began playing that, her fingers reachmg deeply into it;
sometimes when she played, it was like being a sculptress, she
thought, pulling at the lovely thick clay.

. He looked at his watch. “You're off at nine, then?”

“I am. Yes. But I have to skedaddle right out of here, I'm. afraid.
Sorry to say.” She had stopped blushing; her skin felt chilly now. She ¢
had quite a headache. ‘

“Okay, Angie.” He stood up stra1ght “T'll be taking off. Nice to see
you after all these years.” :

~ “Yes, Simon. Nice to see you.”
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" Betty’s arm placed a cup of coffee down on'the other side. “From -

Walter,” Betty said, moving past.

Angie turned her head, gave Walter that small blink of a wink; Wal-
ter, watching her, bleary in his eyes.

_ Simon was walking away. And there were the Kitteridges, leaving,
Henry waving his hand.’“Gooa Night, Irene,” she played.

Simon turned back; in two jerky motions he was at her side, leaning
his face next to hers. “You know, your mother came to Boston to see
me” | k
Angie’s face got very warm.

“She took the Greyhound bus,” said Simon’s voice in her ear. “And

“then took a taxi to my apartment. When I let her in, she asked for a

drink and started taking off her clothes. Unbuttoned that button slowly
at the top of her neck.”
‘Angie’s mouth had gone dry. _
“And I've been feeling pretty sorry for you Angle all these years.”
She smiled straight ahead of her. “Good night, Simon,” she said.

She drank, with one hand, all the Irish coffee. And then she played

all sorts of songs. She didn't know what she played, couldn’t have said,
but she was inside the music, and the lights on the Christmas tree
- were bright and seemed far away. Inside the music like this, she under-

stood many things. She understood that Simon, was a dlsappomted

man if he needed, at this age, to tell her he had pitied her for years. She -
" understood that’as he drove his car back down the coast toward

. Boston, toward his wife with whom he had raised three children, that
something in him would be satisfied to have witnessed her the way he

had tonight, and she understood that this form of comfort was true for

many people, as it made Malcolm feel better to call Walter Dalton a -

pathetic fairy, but it was thin milk, this form of nourishment; it could
not change that you had wanted to be a coricert pianist-and ended up
a real estate lawyer, that you had married a woman and stayed married
to J‘her for thirty years, when she did not ever find you lovely in bed.

The lounge was mostly empty now. And warmer, since thé door
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wasn't being opened all the time. She played “We Shall Overcome”;
she played it twice, slowly, grandly, and looked over at the bar to where
Walter was smiling at her. He raised a fist into the ir.

“Want a ride, there, Angie?” Joe asked as she closed the top of the
piano, went and gathered her coat and pocketbook.

“No, thank you, dear,” she said as Walter helped her into her white
fake fur coat. “The walk will do me good.”

Clutching her little blue pocketbook, she picked her way over the
snowbank by the sidewalk, across the parking lot of the post office.
The green numbers by the bank said minus three degrees, but she
didn't feel cold. Her mascara was frozen, though. Her mother had
taught her not to touch her eyelashes when it was this cold, or they
could break off. ' :

Turning onto Wood Street, the streetlamps pale in the dark cold,
she said out Ioud “Huh!” because she was baffled by many things.
That often happened after being inside the music the way she'd been
tonight. . : o

She stumbled a little with her high-heeled boots, put her hand
against the porch rail. ’ : :

“Cunt” :

She had not seen hlm standmg beside the house, in the dark
shadow from the overhang.

“You cunt, Angie.” He stepped toward her.

“Malcolm,” she said softly. “Now, please.”

“Calling my house. Who the fuck do you think you are?”

“Well,” she said. She pressed her lips together, put a finger to her

mouth. “Well,” she said. “Let’s see.” It was not her style to call his

house, but even less so to remind him that she, in twenty-two years,

- had never done so before.

“You're a fucking nut,” he said. “And you rea drunk too.” He walked
away. She saw his truck parked on the next block. “You call me at work
when you sober up,” he said over his shoulder. And then, more quietly,

“And don’t go pulling this shit again.”
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Even drunk, she knew she would not call him when she sobeted up.
She let herself into the apartment house and sat down on the stairwell.
Angela O'Meara. =~ - '

. A face like an angel. A drunk. Her mother sold herself to men.
. Never married, Angela? - .

But sitting on the stairwell, she told herself that she was no more,
no less, pathetic than any of them, 1nclud1ng Maleolm’s wife. And peo-
ple were kind: Walter, Joe, and Henry Klttendge Oh, definitely, there
were kind people in the world. Tomorrow she would get to work early

and tell Joe about her mother and the bruises. “Imagine,” she would

say to Joe. “Imagine ‘someone plnchlng an old paralyzed woman like
that.” ‘ .

Angie, leaning her head now against the hallway wall, ﬁngering her
black skirt, felt she had figured sométhing out too late, and that must

be the way of life, to get something figured out when it was too late. To-

morrow she would go play the piano in the church, stop thinking about
the bruises on her mother’s upper arm, that thin arm with its slack soft
skin, so loose from the bone that when you squeezed it in your fingers,
it was hard to imagine it could feel anythmg

A Lictle Burst

[ 2

Three hours ago, while the sun was shining full tilt through the trees
and across the back lawn, the local podiatrist, a middle-aged mari
named Christopher Kitteridge, was married to 2 woman from out of
town named Suzanne. This is the first marriage for both of them, and
the wedding has been a smallish, pléasant affair, with a flute player and
baskets of yellow sweetheart roses placed inside and outside the

“house. So far, the polite ‘cheerfulness of the guests seems to show no

sign of running down, and Olive Kitteridge, standing by the picnic
table, is thinking it’s really high time everyone left.

All afternoon Olive has been fighting the-sensation of moving
underwater—a panicky, dismal feeling, since she has somehow never
managed to learn tc®wim. Wedging her paper napkin into the slats of
the picnic table, she thinks, All right, T've had enough, and dropping
her gaze so as to avoid getting stuck in one more yakkety conversa-
tion, she walks around to the side of the house and steps through a

. e
door that opens directly into her son’s bedroom. Here she crosses the

pine floor, gleaming in the sunshine, and lies down on Christopher’s

(and Suzanne’s) queen-size bed.
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Olive’s dress—which is important to the day, of course, since she is

~ the mother of thé groom—is made from a gauzy green muslin with big

reddish-pink geraniums printed all over it, and she has to arrange her--

self carefully on the bed so.it won't wind up all wrinkly, and also, in
" case someone walks in, so she will look decent. Olive is a big person.
* She knows this about herself, but she wasn't always big, and it.'still
seems something to get used to. It’s true she has always been tall and
frequently felt clumsy, but the business of being big showed up with
age; her ankles puffed out, her shoulders rolled up behind her neck,
and her wrists and hands seemed to become the size of a man’s. Olive
mlnds—of course she does; sometimes, privately, she minds very
_much. But at this stage of the game, she is not about to abandon the
comfort of food, and that means right now she probably looks like a fat,
dozing seal wrapped in some kind of gauze bandage. But the dress
worked out well, she reminds herself, leaning back and closing her

eyes. Much better than the dark, grim clothes the Bernstein family is -

wearing, as though they had been asked to a funeral instead of a wed-
“ding, on this brlght June day. ' P
The inside door of her son’s bedroom is partly open, and voices and
- sounds make their way from the front of the house, where the party is
also going on: high heels clicking down the hallway, a bathroom door

pushed aggressively shut. (Honestly, Olive thinks—why not just close

a door nicely?) A chair in the living room gets scraped over the floor,
; and in there with the muted laughter and talk is the odor of coffee, and
the thick, sweet smell of baked goods, which is the way the streets near
the Nissen bread factory used to smell before it closed down. There
are different perfumes as well, 1ncludmg one that all day has smelled

to Olive like that bug spray Off! All these smells hgve managed to move

- down the hall and drift into the bedroom.

* Cigarette smoke, too. Olive opens her eyes: Someone is smoking a/
cigarette in the back garden.- Through the open window she hears a
cough, the click of a lighter. Really, the place has been overrun. She
pictures heavy shoes stepping through the gladlola bed, and then,

hearing a toilet flush down the hall, she has a momentary image of the-
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house collapsing; pipes breaking, floorboards snapping, walls folding
over. She sits up slightly, rearranges herself,; and puts another pillow
against the headboard.

She built the house herself—well, almost She and Henry, years
ago, did all the design and then worked closely with the builder, so that
Chris would have a decent place to live when he came back from po-
diatry school. When you build a house yourself, you're going to have a
different feeling about it than other people do. Olive is used to this be-
cause she has always liked to make things: dresses, gardens, houses.
(The yellow roses were arranged in their baskets hy her this morning,

before the sun was up.)'Her own house, a few miles down the road,

~she and Henry also built, years ago, and just recently she fired the

cleaning woman because of the way the foolish girl dragged the vac-
uum cleaner across the floor, banglng it into walls and bumping it
down the stairs. ' ‘

At least Chrlstopher appreciates this place. Over the last few years,
the three of them; Olive and Henry and Chrlstopher, have taken care
of it together, clearing more woods, planting lilacs and rhododendrons,
digging postholes for the fence. Now Suzanne (Dr. Sue is what Olive
calls her in her head) will take over, and coming from money the way
she does, she will probably hire 2 housekeeper, as well as a gardener.
(“Love your pretty nasturtiums,” Dr. Sue said to Olive a few weeks ago,
pointing to the petunia rows.) But never mind, Olive thinks now. You
move aside and make way for the new.

; Through her closed eyelids Olive sees a red light slanting through
the windows; she can feel sunlight warming her calves and ankles

on the bed, can feel beneath her hand how it warms the soft fabric of

her dress, which really did come out nicely. It pleases her to think of -
" the piece of blueberry cake she managed to slip into her big leather

handbag—how she can go home soon and eat it in peace, take off this

panty girdle, get things back to normal. -

Olive senses someone in the room, and opens her eyes. A small
child stands staring from the doorway; one of the bride’s little nieces

from Chicago. It's the one who was supposed to sprinkle rose petals on
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the ground right before the ceremony but at the last minute decided
she didn’t want te, and hung back, sulking. Dr. Sue was nice about it,
though, speaklng reassuringly to the httle girl, cupping her hand gently
arotind the childs head. Finally Suzanne called out good -naturedly

“Oh, go ahead” to a woman standing near a tree, who started playing.a -

flute. Then Suzanne walked over to Christopher—who was not smil- -

‘ ing,. looking -as stiff as driftwood—andthe two stood there,
married, on the lawn:

But the gesture, the smooth cupping of the little girl's head, the way
Suzanne’s hand in one quick motion caressed the fine hair and thin
neck, has stayed with Olive. It was like watching some woman dive

 from a boat and swim easily up to the dock. A reminder how some peo-
ple could do things-others could not.

“Hello,” Olive says to the little girl, but the child does not reply. -

" Aftera moment, Olive says, “How old are you?” She is no longer famil-
iar with young children, but she guesses this one is aréund four, maybe
' five; nobody in the Bernstein family seems tall. = ‘

Still the child says nothing. “Run along now,” Olive tells her, but the
girl leans against the doorjamb and sways slightly, her eyes fixed on
Olive.“Not polite to stare,” Olive says. “Didn't 'anyoné'teach you that?”

- The little girl, still swaying, says calmly, “You look dead.”

- Olive lifts her head up. “Is that what they teach you to say these
days?” But she feels a physical reaction as she leans back down, a soft
dche beating on her breastbone for a moment, like a wing inside her.
.Thel child ought to have her mouth washed out with soap.

Anyway, the day is almost over. Olive stares up at the skylight over
the bed and reassures herself that she has, appareritly, lived through it.
She pictured herself having another heart attack on the day of her son’s
wedding: She would be sitting on her folding chair on the lawn, ex-
" posed to everyone, and after her son said, “I do,” she woufd silently,
awkwardly fall over dead, with her face pressed into the grass, and her
big hind end with the gauzy geranium print stuck up in the air. People,

would talk about it for days to come.

“What are those things on your face?” o \

getting -
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Olive turns her head toward the door. “Are you still there? I thought

‘you'd gone away.”

“There’s a hair coming out of one of those things on your face,” the
child says, bolder now, taking a step into the room. “The one on your
chin.” . )

Olive turns her gaze back to the ceiling and receives these words
without an accompanying wing beat in her chest. Amazing how nasty
kids are these days. And it was very smart to put that §kylight over the
bed. Chris has told her how in the winter sometimes he can lie in bed
and watch it snow. He has always been like that—a different kind of
person, very sensitive. It was what made him an excellent oil painter,
though such a thing was not usually. expected of a podiatrist. He was a

complicated, interesting mian, her son, so sensitive as a child that once,

‘when he was reading Heidi he painted a picture to illustrate it—some

wildflowers on an Alpine hillside.

“What is that on your chin?” _

Olive sees that the little girl has been chewing on a ribbon from her
dress. “Crumbs,” Olive says. “From little girlé I've eaten up. Now go
away before I eat you, too.” She makes her eyes big. -

The girl steps back slightly, holding the doorjamb. “You're mlaking
that up,” she finally says, but she turns and disappears. ‘
“’Bout time,” Olive murmurs.

Now she hears the sound of high heels clatterlng unevenly down
the hallway. “Looking for the little girls’ room,” a woman’s voice says,
and Olive recognizes the voice of Janice Bernstein, Suzanne’s mother. -
Henry’s voice answers, “Oh, right there, right there.”

Olive waits for Henry to look into the bedroom, and in a moment he

-does. His big face is shiny with the affability that comes over him in

large groups of people. “You all right, Ollie?”

“Shhh. Shut up. I don’t need everyone knowing Y'm in here.”

He s.teps‘ farther into the room. “You all right?” he whispers.

“I'm ready to go home. Thotigh I expect you'll want to stay until the
last dog dies. Don't ! hate a grown woman who says ‘the little girls’

room. " Is she drunk?”
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“Oh, I don’t think so, Ollie.”
“They’re smoking outside there.” Olive nods toward the window. “I

hope they don't set the place on fire.” -

“They won't.” Then, after a moment, Henry says; “Everything went -~

well,.I think.”

RN

Oh, sure. You go say your goodbyes now, so we can get going.”

the bed.

“Yes, I think he has.” They are silent for a moment; it is a shock,

after all. Their son, their only child, married now. He is thirty-eight
years old; they'd gotten pretty used to him.

They expected at one point that he would marry his office assistant,

- but that didn't last very long. Then it seemed that he would marry the
teacher who lived out on Turtleback Island, but that didn't last long ei-
ther. Then it happened, right out of the blue: Suzanne Bernstein,

M.D., Ph.D., showed up in town for a conference and trotted around -

all week in a new pair of shoes. The shoes inflamed an ingrown toenail
and caused a blister the size of a big marble to appear on her sole;
Suzanne was telling the story all day. I looked i in the yellow pages, and
by the time I got to his office, I had ruined my feet He had to drill
through a toenail. What a way to meet!”

Olive found the story stupid. Why hadn't the girl, with all her

. money, simply bought a pair of shoes that fit?

However, that was how the couple met. And the rest, as Suzanne
was saying all day, was history. If you call six weeks history. Because
that part was surprising as well—to get married quick as a' thunder-
clap. “Why wait?” Suzanne said to Olive the day she and Christopher
stopped by to show off the ring. Olive said agreeably, “No reason at all.”

“Still, Henry,” Olive says now. “How come a gastroenterologist?

vPlenty of other kinds of doctors to be, without all that poklng around.

You don't like thinking about it.”
Henry looks at her in his absent way. “I know it,” he says. ‘
Sunlight flickers on the wall and the white curtains move slightly.

~ The smell of cigarette smoke returns. Henry and Olive are silent, gaz-

“He’s married a nice woman,” Henry says, hesitating by the foot of
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ing at the f'oo\‘t of the bed, until Olive says, “She’s a very positive per-
son.” : : /

“She’s good for Christopher,” Henry says.

They have been almost whispering, but at the sound of footsteps in
the hallway, both of them' turn toward the half-open. door with perky,
pleasant expressions on their faces. Except that Suzanne’s mother
doesn’t stop; she goes right on past in her navy-blue suit, holding a
pocketbook that looks like a2 miniature suitcase. '

' “You better get back out there,” Olive says. “I'll come say my good-
byes in a minute. Just give me a second to rest.”‘r '

“Yes, you rest, Ollie.”

“How about we stop at Dunkin’ Donuts,” she says. They like to sit
in the booth by the window, and there’s a waitress who knows thern;

she'll say hi nicely, then leave them alone.

“We can do that,” Henry says, at the door.

Lying back against the pillows, she thinks how. pale her son was
standing there getting married. In his guarded Christopher way he
looked gratefully at his bride, who stood, thin and small-breasted, gaz-
ing up at him. Her mother cried. It was really something—Janice
Bernstein's eyes positively streaming. Afterward she said to Olive,
“Don’t you cry at weddings?”

“I don't see any reason to cry,” Olive said.

Weeping would not have come close to what she felt. She felt fear, sit-

ting out there on her foldlng chair. Fear that her heart would squeeze

shut again, would stop, the way it did once before, a fist punched -
 through her back. And she felt it, too, at the way the bride was smiling -

up at Christopher, as though she actually knew him. Because did she

“know what he looked like in first grade when he had a nosebleed in

Miss Lampley’s class? Did she see him when he was a pale, shghtly
pudgy child, his skin broken out in hives because he was afraid to take

. a spelling test? No, what Suzanne was mistaking for knowing someone

was knowing sex with that person for a couple of weeks. You never
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could have told her that, though. If Olive had told her that the nastur-

“tiums were actually petunias (which she did not do), Dr. Sue might
have said, “Well, I've seen nasturtiums that look just like that.” But,
still, it was. disconcerting how Suzanne looked at Chrlstopher while

" they were getting mamed as though saying, I know you—yes, I do. I
do:” . ~

A screen door bangs. A man’s voice asking for a cigarette. Another
cclick of a lighter, the deep murmur. of men’s voices. “Stuffed my-
self. ... 7

Olive can understand why Chris has never bothered having many
friends. He is like her that way, can't stand the blah-blah-blah. And
they'd just as soon blah-blah-blah about you when your back is turned.

“Never trust folks,” Olive’s mother told her years ago, after someone

left a basket of cow flaps by their front door. Henry got irritated by that
way of thinking. But Henry was pretty irritating himself, with his_

steadfast way of remaining naive, as though life were just what a Sears
catalogue told you it was: everyone standing around smiling.

Still, Olive herself has been worried about Christophers being
lonely. She was especially haunted this past winter by the thought of
het son’s becoming an old man, teturning home from work in the dark-
ness,vaftet she and Henry were gone. So she is glad, really, about

Suzanne. It was sudden, and will take getting used to, but all things

considered, Dr. Sue will do fine. And the .girl has been perfectly -
 friendly to her. (“I can't believe you did the blueprlnts yourself!” Blond

eyebrows -raised sky-high.) Besides, Christopher, let’s face it, is gaga
over her. Of course, right now their sex life is probably very exciting,
and they undoubtedly think that will last, the way new couples do.

~ They think they're finished with loneliness, too.

- This thought causes Olive to nod her head slowly as she lies on the
bed. She knows that loneliness can kill people—in different ways can
actually make you die. Olive’s private view is that life depends on what

- she thinks of as “big bursts” and “little bursts.” Big bursts are things like

marriage or children, intimacies that keep you afloat, but these big

bursts hold dangerous, unseen currents. Which is why you need the

N
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little. bursts as well: a friendly clerk at Bradlee’s, let’s say, or the wait-
ress at Dunkin’ Donuts who knows how you like your coffee. Tricky

. business, really.

“Nice spot Suzanne’s getting here,” says one of the deep voices out-
side the window. Heard very clearly; they must have shifted their feet
around now, facing the house. " A

“Great spot,” says the other voice. “We came up here when [ was a

'kid and stayed at Speckled Egg Harbor, I think. Something like that.”

Polite men having their cigarettes. Just keep your feet off the glads,

Olive thinks, and don’t burn down that fence. She is sleepy, and the .
feeling is not unpleasant. She could take a nap right here if theyd give

her twenty minutes, then go make her rounds and say goodbye, clear-

headed and calm from a little sleep. She will take Janice Bernstein's .

hand and hold it a moment; she will be a gracious gray-haired, pleas-
antly large woman in her soft, red-flowered dress. ‘
" A screen door slams. “The emphysema brigade,” comes Suzanne’s
bright voice, and the clapping of her hands.
Olive’s eyes flip open. She feels a jolt of panic, as if she herself has
just been caught smoking in the woods.
“Do you know those things will kill you?”
“Oh, T've never heard that,” the man says jovially. “Suzanne, Idon't
think I've ever heard that before.” ' '
The screen door opens and closes agaln someone has gone in.

-Olive sits up, her nap spoiled.

Now a softer voice comes through the window. That skinny llttle

friend of Suzanne’s, Olive thinks, whose dress looks like a piece of -

wrapped seaweed. “You holding up okay?”
“Yeah.” Suzanne draws the word out; somehow—enjoying the at-

tention, Olive thinks.

“So, Suzie, how do you like your new in-laws?”
Olive’s heart goes beat-beat as she sits on the edge of the bed.
“It’s 1nterest1ng, * Suzanne says, her voice lowered and serious: Dr.

Sue, the professmnal about to give a paper on 1ntest1nal parasites. Her -

voice drops and Olive can’t hear
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“I can se‘elthat‘”. Murmur, murmur. “The father—"

“Oh, Henry’s a doll.” ‘

Olive stands up and very slowly moves along the wall closer to the
open window. A shaft of the late-afternoon sun falls over the side of her
face as she strains her head forward to make out words in the sounds
of the women’s murmuring,

“Oh, God, yes,” says Suzanne, her quiet words suddenly distinct. “
couldn't believe it. I mean that she would really wear it.”

The dress, Olive thinks. She pulls herself back agamst the wall.

“Well, people dress differently up here.”

By God we do, Olive thinks. But she is stunned in her underwater‘_

way.

Seaweed Friend murmurs agam Her voice is difficult to make out,
but Olive hears her say, “Chris.”

“Very special,” Suzanne answers seriously, and for Olive jt is as 1f
- these women are sitting in a rowboat above her while she sinks into the
murky water. “He’s had a hard time, you know. And being an only
child—that really sucked for him.” :

Seaweed murmurs, and Suzanne’s oar slices through the ‘water
agaln “The expectations, you know.”

Olive turns and gazes slowly around the room. Her son’s bedroom.

She built it, and there are familiar things in here, too, like the bureau, .

and the rug she braided a long time ago. But something stunned and
fat and black moves through her. :

He's had a hard time, you know.

Almost crouching; Olive creeps slowly back to the bed, where she

sits down cautiously. What did he tell Suzanne? A hard time. Under-.
neath her tongue, back up by her molars, Olive’s mouth begins to se- .

crete. She pictures fleetingly, again, how Suzanne’s hand so ‘easily,
gently cupped that little girl's head. What had Christopher said? What
had he remembered? A person can only move forward she thlnks A
person should only move forward.

And there is the sting of deep embarrassment, because she loves

this dress. Her heart really opened when she came across the gauzy
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muslin in So-Fro’s; sunlight let into the anxious gloom of the upcoming
wedding; those flowers skimming over the table in her sewing room.
Becoming this dress that she took comfort in all day.

She hears Suzanne say something about her>guest's, and then the
screen door slams and it is quiet in the garden. Olive touches her open
palm to her cheeks, her mouth. She is going to have to go back into the
living room before somebody finds her in here. She will have to bend
down and kiss the cheek of that bride, who will be smiling and looking “
around, with her know-it-all face.

Oh, it hurts—actually makes Olive groan as she sits on the bed. .
What does Suzanne knew about a heart that aches so badly at times

that a few months ago it almest gave out, gave up altogether? It is true

she doesn't exercise, her cholesterol is sky-high. But all that is only a

good excuse, hiding how it's her soul, really, that is wearing out.
Her son came to her last Christmastime, before any Dr. Sue was on
the scene, and told her what he sometimes thought about. Sometzmes -
I think about just ending it all—
An uncanny echo of Olive’s father, thlrty-mne years before. Only,

 that time, newly married (with disappointments of her own, and preg-

nant, too, but she hadnt known that part then), she said hghtly ‘Oh,
Father, we all have times when we feel blue.” The wrong response, as
it turned out. '

Olive, on the ~edge of the bed, leans her face into her hands She
can almost not remember the first decade of Christopher’s life, al-
though 'some things she does remember and doesn’t want to. She tried
teaching him to pléy the piano and he wouldn't play the notes right. It
was how scared he was of her that made her go all wacky. But she loved
him! She would like to say this to Suzanne. She would like to say, Lis-

. ten, Dr. Sue, deep down there is a thing inside me, and sometimes it

swells up like the head of a squid and-shoots blackness through me. I
haven'’t wanted to be this way, but so help me, I have loved my son.

It is true. She has. That is why she took him to the doctor this past
Christmas, leaving Henry at home, and sat in-the waiting room while

her heart pumped, until he emerged—this grown man, her son—with -
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a hghtened countenance and a prescription for pills. All the way home
he talked to her about serotonin levels and genetic tendencies; it might
have been the most she had ever heard him say.at one time. Like her
father, he is not given to talk.

Down the hall now comes the sudden sound of clinking crystal. “A
toast to Fidelity Select,” a man’s voice calls out.

Olive straightens up and runs her hand across the sun-warmed bu-

reau top. It is the bureau that Christopher grew up with, and that stain

from a jar of Vicks VapoRub s still there. Next to it now is a stack of
folders with Dr. Sue’s handwriting on them, and three black Magic
‘Markers, too. Slowly, Olive slides open the top drawer of the bureau.
Once a place for a boy’s socks and T-shirts, the drawer is now filled
with her, daughter-in-law’s underwear—tumbled together, slippery,
lacy, colorful things. Olive tugs on a strap and out cvomesva shiny pale
blue bra, small-cupped and delicate. She turns it slowly in her thick

hand, then balls it up and pokes it down into her roomy handbag Her

legs feel swollen, not good.

She looks at ‘the Magic Markers lying on the bureau, next to
Suzanne’s folders. Miss Smarty, Olive thinks, reaching for a marker
and uncapping it, smelling the schoolroom smell of it. Olive wants to
smear the marker across the pale bedspread that this bride has brought
with her. Looking around the invaded bedroom, she wants to mark
- every item brought in here over the last month.

Olive walks to the closet, pulls open the door The dresses there do

make her feel violent, though. She wants to snatch them down, twist A

the expensive dark fabric of these small dresses hanging pompously on

wooden hangers. And there are sweaters, different shades of brown
and green, folded neatly on a plastic quilted hanging shelf. One of
- them near the bottom is actually beige. For God’s sake, what's wrong
with a little color? Olive’s fingers shake because she is angry, and be-
cause anyone of course could walk down the hall rlght now and stick
his head through the open door. . _

The beige sweater is thick, and this is good, because it:means the
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girl won't wear it until fall. Olive unfolds it quickly and smears a black
line of Magic Marker down one arm. Then she holds the marker in her
motth and refolds the sweater hurriedly, folding it again, and even
again, to get it as neat as it was at first. But she manages. You would

never, opening this closet door, know that someone had pawed through

" it, everything so neat.

Except for the shoes. All over the floor of the closet shoes are tossed

and scattered. Olive chooses a dark, scuffedloafer that looks as though

it is worn frequently; in fact, Olive has often seen Suzanne wearing

these loafers—having bagged a husband, Olive supposes, she can now

Alop around in beaten-up shoes. Bending over, scared for a moment *

that she won't get up, Olive, pushes the loafer down inside her hand-
bag, and then, hoisting herself, she does get up, panting slightly, and
arranges the tinfoil- wrapped package of blueberry cake so that it cov-
ers the shoe. '

“You all set?”

Henry is standing in the doorway, his face shiny and happy now that

he’s made the rounds, now that hé's been the sort of man who is well

liked, a doll. Much as she wants to tell him what she has just heard, _

much as she wants relief from the solitary burden of what she S done
she will not tell. \

“You want to stop at Dunkin’ Donuté on the way?” Henry asks, his
big ocean-colored eyes looking at her. He is an innocent. It’s how he
has learned to get through life. - '

“Oh,” says Olive, “I don’t know if I need a doughnut Henry”

“That’s all right. I ]LlSt thought you said—"

' “Okay. Sure, let’s Stop.” »
Olive tucks her handbag under her large arm, pressing it to her as

she walks toward the door. It does not help much, but it does help -

some, to know that at least there will be moments now when Suzanne
will doubt herself. Calling out, “Christopher, are you sure you haven’t
seen my shoe?” Looking through the laundry, her underwear drawer,

some anxiety will flutter through her. “I must be losing my mind, I can’t-
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keep track of anything. ... And, my God, what happehe_d to my
sweater?” And she would never know, would she? Because who would
mark a sweater, steal a bra, take one shoe?

The sweater will be ruined, and the shoe will be goné, along with the

bra, covered by used Kleenex and old sanitary napkins in the bathroom

trash of Dunkin’ Donuts, and then squashed into a dumpster the next
day. As a matter of fact, there is no reason, if Dr. Sue is going to live near
Olive, that Olive can’t occasidhally take a little of this, a little of that—
just to keep the self-doubt alive. Give herself a little burst. Because
_ Christopher doesn't need to be living with a woman who . thinks she
‘knows everything. Nobody knows everything—they shouldn’t think
they do. o -
“Let’s go,” Olive says finally, and she clutches her bag beneath her
arm, preparing for a journey thrdugh the living room. Picturing her
heart, a big red muscle, banging away beneath her flowered dress.
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Starving

At the marina on Sunday morning, Harmon had to work not to stare
at the young couple. He had seen them before in town, walking along
Main Street; the girl's thin hand—cufféﬂ at the wrist by fake fur on the

‘end of her denim jacket sleeve—had been holding the boy's hand '

loosely as the two had looked in store windows with the same laconic,
unqualified comfortableness they had now leaning against the railing
by the stairs. The boy was said to be a cousin of Kathleen Burnham

" and was up from New Hampshire, working at the sawmill, though he

was no bigger, and looked no older, than an adolescent sugar maple.
But his eyes behind the black-framed glasses were easy, his body was
easy. They wore no wedding bands, Harmon noticed, and he turned his

gaze out to the bay, which was sparkling in the morning sunlight and

was as flat as a coin on the windless day.

“‘I'm mad at Victoria,” Harmon heard the girl say. Her voice was |

high, and in that way sounded too loud. She seemed not to care that

everyone could hear, though there were just a féw of them—Harmon, -

two fishermen—waiting to get inside. Recently the marina had be-

come a popular breakfast spot on Sunday mornihgs; a wait for a table
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was not unusual. Harmon’s wife, Bonnie, wouldn't do it. “People wait- -
;

ing gets me anxious,” she said. _
“Why?” the boy asked. His voice was softer, but Harmon, not far
away, could hear it. He turned, gave them a long glance through his
squinted eyes. _

“Well.” The girl seemed to consider this, her mouth moving back
and forth. Her skin was flawless, and had the faintest blush of cinna-
mon color, Her hair had been dyed to match this coloring—or so Har-
mon thought. Girls did brilliant things with their hair these days. His
niece worked in a salon in Portland and had told Bonnie hair coloring
had been a whole different ball game for years. You could make it any
number of colors, and it was good for your hair. Bonnie said she didn't
care, she'd take the hair God gave her. Harmon had been sorry.

“She’s been kind of a bitch latel}'f," the girl said. Her voice was ener-

. getic, but ruminative. The boy nodded.

The marina door opened, two fishermen came out, the two waiting
went in. The boy took a seat on the wooden bench and the girl, instead
of sitting next to him, sat on his'lap as though he were a chair. “Here,”
she said to Harmon, nodding to the space left.

He started to raise a hand to indicate no, that was all right, but she
looked at him with such open-faced matter-of-factness that he sat
down next to them. '

“Stop smelling me,” the girl said. She was gazing out at the water;

her denim jacket with its fake fur lining in the hood caused her head to

* be thrust forward. “Youre smelling me, I know you are.” She made a
small motion, perhaps to hit the boy lightly. Harmon, who had been

looking from the corner of his eye, now stared straight ahead. In just

those few moments a breeze,seemed to have picked up—the bay was

one long ripple. He heard the sound of an oar being tossed into a

dinghy and watched as the young Coombs boy slipped the rope off the
post on the wharf. He'd heard it said the kid didn't want to take over

_ his father’s store, that he wanted to go into the coast guard instead.

A car driving into the parking lot allowed Harmon to turn his head,
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and he saw the girl was sniffing herself, the shoulder of her denim
jacket. “I know,” she said. “I smell like pot.” :
“Potheads,” Bonnie would say, and dismiss them. Also the way the
girl was sitting on the boy’s lap, she wouldn’t like that. But Harmon had
the impression that everyone young smoked pot these days, as much as

they had inthe sixties. His own sons probably had, and maybe Kevin

still did, but not when his wife was around. Kevin's wife drank soy

milk, made up baggies of granola, talked about her yoga class—
Harmon and Bonnie would roll their eyes. Still, Harmon admired the
vigor behind it, just as he admired the couple next to him. The world
was their oyster. It was in their easiness, in the clarity of the girl’s skin,
her high and strong voice. Harmon felt the way he had as a child when
he'd been walking along a dirt road after.a rainstorm and had found a

quarter in a puddle. The coin had seemed huge and magical. This cou-

ple had the same pull on his excitement—such abundance sitting next -

to him. ) E ’
“We could take a nap,” the girl was saying. “This afternoon. Then

we'll be able to stay up. We'll want to, everyone’s going to be there.”
“We can do that,” the boy answered.

/

At the counter there was no room to read the paper, and Harmon ate

his eggs and corn muffin-watching the young couple, seated at a table

by the window. The .girl was thinner than he'd have thought; her -

torso—even with its little denim jacket—was no bigger than a wash-

board as she leaned forward over the table. At one point, she folded her

arms and put her head down. The boy spoke, his relaxed face never

. changing. When shé sat up, he touched her hair, rubbing the ends be-

tween his fingers.

Harmon got two doughnuts in two separate bags, and left. It was _
“early September and the maples were red at their tops; a few bright red

leaves had fallen onto the dirt road, perfect things, star-shaped. Years

v earli‘er.wher‘l his sons were small, Harmon might have pointed to them,
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and they'd have piékéd them up with eagerness—Derrick, especially,
had loved leaves, and twigs, and acorns. Bonnie would find half the
woods under his bed. “You'll geta squirfel living in here,” she'd say, di-
recting him to clean it out, while the boy cried. Derrick had been a

~ pack rat with a sentimental streak. Harmon walked along, leaving his

car at the marina, the air like a cold washcloth on his face. Each of his

sons had been his favorite child.

L N
Daisy Foster lived in a small winterized cottage at the very top of the

~ dirt road that wound its way down past the marina to the water. From

her little living room you could see a small strip of the water far out.

From her dining room you could see the dirt road just a few feet away, -

although in the summer there were the brambly bridal wreaths that
flowered up against her window. Today the shrubs were twiggy and
bare, and it was cold; she had started a fire in the stove in the kitchen.

_Earlief, she had changed out of her church clothes, putting on a pale ’

blue sweater that matched her eyes, and now she sat smoking a ciga-

rette at the dining room table, watching the tips of the branches of the

Norwegian pine across the road move up and down just slightly.
Daisy’s husband, old enough to.be her father, had died three years

| ago. Her lips moved, thinking of him co;ning to her last night in that

dream, if you wanted to call it a dream. She tapped her cigarette ash
into the big glass ashtray. A natural lover, he'd always said. Through the
window she saw the young couple drive by—Kathleen Burnham’s
cousin and his girlfriend. They drove a dented Volvo with bumper
stickets all over it, reminding Daisy of the way old suitcases used to
look, covered with stamped visas, back in the day. She saw the girl was
talking, while the boy, driving, nodded. Peering through the twiggy
bridal wreath that touched the window, Daisy thought she saw a

‘bumper sticker that said VISUALIZE SWIRLED PEAS, over a picture of the
- - earth. ’ ' ’ o
. She squashed her cigarette in the big glass ashtray just as Harmon

came into sight. Harmon'’s slow walk, his slumped shoulders, made

N
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him look older than he was; and just in this quick glimpse she could
see how he carried within him a sadness. But his eyes, when she
opened the door, locked at her with that flash of liveliness and inno-
cence. “Thank you, Harmon,” she'said, when he handed Her the bag
containing the doughnut he always brought. She left it on the kitchen
table’s red-checked cloth, next to the other one Harmon put there. She
would eat the doughnut later, with a glass of red wine. ‘

In the living room Daisy sat on the couch, crossing her plump an-
kles. She lit another cigarette. “How are you, Harmon?” she said. “How |
are the boys?” For she knew this was his sadness: His four sons had
grown and scattered. They visited, appearing in town as great grown
men, and she remembered when, in years past, you never saw Harmon

alone. Always one or more of these small, then teenage, boys were with -

~ him, running around the hardware store on Saturdays, yelling across

the parking lot, throwing a ball, calling out to their father to hurry.

“They're good. They seem good.” Harmon sat next to her; he never
sat in Coppers old easy chair. “And you, Daisy?”

“Copper came to me in a drearn last night. It didn't seem like a
dream. I could swear he came—well, from wherever he is, to visit me.”
She tilted her head at him, peermg through the smoke. “Does that
sound crazy?”

Harmon raised a shoulder. “I don’t know as anyone’s got a ) corier on '
the market of that stuff, no matter what people say they believe, or
don't.”

Daisy nodded. “Well, he said everythlng was fine.”

“Everything?”

She laughed softly, her eyes squinting again as she put the cigarette
to her mouth. “Everything.” Together they looked about the small, low-
ceilinged room, the smoke leveling above them. Once, during a sum-
mer thunderstorm, they had sat in this room while a small ball of
electricity had come through the partly opened window, buzzed ludi-
crously around the walls, and then gone out the window again,

Daisy sat back, tugging the blue sweater over her large, soft stom-

ach. “No need to tell anyone I saw him like that.”
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“No.”

“You're a good friend to me, Harmon.”

He said nothing, ran his hand over the couch cushion.

“Say, Kathleen Burnham’s cousin is in town with his girlfriend. I
saw them drive by.”

“They were just at the marina.” He told how the girl had put her head
down on the table. How she had said to the fellow, Stop smelling me.

“Oh, sweet.” Daisy laughed softly again.

“God, I love young people,” Harmon said. “They get griped about
enough. People like to think the younger generation’s job is to steer the
world to hell. But it's never true, is it? They're hopeful and good—and
that’s how it should be.” , -

Daisy kept smiling. “Everything you say is true.” She took a final
drag on her cigarette, leaned forward to squish it out. She had told him
* once how she'd‘thought with Copper she was pregnant, how happy
theyd been—but it wasn’t to be. She wasn't going to mention this
again. Instead she put her hand over his, feeling the thickness of his
knuckles.

In a moment they both stood, and climbed the narrow staircase to -

the little room where sunlight shone through the window, making a red

* glass vase on the bureau glow.

“I take it you had to wait.” Bonnie was ripping long strips of dark green
wool. A soft pile of these strips lay at her feet, the late morning sun
making a pattern across the pine floor from the small-paned window

she sat near.

“Twish you 'd come. The water’s beautiful. Calm, ﬂat But it’s pick-

* ing up now.”

“I guess I can see the bay from here She had not looked up. Her
fingers were long. Her plain gold band, loose behind the knuckle,
caught the sun with each rip. “I suppose it's mostly out-of-staters mak-
ing you wait.”

“No.” Harmon sat down in the La-Z-Boy that looked out over the
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water. He thought of the young couple. “Maybe. Mostly, it was the
usual.”

. “Did you bring me back a doughnut?”

He sat forward. “Oh, gosh Gosh no. I left it there. Tl go back,
Bonnie.” , :

“Oh, stop it."'

“Twill.”

“Sit down.”

He had not stood up, but had been ready, with his hands on the
chair’s arms, his knees bent. He hesitated, sat back. He picked up 2
Newsweek magazine on the small table beside the chair. -

“Would've been nice if you'd remembered ?
“Bonnie, I said—" '

“And I said stop it.”

- He turned the pages of the magazine, not reading. There was only
the sound of hér ripping the strips of wool. Then she said, “I want this
rug to look like the forest floor.” She nodded toward a piece of mustard-
colored wool.

“That'll be nice,” he said. She had braided rugs for years. She made g
wreaths from dried roses and bayberry, and made quilted jackets and
vests. It used to be she'd stay up late doing these things. Now she fell
asleep by eight o’clock most nights, and was awake before it was light;
he often woke to hear her sewing machine. ‘ ,

_ He closed the magazine, and watched as she stood, flicking off tiny
bits of green wool. She bent gracefully and put the strips into a large k
basket. She looked very different from the woman he had married,
though he didn’t mind that especially, it only bewildered him to think
how a person could change. Her waist had thickened considerably, and
so had his. Her hair, gray now, was clipped almost as short as a man’s,
and she had stopped wearing jewelry, except for her weddmg band.
She seemed not to have gained weight anywhere except around the
middle. He had gained weight everywhere, and had lost a good deal of
hair. Perhaps she minded - this about him. He thought again of ‘the
young couple, the girl’s clear voice, her cinnamon hair.




82 | Olive Kitteridge

“Let’s go for a drive,” he said.

“You just got back from a drive. I want to make some applesauce'

and get started on this rug.”
“Any of the boys call?”
“Not yet. I expect Kevin will call soon.”
“I wish he'd call to say they were pregnant.”
“Oh, give it time, Harmon. Goodness.”

But he wanted a whole bushel of them—grandchildren spilling

everywhere. After all the years of broken collarbones, pimples, hockey
sticks, and baseball bats, and ice skates getting lost, the-bickering,
schoolbooks everywhere, worrying about beer on their breath, waiting

 to hear the car pulling up in the middle of the night, the girlfriends, the
two who'd had no girlfriends. All that had kept Bonnie and him in a
state of continual confusion, as though there was always, always, some
Jeak in the house that needed fixing, and there were plenty of times
when he'd thought, God, let thern just be grown.

And then they were. »

He had thought Bonnie might have a bad empty-nest time of it, that
he’d have to watch out for her. He knew, everyone knew, of at least one
family these days where the kids grew up and the wife just took off,
lickety-split. But Bonnie seemed calmer, full of a new energy. She had

joined a book club, and she and another woman were writing a cook-

book of recipes from the early settlers that some small press in Cam- -

den had said they might publish. She'd started braiding more rugs to

sell in a shop in Portland. She brought home the first check with her.

face flushed with pleasure. He just never would have thought, that's
all. ’ , ' B
Something else happened the year Derrick went off to college.
While their bedroom life had slowed ‘considerably, Harmon had ac-
cepted this, had sensed for some time that Bonnie was “accommodat-
ing” him. But one night he turned to her in bed, and she pulled away.
After a long moment she said quietly, “Harmon, I think I'm just done
with that stuff.” ‘
" They lay there in the dark; what grlpped him from his bowels on up
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was the horrible, blank knowledge that she meant this. Stlll nobody |
can accept losses right away. :

“Done?” he asked. She could have piled twenty bricks onto hls
stomach- that was the pain he felt.

“I'm sorry. But I'm just done There’s no point in my pretendmg
That isn’t pretty for either of us.” o

He asked if it was because he'd gotten fat. She said he hadn't really
gotten fat, please not to think that way. She was just done.

But maybe I've been ‘selfish, he said. What can I'do to please you?
(They had never really talked about thlngs in this way—ln the dark he*
blushed.)

She sald,‘ couldn't he understand—it wasn't him, it was her. She
was just done. -

‘He opened the Newsweek again now, thinking how in a few years
the house would be full again; if not all the time, at least a lot. Theyd 7
be good grandparents. He read the magazine's: paragraph’ over again.
They were making a film' about the towers going down. It seemed to
him he should have some opinion about this, but he did not know what
to think. When had he stopped havmg opinions on thmgs7 He turned *
and looked out at the water. k

The words cheating on Bonnie were as far away as seagulls circling ™

Longway Rock, not even dots to the eye of anyone standing on shore—

-they had no real meaning to Harmon. Why would they? They implied

a passion that would turn him away from his wife, and this was not the.

case. Bonnie was the central heating of his life. His brief Sunday mo-

ments with Daisy were not untender, but it was more a shared interest,

like bird-watching. He turned back to the magazine, an inner shudder

 to think if one of his sons had gone down in one of those planes.

On Thursday it was just gefting dark when the couple came into the
hardware store. Harmon heard the high voice of the girl before he ac-
tually saw her. Stepping around from behind the rack of drill bits, he
was surprised at her forthright “Hi.” She said it in almost two syllables,
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and while she didn't smile, her face had that same matter-of-factness
that he had seen outside the marina. '
“Hi there,” Harmon said. “How're you folks today?’ ‘

“Good. We're just looking.” The girl put her hand into the boys 4

pocket Harmon gave a little bow, and they wandered down toward the
lightbulbs. He heard her say, “He reminds me of Luke in the hospltal
[ wonder what happened to him. Remember Muffin Luke who ran the
fucking place?”

The boy answered in a murmur.

“Luke was fucking weird. Remember I told you he said he was
going in for heart surgery? I bet he made a terrible patient—he was so
. used to being in charge He got scared about his stupid heart, though
Remember I told you he said he didn’t know if he’ d wake up dead or
- alive?” -

Again, a murmur, and Harmon got the broom from the back of the
store. Sweeping, he glanced at the back of them, the glrl standing close
to the boy, who had a coat with baggy pockets. “But you don t wake up
dead, do you?”

-“Let me know if you need my help, Harmon said, and they both
turned, the girl looking startled. ‘

“Okay,” she said. '

He took the broom up front. Cliff Mott came in to ask if there were
snow shovels yet, and Harmon told him the new ones would be in next
week. He showed Cliff one from last year and Cliff looked at it a long
time, said he’d be back. _

 “We should get this for Victoria,” Harmon heard the girl say. With
the broom, he moved up to the front of the gardening aisle, and saw
she had picked up a watering can.ﬂ“Victo'ria says her plants listen when
she talks, and I believe her.” The girl put the can back on the shelf, and
the boy, slouchy, easygoing, nodded. He was looking at the coiled hoses
' hanging on the wall. Harmon wondered why they would want a hose
this time of year. '

" “You know how she’s been such a'bitch?” The girl was wearing the

same denim jacket with the fake fur at the cuffs. “It’s because the guy
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" she likes has a fuck buddy and he didn't tell her. She found out from

someone else.”

Harmon stopped sweeping. , :

“But a fuck buddy—I mean, who cares. That’s the point’of a fuck
buddy.” The girl put her head against her boyfriend’s shoulder.

The boy nudged her toward the door. “Night, now,” Harmon said.
The girl pulled the handle with her small hand. On her feet were hig
suede shapeless boots, her Iegs as skinny as spider legs rising from
them. It was not until they were out of sight down the sidewalk that
Harmon recognized the uneasy feeling he had. He didn’t know, but
years of experience in the store made him think the boy had shophfted
something.

The next morning, he called his son Kevin at work.

“Everything all right, Dad?” the kid asked.
~ “Oh, sure, sure.” Harmon was suddenly overcome with a bashful-
ness. “Everything okay with you?” he asked.

“The same. Work’s okay Martha’s talking about wanting a kid, but I
say we wait.”

“You're both young,” Harmon said. “You can wait. I can't wait. But
dont rush. You just got married.” ‘ .

“It makes you feel old, though, doesn't 1t? Once that ring is on the
finger.” .
“It does, I guess.” It was hard for Harmon to rémember the emo-
tions of his first years of marriage. “Say, listen, Kev. Are youlsmoking
pot?” ' . ]
Kevin laughed through the phone It was, to Harmon’s ear, a
healthy sound, straightforward, relaxed. “Jesus, Dad. What's gotten
into you?”

“I wondered, is all. Couple of kids have moved into the Washburn

place. People are afraid they're potheads 7

“Weed makes me antisocial,” Kevin said. “Makes me turn my face

to the wall. So no, I don’t smoke it anymore.”™
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“Let me ask you something,” Harmon said. “And don’t tell your
mother, for Christ’s sake. But these kids came in the store yesterday,
they .were talking, casual, you know, and they mentioned ‘Ffuck bud-
dies.’ You heard of that?”

“You're kind of surprising me here, Dad What s going on?”

“I know, I know.” Harmon waved a hand. I just hate getting: old
~one of those old people that dor’t know- anything about young people.
So I thought I'd ask.” '

“Fuck buddies. Yeah. That's a thing these days Just what it says.
People who get together to get laid. No strings attached.”

“I'see.” Now Harmon didn’t know what more to say.

“I gotta go, Dad. But listen, stay cool. You're cool, Dad. You're not an -

old fart, don’t worry about that.”
“All right Harmon said and after he hung up, he stared out the

window for a long time.

“That’s fine, honestly'," Daisy said when he called her the next morning.

-“I mean it, Harmon.” He could hear her smoking‘ as they spoke. “You’re
-
not to worry,” she said.

Within fifteen minutes, she called back He had a customer in the

'store but Daisy said, “Say, listen. Why don't you stop by anyway and,

well just talk. Talk.”
“All right,” he said: Cliff Mott brought the snow shovel up to the

register. Cliff Mott, who had heart disease, and could go any minute. ‘

“All set, then,” Harmon said, handing the man his chanige.

+ Harmon still did not sit in Copper’s chair; he sat on the couch be-
side Daisy, and once or twice they might briefly touch hands. Other-
wise, they did what she had suggested—talked. He told her of trips to
his grandniother’s House, the way her pantry smelled of ammionia, the
homesickness he had felt. “I was small, see,” he said to the responsive
face of Daisy. “And I understood it was meant to be fun. That was the

- idea, you see. But I couldn'’t tell anyone it wasn’t fun.”
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“Oh Harmon said Dalsy, her eyes morstening “Yes. I know what
you mean.” : '

She told him about the morning she took a pear from the front yard
of Mrs. Kettleworth, and her mother made her take it back, how em-
barrassed she’d been. He told about finding the quarter in the mud
puddle. She told of going to her first high school dance, wearing a dress
of her mother’s, and the only person who asked her to dance was the
pr1nc1pa1

“T'd have asked you,” Harmon said.

She told him her favorite song was “Whenever I Feel Afraid,” and
she sang it to him softly, her blue eyes sparkling with warmth. He said
the first time he heard Elvis on the radio singing “Fools Rush In,”
made him feel like he and Elvis were friends.

Walking back to his car at the marina on those mornings, he was
sometimes surprised to feel that the earth was altered, the crisp air a
nice thing_to' move through, the rustle of the oak leaves like a murmur-
ing friend. For the first time in years he thought about God, who
seemed a piggy bank Harmon had stuck up on a shelf and had now
brought down to look at with a new considering eye. He wondered if
this was what kids felt like when they smoked pot, or took that drug

_ ecstasy.

‘One Monday in October, there was an article in the local paper saying

arrests had been made at the Washburn residence. Police broke up a
party where marijuana was found ;grc')wing in pots along a windowsill.
Harmon perused the paper carefully, finding the name Timothy Burn-
ham, and his “girlfriend, Nina White,” who had the extra charge of as-
saulting a police officer. - : : -
Harmon couldn’t imagine the girl with the cinnamon hair and
skinny legs assaulting a police officer. He pondered this as he moved

around the hardware store, finding some ball bearings for Greg

Marston, a toilet plunger for Marlene Bonney. He made a sign that

- ~
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said 10% OFF, and put it on the one remaining barbecue up front. He
| hoped Kathleen Burnham would come in, or someone from the
sawmill so he could ask, but they didn’t, and none of his customers
mentioned it. He telephoned Daisy, who said she’d seen the article,
and hoi)ed the girl was all right. “Poor littlé thing,” Daisy said, “rhust"ve
been scared.” ‘

" Bonnie came home from her book club that night and reported how
Kathleen said her nephew Tim just had the bad luck of inviting a
bunch of friends over who turned up the music too loud, and s_bme
were smoking pot, including Tim'’s girlfriend. When the police came,
 the girl, Nina‘ started to kick like a wildcat and 'they had to cuff her,
| though probably the charges would be dropped, and they'd just all have
to pay a fine, and be on probation a year.

“Idiots,” Bonnie said, shaklng her head.
Harmon said nothing.

_ “She’s sick, you know,” Bonnie added, dropping the book onto the
couch. It was a book by’ Anne Lmdbergh she’d told him about it. Anne
Lindbergh liked to get away from it all. o

, “Who's sick?”
“That girl. The girlfriend of Tim Burnham.”
“What do you mean sick?”
“She’s got that disease where you don't eat anything. Apparently

"she’s had it long enough there’s some damage to her heart, so she really

“i5 an idiot.” ‘

Harmon felt a sprinkle of persplratlon arrive on his forehead “Are
you sure?”

“That she’s an idiot? Think about it, Harmon If you're young and

you've got heart damage, then you're not supposed to be partying. And

" you're certainly not supposed to go on starving yourself.”

“She’s not starving herself. I saw her in the marina with the fellow.

They were sitting in a booth, ordering breakfast.”
“And how much of the breakfast did she eat?” .
_“I'don’t know,” he admitted, remembering her small back as she’d

leaned over the table. “But she doesn't look sick.-She’s a pretty girl.”
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“That's what Kathleen says. Tim met her when he was driving
around the country following some band. I guess people just follow
this band around, Fish or Pish. Something. Remember Kevin talking
about Dead Heads, people who followed around that mess—what
were they called? The Grateful Dead? I always found that offensive.”

“He died,” said Harmon. “That fat fellow Jerry of that band.”

“Well, I hope he died gratefully,” Bonnie said.

~ The leaves were half-gone now. The Norway maples still hung on to

‘their yellow, but most of the orangey-red of the sugar rn‘aples‘ had found -

. their way to the ground, leaving behind the stark branches that seemed
. to hang like stuck-out arms and tiny fingers, skeletal and bleak. ‘Har-

mon sat on the couch next to Daisy. He had just mentioned to her that
he never saw the young couple -anymore, and she told him that Les
Washburn had kicked them out after the party that had led to the ar-
rests, but she didn't know where they were living, only that Tim stlll
worked at the sawmill. o
“Bonnie said the girl had that disease where you starve yourself,”
Harmon said. “But I don't know if that's true.” , ‘
Daisy shook her head. “Pretty young girls starving themselves. I've
read articles about it. They do it 50 they can feel in control, and then it ~
goes out of control and they can't stop. It's just the saddest thing.”
Harmon himself had been losing weight. It wasn’t that hard to do;

* he just stopped taking the extra portion at night, had a smaller slice of

cake. He felt better. He told this to Daisy, and she nodded.

“Same with my smoking. I've been putting off the first cigarette of
the day, and I've got it pushed back now—three in the afternoc;n.”

“That's great, Daisy.” He had seen that she'd not been smoking on
Sunday fnornings, but wasn't going to mention it. The appetites of the
body were private battles. ‘

“Tell me, Harmon,” Daisy said, brushing something from her pant

leg, glancing over with a mischievous smile. “Who was your first girl-
friend?” -
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" Infourth grade he'd had a crush on Candy Connelly. He'd stand be-
hind her to watch her take the steps up the big metal slide on the play-
ground, and one time she had fallen. When she'd cried, he had felt
helpless with love. All thatat nine years old. Daisy said when she was
" nine, her mother sewed her a yellow dress to wear to the spring con-

cert the school had every year.“She pinned a white lilac to it just as we

left that evening,” Daisy said, with her soft laugh “Walking to the

school—oh, I felt so pretty.”
Harmon'’s mother didn’t sew, but she used to make popcorn balls at

Christmas. Speaking of this, he felt something had been returned to
him, as though the inestimable losses of life had been lifted like a boul- -

der, and beneath he saw—under the attentive gaze of Daisy’s blue

eyes—the comforts and sweetness of what had once been.

When he got horne, Bonnie said, “What took you so long? I need
you to climb up and fix those gutters like you've been promising to do.”
~ He handed her the bag with her doughnut.

“And the pipe under the sink has been dripping into that bucket for
weeks. Ironic you should own a hardware store.” .

Unexpectedly, a ripp]e of terror went through him. He sat down in
~ his La-Z-Boy. In a moment he said, “Hey, Bonnie, would you ever want
to move?” :

“Move?” ,

“Say to Florida or somewhere
“Are you crazy? Or are you klddll’lg
“Where there’s sun all year long Where the house isn’t so big and

empty . .
" “I'm not even going to answer such a ludicrous thing.” She peered

into the bag with the doughnut. “Cinnamon? You know I hate cinna- -

”

“It’s all they had.” He picked up a magazine, so as not to look at her.
But in 2 moment, he sarci, “Has it ever bothered you, Bonnie, that none
of the boys want to take over the store?”

Bonnie frowned. “We've talked about that, Harmon. Why in the
world should it bother us? They're free to do what they like.”
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“Of course they are. But it would've been nice. Have at least one of
them around.”

“This negativity of yours. It’s driving me nuts.”

“Negativity?” ’

“I just wish you'd perk up.” She crumpled the doughnut bag closed.
“And clean out those gutters. It isn't pleasant, Harmon, having to feel
like a nag.” . v

By November, the leaves were gone, the trees along Main Street were
bare and the sky was often overcast. The shortening days made Har-
mon recall a soberness of heart that he had felt. off-and on for a long
time; no wonder Bonnie had told him to perk up. In a small, private way,
he was perking up. Because now, as he went around closing up the
store, selling nails to a last-minute customer, he found himself looking
forward to his Sunday mornings with Daisy with a sense of gladness;
. “buddies.”

It was as though a lightbulb glowed in a town where nighttime came

not the furtive urgency of those few months they'd been . .

swiftly, and-sometimes driving home he would go the long way to pass
by heér house. Once he saw a dented Volvo parked in her driveway; it
was covered with bumper stickers, and he wondered if some of Cop-
per’s family had come from Boston to visit. _

The next Sunday, Daisy said, in a hushed tone at the door, “Come
in, Harmon. Have I got a story to tell you.” She put a finger to her lips,

- then said, “Nina’s asleep upstairs in the little room.” They sat at the

dining room table as Daisy told him in a whisper that the girl, a few
days earlier, had had a fight with Tim—they'd been staying at some

) motel on Route 1 since getting kicked out of the Washburn place—

and he'd gone off with their cell phone. Ninaknocked on Daisy’s door,

'so distraught Daisy thought she might have to get her to a doctor. Nina

got hold of the boy, though, and he’d come by to get her. Daisy thought
they'd made up. But last night the ’girl knocked again, another fight,
and she didn't have a place to stay. So now she was upstairs. Daisy
clasped her hands together on the table. “Boy, do I want a cigarette.”
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Harmon sat back. “Well, hold off if you can. We'll get this figured
out.” . .

Above them the floor creaked, there was a motion on the stairs, and
here was the girl, wearing flannel pants and a T-shirt. “Hello,” said
Harmon, so as not to frighten her, being startled himself. He had not
seen her for weeks, since she'd been in the store; she was hardly rec-
ognizable. The girl’s head seemed much too large for her bociy; veins
were visible on the sides of her forehead, and her bare arms were as
~ skinny as the slats of the chair back she took hold of. He almost
couldn't look. ;

“Sit, dear;,” said Daisy. The girl sat, her long, long arms plaéed on the
table. Truly, it was as though a skeleton had sat down with them.

“Did he call?” the girl asked Daisy. Her skin was not cinnamon-
looking now, but pallid, and her hair, uncombed looked like the hair of
a stuffed animal, not real. - : .

“No, dear. He: didn't. Dalsy handed her a tissue, and Harmon saw
the girl was weeping.’ ) ' »

“What'm I going to do?” she asked. She looked past Harmon, out
the window at the road. “I mean, Victoria, of all people. Jesus, she was
my friend.” . v

“You can st“ay another day while you get it figured out,” said Daisy.
The girl turned her big light- brown eyes toward Dalsy, as though study-
ing her from somewhere far off. ‘

“You should eat som_ethlng, dear,” Daisy said. “I know you d_on’t

want to, but you should.” 7

“She’s right,” Harmon said. It worried him to think of this girl falling

faint or dead in Daisy’s little cottage. He thought of Bonnie saying how
she had already damaged her heart. “Look.” He pushed forward the
two bags from the marina. “Doughnuts.”
The girl eyed the bags. “Doughnuts?”
" “How about just half a glass of milk, and a bit of doughnut?” Daisy
- .asked. The girl began to weep again. While Daisy went to get the milk,
Harmon reached into his pocket and handed her his white folded
. handkerchief. The girl stopped crying, started to laugh.

\
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“Hey, cool,” she said. “I didn't know anyone used these anymore.”

“Go ahead and use it,” Harmon said. “But for the love of God, drink
that milk.”

Daisy brought in the milk, took the doughnut from its bag, broke it

in two.

“Fucking Luke,” the g1rl said, with sudden energy. “He put me on
fucking probation for being a muffin cutter.”

“A what?” asked Daisy, sitting down.
“In the hospital. One time I.cut my muffin in half The rules are,

- you'e not supposed to engage—that’s the word they use, engage—with’
the food except to eat it. So I have this plastic knife in my pocket and -

I cut the muffin in half, and I get reported to Luke. ‘We heard you've

been cutting your muffins, Nina,” he said, with his arms folded across

his chest.” The girl rolled her eyes extravagantly when she finished -

telling this. “Muffin Luke. The fucker.”
Daisy and Harmon looked at each other.
“How did you get out of the hospital?” asked Harmon.

“I ran away. But next time, my parents said they'd commit me, and

then I'm fucked.”

“Better eat the doughnut,” Harmon said. -
The girl giggled. “You're kind of goofy.”
“He’s not goofy. He’s-concerned about you. Now eat the doughnut,”
Daisy said, in a melodious voice. ,
“So, like, what's the story with you two?” The girl looked from one
to the other. :

“We're friends,” said Daisy, but Harmon saw that her cheeks col-

ored. :

“Okay.” Nina looked again from one to the other. Tears swelled in
her eyes and spilled over. “I don’t know what to do without Tim,” she
said. “And T don’t want to go back to the hospital.” She had begun to
shiver. Harmon took off his big woolen cardigan and put it over her
shoulders. ‘

“Of course you don’t,” said Daisy. “But you need to eat. You're going

‘to have other boyfriends, you know.”
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Harmon realized by a shift in the girl's expression that this was what
she feared—being, without love. Who didn’t fear that? But he knew her
“problems had roots that were long and tangled, and the safety of

Daisy’s cottage could not provide any lasting relief. She was Very sick.’

“How old are you> he asked. ;

Twenty—three So you can't make me go to thehospltal T know this

shit,” she added. “So don'’t try anything.”
" He held both palms toward her. “T am trylng nothlng He put his
hands down. “Didn’t you'get arrested?”

- Nina nodded. “I had to show up in court. We both got ACD’s, but I
got an extra lecture because I'd been, you know an asshole to that
fucker pohce : ’

“What’s an ACD? .

But Nina was exhausted; she folded her arms, putting her head
~ down, like he had seen her do in the marina that day. He and Daisy
. glanced at each other. “Nina,” he said softly, and she rolled her eyes

toward him. He picked up the doughhut. He said, “To my memory, I

have never begged for anything.” Just slightly the girl smiled at him.
“And I am begging you to eat.” k o
The girl sat up slowly. “Only because you've been nice,” she said.

She ate the doughnut so ravenously, Daisy had to tell her to slow down. _

“He stole from you,” Nina said to Harmon, with her mouth full. “He

stole some tubing that day to make a bong.” She hfted the glass of ml]k v

“You're better off without him,” Daisy said.

A loud knocking on the kitchen door caused them all to turn; the -

[t

door opened, banged shut. “Hello!

The girl gave a whimper, spit the doughnut into Harmon's handker-

‘chief‘ started to rise from her chair. Harmon's sweater fell from her
shoulders to the ﬂoor

“No, dear.” Dalsy put her hand on the girl’s’ arm. Its only a woman

come to collect money for the Red Cross.”
)

filling the space up. “Well, look at the tea party Hello, Harmon.” To the
girl: “Who are you?” -

Olive Kitteridge stood in the doorway to the dining room, almost
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The girl looked at Daisy, then at the table, her hand clenching the
handkerchief. Looking back at Olive, she said sarcastically, “Who are
you?”

“I'm Olive,” said Olive. “And if you don't mmd Id like o sit down.
Begging for money seems to knock me out. I think this is the last year
Ill canvass.” : |

“Can I get you some coffee, Ohve?

“Nope. Thank you.” Olive had gone round to the other side of the
table, seated herself in a chair. “But that doughnut looks good. You
have any more?” ’ ‘ '

“In fact, we do.” Daisy opened the other bag, glancing at Harmon—
it was the doughnut. meant for Bonnie—and pushed the paper bag
toward Olive, the doughnut on it. “I could get you a plate.” ‘

“Oh, ‘hell no.” Olive ate the doughnut, leaning forward over the
table. A silénce fell: N .

“Let me get you the check.” Daisy stood and went into the next
room. ' '

“Henry okay?” Harmon asked. “Christopher?” .

Olive nodded, her mouth moving with the doughnut. Harmon

knew—as most people in town did—that she didn't like her son’s new

. wife, but, then, Harmon didn't think Olive would like any wife of her

son. The new wife was a doctor, smart, and from some city, he didn’t
remember where. Maybe. she made baggies of granola, did yoga—he -
had no idea. Olive was watching Nina, and Harmon followed her gaze.
Nina sat motionless, slumped forward, the back of each rib bone de-
fined against her thin T-shirt; she clutched his handkerchief-with a
hand that looked like the claw of a seagull. Her head looked too big to
be supported by the ridged stick of her backbone. The vein running
from her hairline across to her brow was a greenish-blue color.

Olive finished the doughnut, wiped the sugar from her ﬁngérsz sat

. back; and said, “You're starving, i

The girl didn’t move, only said, “Uh—duh.”
“I'm starving, too,” Olive said. The girl looked over at her. “I am,”
Olive said. “Why do you think I eat every doughnut in sight?”
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“You're not starving,’ Nma said with dlsgust
“Sure I am. We all are.”
“Wow,” Nina said, quietly. “Heavy.” ,
Olive looked through her big black handbag, took a tissue, Wlped at
her mouth, her forehead. It took 2 moment for Harmon to realize she

 was agitated. When Daisy returned and said, “Here you go,. Olive,”

slipping her an envelope, Olive only nodded, put it into her bag.
“Jesus,” said Nina. “Okay, 'm sorry.” Olive Kitteridge was crying. If

there was anyone in town Harmon believed he would never see cry,

~ Olive was that person. But there she sat, large and big-wristed, her

mouth quivering, tears coming from her eyes. She shook her head
slightly, as though to indicate the girl needn’t.apologize. '
“Excuse me,” she finally said, but she stayed where she was.
“Olive, is there anything—" Daisy leaned forward. \
Olive shook her head again, blew her nose. She looked at Nina, and
said quietly, “T don’t know who you are, but young lady, ‘you're breaking

" my heart.”

“I'm not trying to, Nlna said, defensively. “It’s not like I can help it.”
“Oh, I know that. I know.” Olive nodded. “I taught school for thirty-
two years I never saw a girl sick like you, it wasn't around then—not
up here, anyway. But I know from all those years with kids, and—and

. just living—" Olive stood up, wiped crumbs from her front. “Anyway,

I'm sorry.” She started to move away, stopped when she was near the
girl. Hesitantly, she raised her hand, started to put it down, then raised
it again, and touched the girl's head. She must have felt, beneath her

large hand, something Harmon didn't see, because she slid her hand - -

down to the girl's bone of a shoulder, and the girl—tears creeping from
her closed eyes—leaned her cheek on Olive’s hand..
“I don’t want to be like this,” the girl whlspered : ,
“Of course you don't,” said Ohve “And we're going to get you help.”
The girl shook: her head. They ve tried. 1 ]ust keep getting sick
again. It's hopeless.” :
Olive reached and pulled over a chalr so that she could sit with the

girl's hiead on her big lap. She stroked the girl's hair, and held a few-
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_ pieces in her ﬁngers, giving Daisy and Harmon a meaningful nod be-

fore flicking the hair to the floor. You lost your hair when you starved.

~ Olive had stopped her own weeping, and said, “Are you too young to

‘know who Winston Churchill was?”

“T know who he was,” the girl said, tiredly.

“Well, he said, never, never, never, never give up.”

“He was fat,” said Nina, “so what did he know?” She added, “It’s not
that I want to give up

“Of course not,” said Olive. “But your body’s going to give up with-

out some fuel. I know you've heard this all before, so you just lie there
and don’t answer. Well, answer this: Do YOu hate your mother?”

“No,” Nina said. “I mean, she’s kind of péthetic, but I .don’t hate
her.” :

“All rlght then,” Olive said, her big body giving a , shudder. “All nght
then. That’s a start.” . .

For Harmon, the scene would always remind him of the day the ball
of lightning came through the window and buzzed around. For there

was a kind of warm electricity, something astonishing and unworldly in

_ the feeling of the room, as the girl began to cry, and Daisy eventually

got the mother on the telephone, arrangements made for her to be
picked up that afternoon, promises that she would not go to the hospi-
tal. Harmon left with Olive, the girl wrapped in a blanket on the couch.
He helped Olive Kitteridge get into her car, then he walked back to
the marina and went home, knowing that something in his life had
changed. He did not speak of it to Bonnie.
~ “Did you bring me my doughnut?” she asked.

“There was only cinnamon,” he said. “The boys call?

Bonme shook her head. -

You started to expect things at a certain age. Harmon knew that. You
worried about heart attacks, cancer, the cough that turned into a fero-

cious pneumonia: You could even expect to have a kind of midlife

crisis—but there was nothing to explain what he felt was happening to
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him, that he'd been put into a transparent plastic capsule that rose off
the ground and was tossed and blown and shaken so fiercely that he

could not possibly find his way back to the quotidian pleasures of his .

past life. Desperately; he did not want this. And yet, after that morning
at Daisy’s, when Nina had cried, and Daisy had gotten on the phone,

, maklng arrangements for the parents to come and get her—after that

morning; the sight of Bonnie made him feel cold.

The house felt like a damp, unlit cave. He noticed how Bonnie
never asked him how things were at the store—perhaps after all these
years, she didn't need to. ask. Without wanting to, he began to keep

. score. A whole week might go.by when she asked him nothing more

personal than if he “had any thoughts about dinner.”
" One night he said, “Bonnie, do,you know my favorite song?”
* She was reading and didn't look up. “What?”
“I said—Do you know my favorite song?” ‘
Now she looked at him over the tops of her glasses. “And I said,
what? What is it?”
~ “So you don’t know?” ’ :
" She put her glasses onto her lap. “Am I supposed to know? Is this
twenty questions?” ' _
“I know yours— Some Enchanted Evening.’”
“Is that my favorite song> I didn’t know.”
“Tsn’t it?”
Bonnie shrugged put her glasses back on, looked at her book. “ Tm

~ Always Chasing Rainbows.’ Last time I checked, that was yours.”

When would be the last time she checked? He barely remembered

that song. He was going to say, “No—it's ‘Fools Rush In.” But she

turned the page, and he didn't say anything.
On Sundays he visited Daisy, sitting on the couch. They spoke fre-

_quently of Nina. She was in a program for eating disorders, and having

private psychotherapy, and family therapy, too. Daisy was in touch with
the girl by phone, and frequently spoke to her mother. Talking all this
over, Harmon sometimes felt that Nina was their child, his and

Daisy’ 's—that every aspect of her well- helng was therr great concern
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When she gained weight, they broke a doughnut in half, and touched
it together as a toast. “To doughnut breakers,” Harmon said. “To Muf-

“fin Luke.” .

When he was in town, it seemed he saw couples everywhere; arms

“tucked against the other in sweet intimacy; he felt he saw light flash

from their faces, and it was the light of life, people were living. How
much longer would he live? In theory, he could live twenty more years,
even thirty, but he doubted that he would. And why would he want to,
unless he was altogether healthy? Look at Wayne Roote, only a couple
years older than Harmon, and his wife had to tape a note to the televi-
sion saying what day it was. Cliff Mott, just a ticking bomb waiting to
go off, all those arteries plugged. Harry Coombs’d had a stiff neck, and
was dead from lymphoma by the end of last year. '

“What will you do for Thanksgiving?” Harmon asked Daisy.

“Ill go to my sister’s. It1l be fine. And what about you? Will all the
boys be home?” :

‘He shook his head. “We have to drive three hours to have it with
Kevin's in-laws.” As it turned out, Derrick didn’t come, choosing to go
to his girlfriend’s instead. The other boys were there, but it wasn't their
house, and seeing them was almost like visiting relatives, not soms. '

- “Christmas will be better,” Daisy promised. She showed him a gift
she was sending Nina—a pillow cross-stitched with the words I AM
LOVED. “Don't you think that might help her, to glance at that some-
times?” ‘ o ‘

“That’s nice,” Harmon said.
“I spoke to Olive, and I'm signing the card from the three of us.”
“That’s very nice, Daisy.” ‘

- He asked Bonnie if she wanted to make popcorn balls for Christ-
mas. “God in heaven, no,” Bonnie said, “Whenever your mother made
those, I thought my teeth would come out.” For some reason,c, this
made Harmon laugh, the long familiarity of his wife’s voice—and when
she laughed with him, he felt a splintering of love and comfort and

pain spread through him. Derrick came home for two days; he helped

_his father chop down a Christmas tree, helped him put it up, and then
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the day after Christmas, he left to go skiing with some friends. Kevin

was not as Jovral as Harmon remembered him; he seemed grown-up

“and serious, and maybe a little bit afraid of Martha, who wouldn't eat
the carrot soup when she found it had been made with a chicken stock
base. The other boys watched sports on television, and went off to visit

their girlfriends in towns far away. It occurred to Harmon it would be - '

years before they had a house full of grandchildren.
On New Year’s, he and Bonnie were in bed by ten. He said, “I don’t
know, Bonnie. The holidays made me kind of blue this year.”

She said, “Well, the boys have grown up, Harmon. They have their

own lives.”

One afternoon at work, when the store was especially slow, he
called Les Washburn and asked if the place he had rented to the Burn-
hain boy was still ernp'ty.‘ Les said it was, he wasn't renting to kids
again. Tim Burnham had left town, which Harmon hadn't known.
“Went off with a different girl, not that pretty hellion who was sick.”

“Before you rent it to anyone;” Harmon said, “just let me know

would you? I might be looking for a work space.”

Then one day in January, when there had been one of those days of
midwinter thaw; the snow melting for just a few moments, making the
sidewalks wet and the fenders of cars sparkle; Daisy called him at the
~ store. “Can you stop by?” she aéked.'

Olive Kitteridge's car was in Daisy’s little driveway, and when he
saw it, he knew. Inside, Daisy was crying and making tea, and Olivé
Kitteridge was sitting at the table not crying, tapping a spoon against
the table relentlessly. “That goddamn know-it-all daughter—in-law of
mine,” she said. “To hear her talk, you'd think she was an expert on
every goddamn thing. She said, ‘Olive, you couldn’t really have ex-
pected her to get well. People with that disease never octually get over
it And [ said to her, ‘Well, they dorr’t all die, Suzanne,’ and she said,
‘Well, Olive, many of them actually do.”” : '

“The funeral’s private,” Daisy told Harmon. ]ust the family.”
He nodded. '

“She was taklng laxatives,” Daisy said, putting a cup of tea in front
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of him, wiping at her nose with a tissue. “Her mother found them in a
drawer in her room, and it-made sense, I guess, because she'd stopped
gaining the few ounces she’d been gaining. And so she went into the -
hosp1ta1 on Thursday—— Here Dalsy had to sit down and put her face
into her hands.

“It was an awful scene,” Olive told him. “From what the mother de-

 scribed. Nina didn't want to go, of course. They had to call people, get

officials involved, and off she went kicking and biting.”

“Poor little thing,” said Daisy.

“She had the heart attack last night,” Olive said to Harmon. Olive
shook her head, slapped lightly at the table with her hand. “For the love
of Jesus,” she said. -

- It had been dark a long while by the time he left.

“Where in the world have you been?” Bonnle said. Your supper’s all

. cold.”

He didn'’t answer, just sat down. “I’m not that hungry, Bonnie. I'm’

» . e

sorry” o ,

“You better tell me where you've been.”

“Driving around,” he said. “I told you I've been kind of blue.”
Bonnie sat down across from him. “Your being so blue makes me

feel awful. And I don't feel like feeling awful.”

“I don't blame you,” he said. “I'm sorry.”

Kevin called him at the store a few mormngs later “You busy, Dad? Got
a minute?”
“What's up?” _ .
“I just wanted to know if you're okay, if everything’s okay
" Harmon watched Bessie Davrs looking through the llghtbulbs v
“Sure, son. Why?” ‘
“I was thinking you seemed a little depressed these days. Not your-
self.”

“No, no. Svmmmlngly, Kevrn A phrase they’d used since Kevm had

learned to swim late, when he was almost a teenager.



102 |- Olive Kitteridge

“Martha thlnks you might be mad because of Chnstmas and the

_carrot soup o

“Oh Jesus, no.” He saw Bessie turn, walk down toward the brooms
“Is that what your mother said?”
“No one said anything. I was just wondering.”
“Has your mother been complaining to you?”
“No, Dad. I just told you. It's me. Wondering, that's all.”
“Don'’t you worry,” Harmon said. “I'm just fine. And you?”
“Swimmingly. Okay. Stay cool.” ;
Bessie Davis, the town’s old maid, stood and talked for a long time

while she bought a new dustpan. She spoke of her hip problems, her

bursitis. She spoke of her sister’s thyroid condition. “Hate this time of

year,” she said, shaking her head. Harmon felt a rush of anxiety as she
left. Some skin that had stood between himself and the world seemed

' to have been ripped away, and everything was close, and frightening.

Bessie Davis had always talked on, but now he saw-her loneliness as a

. , . . .
lesion on her face. The words Not me, not me’crossed over his mind.

“And he pictured the sweet Nina White sitting on Tim Burnham’s lap

outside the marina, and he thought, Not you, not you, not you.
On Sunday morning, the sky had a low overcast, and the lights in

‘ Daisy’s living room glowed from beneath the little lamp shades. “Daisy,

I'm just going to say this. I don’t want you to answer, or in any way feel

responsible. This is not because of anything you've done. Except be '

you.” He waited, looked around the room, looked into her blue eyes,
and said, “T've fallen in love with you.” »

He felt so certain of what was coming, her kindness, her tender re-
fusal, that he was amazed when he felt her soft arms around him,,saw

the tears if her eyes, felt her mouth on his.

He paid the rent to Les Washburn from their savings account. How

_soon before Bonnie would notice, he couldn’t say. But he thought he

had a few months. What was he waiting for? The labor pains to
squeeze so hard his new life would shoot forth? By February, as the
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- slow opening of the world began once more—the air having a lightness

of smell at times, the extra minutes of daylight as the sun lingered

across a snow-covered field and made it v101et in color—Harmon was

 afraid. What had begun—not when they were “fuck buddies,” but as a

sweet interest in the other—questions probing the old memories, a
shaft of love moving toward his heart, sharing the love and grief of-
Nina’s brief life, all this was now, undeniably, a ferocious and full-
blown love, and his heart itself seemed to know this. i—le thought it

beat irregularly. Sitting in his La-Z-Boy, he could hear it, feel it bulsing

right behind his ribs. It seemed to be warning him in its heavy pound-
ing, that it-would not be able to continue like this. Only the young, he

thought, could withstand the rigors of love. Except for little cinnamon-

" colored Nina; and it seemed all inside out, backward to forward, that

- he had'been handed the baton by her. Never, never, never give up.

He went to the doctor he’d known for years. The doctor stuck metal
disks onto his bare chest, wires attached to each one. Harmon'’s heart
showed no signs of trouble. As he sat in front of the doctor’s- big.
wooden desk, he told the man he perhaps was going to leave his mar-
riage. The doctor said quietly, “No, no, this is no good,” but it was the
doctor’s body, the sudden way he moved the folders on his desk, the
way he moved back from Harmon, that Harmon would always remem-
ber. As though he had known what Harmon didn't know, that lives get

- knit together like bones, and fractures rhi'gh_t‘not heal.

But there was no telling Harmon anything. There is no telling any-
one anything when they have been infected this way. He was waiting
now—living in the hallucinatory world of Daisy Foster's generous
body—waiting for the day, and he knew it would come, when he left
Bonnie or when she kicked him oiit; he didn’t know which of the two_
would happen, but it would—waiting like Muffin Luke for open-heart
surgery, not knowing if he would die on the table, or live.”

5
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A Different Road

An awful thing happened to the Kitteridges on a chilly night in June.
At the time, Henry was sixty-eight, Olive sixty-nine, and while they

"were not an especially youthful couple, there was nothing about them
that gave the appearance of being old, orill. Still, after a year had gone .
" by, people in this.small New England coastal town of Crosby agreed:

Both Kitteridges were changed by the event. Henry, if you met him at
the post office now, only lifted his mail as a hello. When you looked
into his eyes, it was like seeing him through a screened-in porch. Sad,

because he had always been an open- -faced and cheerful man, even -

when his only son had—out of the blue—moved to California with his

new wife, something people in town understood had been a great dis-

appointment for the Kitteridges. And while Olive Kitteridge had never
" in anhyone’s merhory felt inclined to be affable, or even polite, she

seemed less so now as this particular June rolled around. Not a chilly

June this year, but one that showed up with the suddenness of sum-

mer, days of dappled sunhght falling through the birch trees; making

" the people of Crosby uncharacteristically chatty at times.

‘Why else would Cynthla Bibber have approached Ohve in the
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shopping mall out at Cook’s Corner to explain:how Cynthia’s daughter,

Andrea, who after years of evening classes had earned a soc1al work de-

‘gree, thought maybe Henry and Olive hadn'’t been able to absorb the

experience they'd had last year? Panic, when it wasn’t expressed, be-

" came internalized—and that, Cynthia Bibber was saying, in an earnest

half whisper, as she stood next to a plastic ficus tree, could lead to'a de-
pressive situation. B

“I see,” said Olive loudly. “Well, you tell Andrea that’s pretty impres-
sive.” Olive, years ago, had taught math at the Crosby Junior High

+ School, and- while her emotions at times had attached themselves

fiercely to particdlar students, Andrea Bibber had never seemed to her

" to be anything more than a small, dull, asseverating mouse. Like her

mother, Olive thought, glancing past hér at the silk daffodils that were
stuck in rows of fake straw by the.benches near the frozen yogurt
place. .

“It’s a specialty now,” Cynthia Bibber was saying.

“What is?” asked Olive, con51der1ng the possrblhty of some frozen _
chocolate yogurt if this woman would move on.

“Crisis counseling,” said Cynthla “Even before nine-eleven”—she

shifted a package under her arm—“but when there’s a crash, or a

school shooting, or anything nowadays, they bring in psychologists

right off the bat. People cari't process this stuff on their own.”
“Huh.” Olive glanced down at the woman, who was short and
small-boned. Olive, big, solidly built, towered over her. o .
“People have noticed a change in Henry,” Cynthia said: “And you,
too. And it’s just a thought that crisis coUnseling might have helped. -
Could still help. Andrea has her own practice, you know—gone in with
another woman part-time.”

“I see,” said Ohvo again, quite loudly this time. “Aren’t they ugly _
words, Cynthia, that those people think up—process, internalize, de- -
pressive whatever. It'd make me depressive to.go around saying those
words all day.” She held up-the plastic. bag she carried. “D’you see the

sale theyre having at So-Fro?”
. In the parkmg lot she couldn’t find her keys and had to dump the
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contents of her pocketbook out onto the sun-baked hood of the car. At -

the stop sign she said, “Oh, hells bells to you,” into the rearview mirror
when a man in-a red truck honked his horn, then she pulled into traf-
fic, and the bag from the fabric store slid onto the floor, a corner of
denim material poking out onto the gravelly mat. “Andrea Bibber

wants us to make an appointment for crisis counselmg, she'd have

. said in the old days, and it was easy to picture Henry's big eyebrows

drawing_together as he stood up from weeding the peas. “Godfrey,

Ollie,” he'd have answered, the bay spread out behind him and seagulls ‘

ﬂapplng their wings above a lobster boat “Imagine.” He might even
have put his head back to laugh the way he did sometimes, it would
have been that funny. ‘
Olive merged onto the highway, which was how she'd gotten home
from the mall ever since Christopher had moved to California. She
didn't care to drive by the house with its lovely lines, and the big bowed
window where the Boston fern had done so well. Out here by Cook’s
Corner the highway went along the river, and today the water was
shimmery and the leaves of poplars fluttered, showing the paler green
of their undersides. Maybe, even in the old days, Henry wouldn't have
laughed about Andrea Bibber. You could be wrong thlnklng you knew
what people would do. “Bet you anythlng, Olive said out loud, as she
looked over at the shining river, the sweet ribbon of it there beyond the

guardrails. What she meant was: Bet you anything Andrea Bibber has

a different idea of crisis than I do. “Yup, yup,” she-said. Weeping wil-
lows were down there on the. bank their swooplng, airy boughs a light,

brlght gréen.

l

' She had needed to go to the bathroom. ‘I need to go to the bathroom,”
she had said to Henry that night as they were pulling into the town of
*. Maisy Mills. Henry had told her, pleasantly, she’d have to wait.”

“Ay-yuh,” she had said, pronouncing the word with exaggeration in
order to make fun of her mother-in-law, Pauline, dead for some years,

who used to say that in response to anything she didn’t want to hear.

v
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“Ay-yuh,” Olive had repeated. “Tell my insides,” she added, shifting
slightly in the darkened car. “Good Lord Henry. I'm about ready to ex-
plode.”

But the truth was, they had had a pleasant evening.. Earher farther
up the river, they had met their friends Bill and Bunny Newton, and
had gone to a restaurant recently opened, enjoying themselves a good
deal. The mushrooms’ stuffed with crabmeat were marvelous, and all

evening the waiters bowed politely, ﬁlhng water glasses before the

water had gone halfway down.

More gratifying, however, was the fact that for Olive and Henry the -
story of Bill and Bunny'’s offspring was worse than their own. Both cou-
ples had only the one child, and Karen Newton—the Kitteridges pri-
vately agreed——had created a different level of sadness for her parents:
Even if Karen did live next door to Bill and Bunny and they got to see
her, and her family, all the time. Last year Karen had carried on a brief -
affair with a man who worked for Midcoast Power, but decided in the .
end to stay in her marriage. All this, of course, worried the Newtons
profoundly, even though they had never cared a great deal for their $on-
in-law, Eddie. k

And while it had been a really ghastly blow for the Kitteridges to

_ have Christopher so suddenly uprooted by his pushy new wife, after

they had planned on him living nearby and raising a family (Olive had
pictured teaching his future children how to plant bulbs)—while it

had certainly been a blow to have this dream disintegrate, the fact that

_ Bill and Bunny had their grandchildren right next door and the grand-

children were spiteful was a source of unspoken comfort to the Kit-
teridges. In fact, the Newtoris told a story that night about how their
grandson had said to Bunny just last week, “You may be my grand-
mother, but that doesn’t mean I have to. love you, you know.” It was a
frightful thing—who would expect such a thing? Bunny’s eyes had glis-
tened in the telling of this. Olive and Henry did what they could, shak-

" ing their heads, saying what a shame it ’was that Eddie essentially

trained the.children to say these things under the gulse of “expressing

themselves.”
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“Well; Karen’s responsible, too,” Bill said gravely, and Olive and .

Henry murmured, Well, sure, that was true.

“Oh, boy,” sald Bunny, blowing her nose. Sometlmes it seems hke
you can’t win."”

“You can’t win,” Henry sald “You do your best.”

How was the California contingent, Bill wanted to know.

“Grumpy,” Olive said. “Grumpy as hell when we called last week. |
told Henry we're going to stop calling. When they feel like speaking to

us, we'll speak to them.” )

“You can’t win,” said Bunny. “Even when you do your best.” But they

had been able to laugh, as if something about it were ruefully funny.
“Always nice to hear other people’s problems,” Olive and Bunny
had agreed in the parking lot, pulling on their sweaters. '
It was chilly in the car. Henry said they could turn the heat on lf she

wanted, but she said no. They drove along through the dark, an occa-

sional car coming toward them with headlights shining; then the road

dark again. “Awful what that boy said to Bunny,” Olive remarked, and
, Henry said it was awful. After a while Henry said, “That Karen’s not

much.” “No,” Olive said, “she’s not.” But her stomach, grumbling and
shifting in familiar ways, began some acceleration of its own and Olive
became alert, then alarmed. “God,” she said, as they ‘sto't)pe‘d for a red

light by the bridge that crossed into the town of Maisy Mills. “I really

am ready to explode.”

" “'m not sure what to do,” Henry said, leaning forward to peer
through the windshield. “The gas stations-are across town, and who
knows if they're open at thls hour. Can't you sit tlght? We ll be home in

" fifteen minutes.”

“No,” said Olive. “Believe me, I'm sitting as tight as I can.”
“Well—"
Green go. Pull into the hospital, Henry They ought to have a bath-

‘Toom.”

“The hospltal? Olhe I dont know.”
b.“Turn into the hospital, for crying out loud.” She added, “I was born

there. I guess they'll let ine use a bathroom.”
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There was the hospital at the top of the hill, bigger now with the
new wing that had been built. Henry turned the car in, and then drove
nght past the blue sign that spelled out EMERGENCY.

“What are you doing?” asked Olive. * ‘For God’s sake.”

“I'm taking you around to the front door.”
“Stop the goddamn car.” :

“Oh, Olive.” His voice was filled with dlsappomtment she sup-

posed because of how he hated to have her swear. He backed the car

~up and stopped in front of the big, well- hghted blue door that said
. EMERGENCY. ;

Thank you, ” said Olive. * ‘Now, was that 50 hard to do?”

The nurse had looked up from her desk in a lobby cleanly bright, and
empty. “I need a bathroom,” Olive said, and the nhurse raised her:white-
sweatered arm and pointed. Olive waved her hand over her head and
stepped through the door. } ‘

“Whew,” she said to herself out loud. “Whewie.” Pleasure is the ab-
sence of pain, according to Aristotle. Or Plato. One of them. Olive had
graduated magna cum laude from college. And Henry’s mother had ac-
tually not liked that. Imagine. Pauline had actually said something
about magna cum laude girls being plain and not having much fun. .
Well, Olive was not going to spoil this moment thlnklng of Pauhne
She finished up, washed her hands, and looked around as she stuck
them under the dryer, thinking how the bathroom was huge, big

enough to do surgery in. It was because of people in wheelchairs.

- Nowadays you got sued if you didn’t build something big enough for a

wheelchair, but she'd rather sornebody just shoot her if it came to that.
“You all right?” The nurse was standing in the hallway, her sweater
and pants droopy. “What'd you have? Diarrhea?”
“Explosive,” said Ohve ‘My. goodness I'm fine now, thank you very
much.”

Vomltlng?”
“Oh, no.”
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“Do'you have any allergies?” E

“Nope.” Olive looked around. “You seem pretty short on business

tonight.”
“Well. Weekends it pleS up.”
Olive nodded. “People party, I suppose. Drive into a tree.”

“More often than not,” the nurse said, “it’s families. Last Friday we' .

had a brother push his sister out the window. They were afraid she
broke her neck.”

“My word said Olive. “All this in little Maisy Mills.”

- “She was okay. I think the doctor’s ready to see you now.”-

“Oh, 1 don'’t need a doctor. I needed a bathroom. We had dinner
with friends and I ate everything came my way. My husband’s waiting
for me in the parking lot.” '

The nurse reached for Olive’s hand and looked at it. “Let’s just be
careful for a minute here. Have your palms been itching? Soles of your
. feet?” She peered up at Olive. “Are your ears always this red?”

Olive touched her ears. ‘Why ” she said. “Am 1 getting ready to
die?” :
“Lost a woman in here just last mght the nurse said. “About your
age. Like you, she'd been out to eat with her husband and came in here
later with diarrhea.” \

© “Oh, for God's sake,” Ohve said, but her heart banged fast, and her
face heated up. “What in hell ailed her?”

“She was allergic to crabmeat and went into anaphylactic shock

“Well, there you are. I'm not allergic to crabmeat.”

The nurse nodded calmly. “This woman'd been eating it for years

with no problem. Let’s just have the doctor gwe you a look. You did

come in here flushed, showing signs of agitation.”

Olive felt a great deal more agitated now, but she wasn’t going to leti

the nurse know that, nor was she going to mention to her the mush-
rooms stuffed with crabmeat. If the doctor was nice, she’d tell him.
Henry was i)arked straight in front of the emergency room with the
engine still running. She gestured for him to put the window down.
“They want to check me,” she said, bending her head down. ‘

- some old lady died from that last nlght
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“Check you in?” ,
“Check me. Make sure I haven't gone into shock. Turn that damn -
thing down.” Although he had already reached over to turn off the Red
Sox game.
“Ollie, good Lord. Are ydu all right?”
“Some woman choked on crabmeat last night and now they're
afraid theyll be sued. They're going to check my pulse and I'll be right

- out. But you ought to move the car.”

‘The nurse was holding back a huge green curtain farther down the
hall. .
“He’s listening to the ball game,” Olive said, walkmg toward her.
“When he thinks I've died, I expect he’ll come in. ‘
“Tll keep an eye out for him.” =
; “He’s got on a red jacket.” Olive put her pocketbook on a nearby
chair and then sat on the examining table while the nurse took her

" blood pressure.

“Better safe than sorry,” the nurse said. “But I expect you're all
right.” '
“I expect | am,” said Ollve
The nurse left her with a form on a clipboard, and Ohve sat on the
examining table filling it out. She looked closely at her palms, and set
the clipboard aside. Well, if you came stumbling into an emergency
room it was their job to examine you. She'd stick her tongue out, have

~her temperature taken, go home. .

Mrs Kitteridge?” The doctor was a plain-faced man who dld not
appear old enough to have gone through medical school. He held her -
large wrist gently, taking her pulse, while she told h1m about going to ‘
the new restaurant and that she’d only come in here 'to use the bath-

room on the drive home, and yes, she’d had some terrific diarrhea,

. which had surprised her, but no itchy hands or feet.

“What did you have to eat?" the doctor asked as though he were in- -
terested. : '

“I started off with mushrooms stuffed with crabmeat and I know

P
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~ The doctor touched Olive’s ear lobe, squinting. “I don't see any
signs of a rash,” he said. “Tell me what else you had to eat.”

She appreciated how this young man did not seem bored. So many
- doctors made you 'feel like hell, like you were just a fat lump moving
down the conveyor belt.

-“Steak. And a potato. Baked. Big as your hat. And creamed splnach
Let's see.” " Olive closed her eyes. “Puny little salad, but a nice dressing
on it.” »

“Soup® A lot of additives in soup that can cause allerglc reactions.”

“No soup,” Olive said, opening her eyes. “But a lovely slab of
_ cheesecake for dessert. With strawberries.” \ '

The doctor said, as he wrote things down, “This is probably just a
case of active gastro-reflux.” , \

“Oh, 1 see,” said Olive. She considéred for a moment before adding
quickly, “Statistically speaking, it doesn't seem you'd have: two women
die of the same thing two nights in a row.”

“I think you're okay,” the doctor said. “But I'd hke to examine you
just the same, palpate your abdomen, listen to your heart.” He handed
her a blue papery-plastic square. “Put this on, open in front. Every-
thing off, please.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Olive, but he had already stepped past
‘the curtain. “Oh, for heaven'’s sake,v she said again, rolling her eyes,
but she did as she was told because he had been,pleasant, and because

the crabmeat woman had died. Olive folded her slacks and put them

_on the chair, careful to tuck her underpants beneath them where they
couldn’t be seen when the doctor walked back in.
~ Silly little plastic belt, made for a skinny pinny; it could barely tie
around her. She managed, though—a tiny white bow. Waiting, she
folded her hands and realized how every single time she went by this
hospital, the $ame two thoughts occurred to her: that she'd been born
here and that her father’s body had been brought here after his suicide.
She'd been through some things, but never mind. She straightened her
back. Other people had been through things, too. ' '
 She gave a small shake of her head as she thought of the nurse say-
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ing someone had tossed his sister out the window like that. If Christo-
pher had had a sister, he never would have thrown her out a window. If
Christopher-had married his receptionist, he'd still be here in town. Al-

- though the girl had been stupid. Olive could see why he'd passed on

her. His wife was not stupid. She was pushy and determined, and
mean as a bat from hell.

Olive straightened her back and looked at the little glass bottles of
different things lined up on the counter, and the box of latex gloves. In
the drawers of that metal cabinet, she bet there were all sorts of sy-

ringes ready for all sorts of problems. She flexed her ankle one way,

“then the other. In a minute she was going to poke her nose out to see

if Henry was all set; she knew he wouldn't stay out there in the car,
even with the ball game on. She'd call Bunr(ly tomorrow, tell her about
this little fiasco. .

After that, it was like paintihg with a sponge, like someone had pressed
a paint-wet sponge to the inside of her mind, and only what it painted,
those splotches there, held what she remembered of the rest of that

night. There was a quick, rushing sound—the curtain flung back with

\

the tinny whoosh of its rings against the rod. There was a personina -

blue ski‘'mask waving an arm at Olive, shouting, “Get down!” There

was the weird confusion, for a second the schoolteacher in her saying,

“Hey, hey, hey,” while he ‘said, “Get down, lady. Jesus.” “Get down -

where?” she might have said, because they were both confused—she
was sure of that; she, clutching her papery robe, and this slender per-
son in a blue ski mask waving his arm. “Look,” she did say, her tongue
as sticky as flypaper. “My handbag is right on that chair.”

. But there was a shout from down the hall. A man shouting, coming
closer, and it was the quick thrust of a booted foot kicking over the
chair that swept her into the black of terror. A tall man holding a rifle,

wearing a big khaki vest with pocket flaps. But it was the mask he wore,

“a Halloween mask of a pink-cheeked smiling pig, Wthh seemed to -
pitch her forward into the depths of ice-cold water—that ghoulish
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plastic face of a pink smiling pig. Underwater she saw the seaweed of -

his_ camouflage pants and knew he was shouting at her but couldn’t
hear his words.

They made her walk down the hall in her bare feet and papery blue
robe while they walked behind her; her legs ached and felt enormous,
like big sacks of water. A shove behind smacked into her, and she

‘ stumbled, clutching her papery robe as she was pushed through the

door of the bathroom she had been i in. On the floor with their backs

against the separate walls sat the nurse and the doctor and Henry.

* Henry's red jacket was unzipped and askew, one of his pant legs caught
halfway up. :

“Olive, have they hurt you?”

“Shut the fuck up,” said the man with the smiling pmk pig face and
he kicked Henry’s foot. ° Say another word and T'll blow your mother-
fucking head off right now.” .

A paint splotch of memory that quivered every time: the sound of

the duct tape behind her that night, the quick stripping of duct tape-

from its roll, and the grabbing of her hands behind her back, the wrap-

ping of the tape around them, because then she knew she was goingto
.die—that they would, all of them, be shot execution style; they would
have to kneel. She was told to sit, but it was hard to sit down when -

your hands were taped behind you and your head inside was tilting.

She had thought: Just hurry. Her legs were shakmgﬁ s0 hard, they actu-

ally made a little slapplng sound against the floor.

“Move, you get shot in the head,” Pig-Face said. He was holdlng the
rifle, and he kept turning quickly, while the flaps of his vest bulged,
swinging when he turned. “You even look at each other, and th,rs guy
shoots you in the head.”

But when did the things get sard? D1fferent things got said.

. Along the exit ramp now were lilac trees and a red berry bush. Olive
pulled up at the stop sign, and then almost pulled out in front of a car
passing by; even as she looked at the car, she almost pulled out in front
of it. The driver shook his head at her as though she were crazy. “Hells

.
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bells to you, ” she said, but she waited so she wouldn’t end up right be- o
hind someone who had just looked at her as though she 'were crazy.
And then she decided to go in the other direction, headmg the back
way to Maisy Mills. ,

Pig-Face had left them in the bathroom. (“It just doesnt make
sense,” different people said to the Kitteridges soon after this hap-
pened, after they read about it in the paper, saw it on TV. “It doesn’t
make sense, two fellows barging into a hospital hoping to get drugs.”
Before people realized the Kitteridges were not going to say three
words about the ordéal. What does “making sense” have to do with the

- price of eggs, Olive could have said.) Pig-Face had left them, and Blue-
~ Mask reached for the doorknob, locking it with the same click sound it

had made for Olive not so long before. He sat down on the toilet seat

cover, leaning forward, his legs apart, a small, squarish gun in his hand.

* Made of pewter, it looked like. Olive had thought she would vomit and

choke on the vomit. It seemed a certainty; being unable to move her
bulky, handless self, she would aspirate the vomit that was on its way

" up, and she would do it sitting right next to a doctor who wouldn’t be

able to help her because his hands were taped, too. Sitting next to a
doétor, and across from a nurse, she would die on her vomit the way
drunks did. And Henry would watch it and never be the same. People
have noticed the change in Heinry. She didn’t vomit. The nurse had been
crying when Olive was first pushed into the bathroom, and she was still

-cryirig. A lot of things were the nurse’s fault.’

At some point the doctor, whose' white lab coat had been partly

_bunched beneath his leg that was closest to Olive, had said, “What's

your name?” using the same pleasant voice he'd used earlier with
Olive. .

“Listen,” sald Blue-Mask. “Fuck you. Okay?”

At different times Olive thought: I remember this clearly, but then ~
later couldnt remember when she'd thought that. Paint streaks,

" though; of this: They were quiet. They were waiting. Her legs had
stopped shaking, Outside the door a telephone rang. It rang and rang,
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then stopi)ed. ‘Almost . immediately it rang again. Olive’s ' kneecaps
bumped up, like big, uneven saucers beyond the edge of the papery
blue robe. She didn’t think she would have picked them out as her
own, if someone had passed before her a series of photographs of old
ladies’ fat-knees. Her ankles and bunioned toes seemed more familiar,
stuck out in the middle of the room. The doctor’s legs were not as long
as hers, and his shoes didn't seem very big. Plam as a child’s, his shoes.
Brown leather and ritbber-soled. -

Where Henry's pant leg was caught up, the liver spots showed on
his white hairless shin. He said, “Oh, gosh,” quietly. And then: “Do you

 think you could find a blanket for my wife? Her teeth are chattering.”

“You think this is a fucking hotel?” said Blue-Mask. “Just shut tbe
fuck up.” ’

“But she’'s—" -

. “Henry,” Olive said sharply. “Be quiet.” —

The nurse kept crying silently.

No, Olive could not get the splotches arranged in order, but Blue-
Mask was very nervous; she understood early on he was frightened to
death. He kept bouncing his knees up and down. Young—she had un-
derstood that right away, too. When he pushed up the sleeves of his
nylon jacket, his wrists were moist with perspiration. And then she saw
how he had almost no fingernails. She had never, in all her years of
school teaching, come across nails that had been bitten so extremely to
the quick. He kept bringing his fingertips to his mouth, pressing them

into the slots of the mask with a ferociousness; even the hand that held
the gun would move tohis mouth and he would chew the- thumb tip
quickly; a big bump of bright red.

“Get your fucklng head down,” he sald to Henry. “Stop fucking

watching me.”

“You don'’t need to speak so filthy,” Henry said, looklng at the floor, -

his wavy hair headed in the wrong direction across his head.
“What'd you say?” The boy's voice rose like it was going to break.
“What the fuck did you say, old man?”
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“Henry, please,” Olive said. “Keep quiet before you get us all killed.”

This: Blue-Mask leaning forward, interested in Henry. “Old man.
What the fucking-fuck did you say to me?” Henry turning his face to
the side; his big eyebrows frowning. Blue-Mask getting up and pushing |
the gun into Henry's shoulder. “Answer me! What the fuck did you say
to me?” (And Olive, turning down \past the mill now, approaching the
town, remembered the familiarity of that kind of frenzied frustration, -
saying to Christopher when he was a child, Answer me! Christopher al-
ways a quiet child, quiet the way her father had been.)

Henry blurted: “I said you don’t need to talk so filthy.” Blurted out
further: “You should be ashamed of your mouth.” And then the guy had
pushed the gun against Henry's face, rlght into his cheek, his hand on
the trigger.

“Please!” Olive cried out. “Please. He got that from his mother His
mother was impossible. Just ignore him.”

Her heart thumped so hard she thought it made her papery “blue
gown move on her chest. The boy stood there watching Henry, then fi-
nally stepped back, tripping over the nurse’s white shoes. He kept the

gun pointed at Henry but turned to look at Olive. “This guy’s your hus-
band?”

~ Olive nodded.
“Well he’s afuckin’ nut.”
“He can't help it, " Olive sald ‘You’d have to know his mother. His
mother was full of pious crap.”

“That’s not true,” said Henry. “My mother was a good, decent
woman.” N

“Shut up,” the boy said tiredly. “Everyone please just shut the fuck
up.” He sat back down on the toilet seat cover, his legs spread, holding -
the gun over a knee. Olive’s mouth was so dry, she thought of the word -
tongue and pictured a ‘slab of cow’s tongue packaged for sale. -

. The boy suddenly pulled off his ski mask. And how startling—it was
as though she knew him then, as if seeing him made sense. Quietly, he
said, “Motherfucker.” His skin had become tender beneath the heat of
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the ski mask; his neck had streaks, patches of red. Crowded together
high on his cheeks were inflamed pimples. His head was shaved, but
she saw he was a redhead; there was the orangey effervescence of his
scalp; the tiny flickers of bright stubble, the almost parboiled look of
his tender, pale skin. The boy wiped his face in the crook of his nylon-
sleeved elbow.:

“I bought my son a ski mask hkexhat Olive told him. “He lives in
California and skis in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.”

The boy looked at her. His eyes were pale blue, and his eyelashes
were almost colorless. The whites of his eyes had spidery red veins. He

kept staring at Olive without changing his hangdog expression. “Just

please shut up,” he finally said.

Olive sat in her car in the far back of the hospital’s parking lot, where
she could see the blue door of the emergency room, but there was no
shade and the sun baked through the windshield; even with the win-
dows open, she was too warm. The lack of shade had not been a prob-

lem all year, of course. In the winter, she would come and sit with the

car running. Never did she stay long. Only enough to gaze at the door _
and to remember the clean, bright lobby, the huge bathroom with its

shiny chrome rail that ran along part of one wall; a rail that right now, . -

perhaps, some old doddering lady was holding on to, in order to hoist
herself off the toilet—the rail Olive had stared at as they all sat, legs

splayed out, hands behind their backs. In hospitals, lives were changed -

all the time. A newspaper said the nurse had not returned to work, but
maybe by now she had. About the doctor, Olive didn’t know.

The kid kept getting up and-sitting back down on the toilet seat.
Whien he sat, he’'d be hunched forward, the gun in one hand, the other
hand folded in front of his mouth, him chewing the hell out of those
fingertips. The sirens did not sound for very long. She had thought

that, but maybe they had sounded for a long time: It was the pharma-

cist who'd been able to signal a janitor to call the police, a special unit
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brought to negotiate with Pig-Face, but none of them had known that
then. A telephone kept ringing and stopping. They waited, the nurse
rolling her head back, closing her eyes.

i Olive’s little plastic strip of a belt had come untied. The memory of

this was a splotch of thick, dense paint. The belt, somewhere along the

'line, had come untied, and the papery gown was open. She tried cross-

ing one leg over the other, but that made the gown open more, and she

could see her big stomach with its folds and her thighs, whlte as two
massive fish bellies. .

“‘Honestly,” Henry said. “Can’t you find somethlng to cover my vv1fe>
She’s all exposed

“Shut up, Henry,” Olive said. The nurse opened her eyes and gazed
over at Olive, and the doctor of course turned his head to look at her.
They were all looking at her now. “God, Henry.”

The boy leaned forward, and said softly to Henry, * See—you gotta

be quiet, or someon€’s gonna blow your head off. Your motherfucking -

head,” he added. ' :
He sat back. His glance as he looked around fell on Olive, and he
said, “Oh, Jesus, lady,” a look of real discomfort passing over his face.

" “Well, what am I supposed to do?” she said, furious—oh, she was
furious; and if her teeth had been chatterihg before, she now felt sweat
rolling down her face; she seemed to-be one moist, furious sack of hor-
ror. She tasted salt and did not know if these were tears or'rivulets of
sweat.

came over to her, squatting down, putting the gun on the tile floor.
“Any of you move, I'll kill you.” He looked around. “Just give me a fuck-

ing second here.” And then he tugged quickly on both sides of her pa- -

pery blue robe, tied the white plastic strip in a knot right there on her
stomach. His shaved head with the tiny glints of orange stubble was
close to her. The top of his forehead was still red from whete the ski
mask had excited the skin. “Okay,” he said. He took his gun and went
back and sat on the toilet.

“Okay, listen.” The kid took a deep, quick breath. He got up and
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That moment, right there, when he sat back down and she wanted

" him to look at her—that was a vivid paint spot on her mind. How much

she wanted him to look at her right then, and he didn't.

In the car, Olive started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot.’

She drove past a drugstore, the doughnut shop, a dress shop that had

- been there forever, then she drove over the bridge. Farther ahead, if

she continued that way, was the cemetery where her father was buried.
Last week she had taken lilacs to put on his grave, though she wasn't

one who went in, especially, for decorating graves. Pauline was down "

there in Portland; and this was the first year that Olive had not accom-

vpan‘ied Henry on Memorial Day to plant geraniums at the head of

Pauline’s grave.

“There had been a poundlng on the bathroom door (locked from the -

inside by the kid, the way Olive herself had locked it) and the hurried,
“Come on, come on, open up, it's me!” And then she had seen—Henry
couldn’t because of where he was sitting, but she had seen, when the
kid opened the bathroom door that was being pounded upon—the hor-
rible Pig-Face guy with the rifle hit the boy hard, crack him right across

the face, shouting, “You took off your mask! You dumb-shit mother-

fucker!” Screaming, “You dumb shit!” There was an immediate resur-

gence .of the thickening of her limbs, her eye muscles seemed to -
thicken, the air got thick; the whole thick, slow feeling of things not '
being real. Because now they would die. They had been thinking they -

wouldn't, but they saw again that they Would:\This, was clear in Pig-

Face's panicky voice.
The nurse started saying Hail Mary’s quickly and loudly, and as far

~ as Olive could remember, it was after the nurse had repeated for the
. umpteenth time “Blessed is the fruit of thy womb” that Olive said to
" her, “God, will you shut up with that crap? And Henry sald “Olive,

- stop.” Siding with the nurse like that. ‘

Olive, stopping at a red light, reachlng down to put the bag from the
fabric store back up onto the seat next to her, still didn't get- it. She
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didn’t get it. No matter how many times she went over it in her mind,
she didn’t understand why Henry had sided with the nurse like that.
Unless it was because the nurse didn’t swear (Olive bet that nurse
could swear) and Henry, trussed up like a chicken and about to be
shot, had been mad at Olive for swearing. Or for puttihg down Pauline
earlier, when Olive had been trying to save his life.

Well, she had said some- things about his mother then. After Pig-
Face had screamed at the kid, and then disappeared again, and they all -
knew he'd be back to shoot them—in that blurry, thick, awful part
when Henry said, “Olive, stop,” she, Olive, said some things about his -
mother then. :

She said: “You're the one who can't stand these Hall -Mary Catholics!
Your mother taught you that! Pauline was the only real Christian in the
world, as far as Pauline was concerned. And her good boy, Henry. You
two were the only good Christians in the whole goddamn world!” .

She said things like that. She said: “Do you know what your mother
told people when my father died? That it was a sin! How's that for
Christian charity, I ask you?” The doctor said, “Stop now. Let’s stop
Fhis,” but it was like an engine inside Olive had the switch flipped on,
and the motor was accelerating; how did you stop such a thing? ‘

She said the word Jew. She was crying, everything was all mixed up,
and she said, “Did it ever occur to you that's why Christopher left? Be-
cause he married a Jew and knew his father would be judgmental—did
you ever think of that, Henry?” . ‘

* In the sudden silence in the room, the kid sitting on the toilet seat
hiding his hit face in his arm, Henry said quietly, “That’s a despicable
thing to accuse me of, Olive, and you know it isn’t true. He left be-
cause from the day your father died, you took over that boy's life. You
didn’t leave him any room. He couldn’t stay married and stay in town,
too.” ' _ .

“Shut up!” Olive said. “Shut up, shut up.”

The boy stood up, holding that gun, saying, “Jesus fucklng Christ.
Oh fuck, man.’

Henry said, “Oh, no,” and Olive saw that Henry had wet himself; a
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dark stain grew in his lap, and down his trouser leg. The doctor said,
“Let’s try and be calm, Let’s try'and be quiet.” ’

And they could hear the crackling of walkie-talkies out in the hall,
the sound of the strong, unexcited speech of people in charge, and the-
boy started to cry. He cried without trying to hide it, and he held the.
small gun; still standing up. There was a gesture with his arm, a tenta-
tive move, and Olive whispered, “Oh, don't.” For the rest of Olive’s life
she would be certain the boy had thought of turning the gun on him-

self, but the policemen then were everywhere, covered with dark vests ;

and helmets. When they cut the duct tape from her wrists, her arms

~ and shoulders ached so that she couldn’t put her arms down by her

sides.

Henry was standing on the front deck, looking over the bay. She had
thought he would be working in the garden, but there he was, just
standing, looking out. over the water.
“Henry.” Her heart was thumping ferociously.
He turned. “Hello, Olive. You're back. You were gone longer than 1
thought you'd be.”
“1 bumped into Cynthia Bibber and she wouldn't shut.up.”
“What's new with Cynthia?”
- “Nothing. Not one thing.”
She sat down in the canvas deck chair. “Listen,” she said. 1 dont

remember. But you defended that woman, and T was just trying to help -
you. I didn’t think you'd want to hear that Catholic mumbo jumbo

.
crap.

‘He shook his head once, as though he had water in his ear that he -

was trying to shake out. After a moment he opened his mouth, then

- closed it. He turned back to look at the water, and for a long time nei-

ther said anything, Earlier in their martiage, they'd had fights that had
made Olive feel sick the way she felt now. But after a certain point in
a marriage, you stopped having a cértain kind of fight, Olive thought,

because when the years behind you were more than the years in front

\
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of you, things were different. She felt the sun’s warmth on her arms, al-
though down here under the hill by the water, the air held the hint of
nippiness.

The bay was sparkling brilliantly in the afternoon sun. A small out- ‘
board cut across toward Diamond: Co&}e, its bow, riding high, and far-
ther out was a sailboat with a red sail, and a white one. There was the
sound of the water touching against the rocks; it was almost high tide.
A cardinal called from the Norwegian pine, and there was the fra-

.grance of bayberry leaves from the bushes that were soaking up the

sun. :
SloWIy, Henry turned and lowered himself onto the wooden bench
there, leaning forward, resting his head in his hands. “Do you know,
Ollie,” he said, looking up, his eyes tired, the skin around them red. “In
all the years we 've been married, all the years, I don't believe you ve
ever once apologized. For anything.”

She flushed immediately and deeply. She could feel her face burn
beneath the sunshine that fell upon it. “Well, sorry, sorry, sorry,” she
said, taking her sunglasses from where they'd been resting. on tO}S of

* her head, and putting them back on. “What exactly are you saying?”

she asked. “What in hell ails you? What in hell is this all about? Apolo-
gies? Well, I'm sorry then. I am sorry P'm.such a hell of a rotten wife.”

He shook-his head and leaned forward, placing his hand on her -
knee. You rode along in life a certain way, Olive thought. Just like she’d
ridden home from Cook’s Corner for years, past Taylor’s field, befbre
Christopher’s house had even been there; then his house was there, -
Christopher was there; and then after a while he wasn't. Different
road, and you had to get used to that But the mind, or the heart, she
didn’t know which one it was, but it was slower these days, not catch-
ing up, and she felt like a big, fat field mouse scrambling to get up on
a ball that was right in front of her turning faster and faster, and she
couldn’t get her scratchy frantic limbs up onto it.

“Olive, we were scared that night” He gave her knee a falnt
squeeze. “We were both scared. In a situation most people in a whole

lifetime are never in. We said things, and we'll get over them in time.”
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* But he stood up, and turned and looked out over the water, and Olive

thought he had to turn away because he knew what he said wasn't true. -

They would never get over that night. And it wasn't because they'd
been held hostage in a bathroom—which Andrea Bibber would think
was the crisis. No, they would never get over that night because they
had said things that altered how they saw each other. And because she
had, ever since then,' been weeping from a private faucet inside her,
‘unable to keep her thoughts from the red-haired boy with his blem-
ished, frightened face, as'in love with him as any schoolgirl, picturing

him at his sedulous afternoon work in the prison garden; ready to make

him a gardening smock as the prison liaison had told her she could do, '

with the fabric she bought at So-Fro today, unable to help herself, as
Karen Newton must have been with her man from Midcoast Power—
poor, pining Karen, who had produced a child who'd said, Just because

you're my grandmother doesn’t mean I have to love you, you know.

Winter Concert"

In the dark of the car, his Wife, Jane, sat with her nice black coat but-
toned up all the way—the coat they'd bought together last yeaf, going
through all those stores. Hard work; they'd get thirsty and end up hav-
ing a sundae at the place on Water Street, the siillen young waitress al-
ways giving their senior discount even though they never asked; they
had joked about that—how the girl had no idea, as she plunked down’
their mugs of coffee;, that her own arm would. someday be sprinkled
with age spots, or that cups of coffee had to be planned since blood -
pressure medicine made you widdle so much, that life picked up
speed, and then most of it was gone—made you breathless, really.

* “Oh, this is fun,” his wife said now, gazing through the night at all
the houses they passed, lit up with different Christmas lights, and it
made Bob Houlton smile as he drove; his wife contentéd, her hands
folded on her lap. “All these lives,” she said. “All the stories we never
know.” And he smiled further, reaching to touch her mittened hand be-
cause he had known she might be thinking that:

Her small gold earring caught the light from a streetlamp as she

turned her head. “Remember on our honeymoon,” she asked, “when you

J
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~ wanted me to care about those old Mayan ruins the way you did, and all
[ wanted to know was which people on the bus had pom-poms on their
* shower curtains back home? And we had that fight, because deep down
you were scared you'd married a dull thing? Pleasant, but dull”

He said no, he didn’t remember that at all, and she sighed deeply to
let him know she thought he did, pointing, then, to a house on the cor-
ner done all in blue lights, strings of blue lights up and down the whole
front of it, turning her head to keep looking as the car moved past.

He said, “I'm mental, Janie.”-

“Very mental she agreed. “You have the tickets?"

He nodded.

“Funny to have tickets in order to get into a church

In fact, it made sense to move the concert into St. Catherine’s after
this latest storm had caused the roof of Macklin Music Hall to cave in.
No one had been hurt, but it made Bob Houltoh shudder; he had an
image of sitting in the plush red seats, he and Jane, and the roof falling
in, the two of them suffocating, their life together ending in that horri-
ble way. He was prone to that sort of thinking these days. He had even

had a sense of foreboding coming out tonight, but it wasn't something

he'd say; and she loved seeing all these lights.
And she was happy right now, it was true. Jane Houlton, shifting
slightly inside her nice black coat, was thinking that, after all, life was

a gift—that one of those things about getting older was knowing that .

so many moments weren't just moments, they were gifts. And how
nice, really, that people should celebrate with such earnestness this
time of year. No matter what people’s lives might hold (some of these
_ houses they were passing would have to hold some woeful tribulations,

Janie knew), still and all, people were compelled to celebrate because -

they knew somehow, in their different ways, that life was a thing to cel-
ebrate. : v

He put the blmker on, pulled out onto the avenue. “Well, that was
nice,” she said, sitting back. They had fun together these days, they re-

ally did. It was as if marriage had been a long, complicated meal, and

now there was this lovely dessert.
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Downtown the cars moved slowly on Main . Street, passing by
streetlamps that had large wreaths hung on their poles, and shop win-
dows artd restatirants that were lit up. Just past the movie theater, Bob
saw a parking spot next to the curb and pulled the car over; it took
some time; he had to work hard to ease in between the others. Some-

one from behind them honked with annoyance.

“Oh, phooey to you.” Jane-made a face through the dark.

He straightened the wheels, tLirned the engine off. “Wait there,
Janie, till I come around.”

They weren't young anymore, this was the thlng They kept telling
each other as though they couldn’t believe it. But they had each ‘of
them in this last year suffered a mild heart attack; hers first—feeling,
she said, as though she had eaten too many of the grilled onions at din-
ner that night. And then his, months later, not feeling like that at all,

more like someone had sat hard on his chest but with his jaw aching

~ the same way Jane’s had. -

They felt okay now. But she was seventy two and he was seventy-
five and unless a roof fell down on them both together, one would, pre-
sumably, be living without the other at some point in time.

Shop windows twinkled with Christmas lights, and the air smelled
like snow. He took Jane’s arm and they walked down the street, where
restaurant windows displayed different arrangements of . holly or

wreaths, and some windowpanes had their corners spray-painted white.

~ “The Lydias,” Jane sald “Wave, honey

“Where?”
“Tust wave, honey. Over th’ere."

“There’s no point in my waving if I don’t see who I'm waving to.”

L

. “The Lydias, right there in the steak house. Ages since we've seen -

them.” Jane. was waving cheerfully, excessively. He saw the couple
through the window now, on either side of a white tablecloth, and he
waved, too. Mrs. Lydia was motioning for them to come in.

Bob Houlton put his arm through Jane’s. “I don’t want to,” he said,

.waving his other hand at the Lydias.

Jane waved more, shook her head, gestured, mouthing each word
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with exaggeration: “We'll see you lay-ter. At the concert?” Nodding.
More waving, they were on their way. “She looks good,” Jane said. “I'm
kind of surprised how good she looks. She must have colored her hair.”

“Did you want to go in?”

“No,” said Jane. “I want to look in store windows. It’s nice out heref
not too cold.” . : :

“Now fill me in,” he said, as they continued walking, thinking of the
Lydias, whose name was not actually Lydia, but Granger—Alan and
Donna Granger. The daughter, Lydia Granger, had been friends with
the middle Houlton-girl, and Patty Granger had been friends with the
youngest Houlton girl. Bob and Jane referred to the parents of thelr
daughters’ friends, even now, by the children’s names.

“Lydia’s been divorced a few years now. The guy bit her. That pgrt’s
supposed to be a secret, I think.” ’

“Bit her? Or beat her?” p ‘

“Bit.” Jane snapped her teeth together twice. “You know, chomp,
chomp. Heiwas a veterinarian, I think.” :

“Did he bite the kids, too?”

“I don’t believe he bit the children. Two children. One of them is

hyperactive, can’t concentrate, whatever it is these days when a kid
can't sit still, The Lydias won’t mention it, so don't bring it up. The
woman with the pink hair in the library told me all this. Let’s go. I want
to be able to sit on an aisle.”

Ever since her heart attack, Jane had been worried about dylng in
public. She had had her attack in the kitchen of her home, but the idea
that she might fall over in front of people made her very anxious. Years
ago, she had witnessed such a thing, 2 man dead on the sidewalk. The.
medics had ripped his shirt open, and it could still make her cry if she
thought about it hard enough—the tender unknowingness, the gone-
ness of his flung-wide arms, his belly showing. Poor darling thing, she
had thought to be lying there dead. : ‘

“And I want to sit toward the back,” her husband said. She nodded.
His bowels weren't what they used to be; sometimes he had to leave a

/

place in a hurry.
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The church was dark and cold, almost empty. They handed over
their tickets and were given programs, which they held with a tenta-
tiveness while they walked into one of the back pews, setthng in, un-
buttoning their coats, but leaving them on; v

“Keep an eye out for the Lydias,” Jane said, turning her head.

He held her hand, picked nervously at her fingertips.

“Was it Lydia who slept over every weekend for a while there, or was

“that her sister?” Bob asked, while Jane craned her neck back, looking

up at the ceiling of the church, the large, dark rafters.
“That was Patty, her sister. Not as nice a girl as Lydia.” Jane leaned

+ in closer toward her husband and whispered, “Lydia had an abortion in

high school, you know.”
“I know, I remember.” o
“You do?” Jane looked at her husband, surprised.

“Sure,” Bob said. “You told me she used to come to your office with

- cramps. She came in once and cried for two days.”

“That's right,” said Jane, warmer now inside her coat. “Poor thing, I
suspected it right then, frankly, and pretty soon after that Becky told

,me it was true. I'm really surprised you remember that.” She chewed -

her lip pensively, rocked her foot up and down a few titnes.
“What?” Bob said. “You thought I never listened? I listened; Janie.”
But she waved a hand and sighed, and settled herself against the
back of the pew before she said, musingly, “I liked working there.” And

- she had. She had liked, especially, the adolescent girls, the young,: .
- bumbling, oily-skinned, scared girls that talked too loud, or snapped

their gum ferociously, or slunk through the corridor with their heads
down—she’d loved them, really. And they knew it. They would come to
her office with théir terrible cramps, lying on the couch gray—faced and
dry-lipped with pain. “My father says it’s all in my head,” more than-
one girl had said, and oh, it broke her heart. What a lonely thing to be
a young girl! She would let then stay sometimes all afternoon.

The church was slowly beginning to fill up. Olive Kitteridge walked
in, tall and broad-shouldered in a navy-blue coat, her husband behind
her. Henry Kitteridge touched his wife’s arm, indicating they take a
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seat in a pew nearby, but Olive shook her head and they sat instead two
pews closer to the front of the church. “I don't know how he can stand
her,” Bob murmured to Jane.

They watched the Kitteridges settle into their pew, Olive shaking
off her coat, then placing it back on her shoulders, Henry helpmg her.
Olive Kitteridge had taught math at the school Jane had worked at;
very seldom had the two women spoken at length. Olive had a way
about her that was absolutely without apology; and Jane had kept her
distance. In response to Bob’s remark now, ]ane merely shrugged..

Turning her head, she saw the Lydias going up the back steps to the
balcony. “Oh, there they are,” she said to Bob. Such along time since
we've seen them. She looks pretty good.” ‘ \

He squeezed her hand and whispered, “So do you.”

The members of the orchestra came out in their black clothes-and
took their seats up front by the pulpit. Music stands were adjusted,
legs set at an angle, chins tilted, bows picked up—and then the dishar-
monious sound of an orchestra warming up. ‘

It bothered Jane that she knew something about Lydia Granger that
Mrs. Lydia might not, even now, know. It felt indecent, invasive. But
people ended up knowing things. When you were a school nurse, or a
pink-haired librarian, you ended up knowing who married alcoholics,

 whose kids had attention deficit disorder (that’s what it was), who -

threw dishes, who slept on the couch. She didn’t want to think there
were people in this chiirch right now who knew things about her chil-
dren that she didn’t know herself. She ducked her head toward Bob
and said, “I hope there aren’t people in this church right now who
know things about my kids that T don’t know.” '
The music started, and he winked one eye at her slowly, reassuringly.
During Debussy he fell asleep, his arms folded across his chest.
" Glancing at her husband, Jane felt her heart swell with the music, and
~ with love for him, this man next to her, this old (!) man, who had been
followed through life by his own chlldhood troubles—a mother always,
always mad at him. In his face right now she felt she could see the lit-

tle boy, furtive, forever scared; even as he slept here at this very mo-
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ment there was a tautness of anxiety on his face. A gift, she thought

again, placing her mittened hand lightly on his leg, a gift to be able to
know someone for so many years. |

Mrs. Lydia had had her eyes done they stared out of her head like a
sixteen-year-old’s.

“You look wonderful,” Jane told her, although close-up the effect |

was frightening. “Just wonderful,” she repeated, because it must have
been scary, having someone take a scalpel so close to your eyes. “How's
Lydia?” Jane asked: “And the others?”

“Lydia’s getting married again,” Mrs. Lydia sald moving 351de to let

" someone get by. “We're happy about it.”

Her husband, squatty, round-shouldered, rolled his eyes and jiggled
change in his pocket. “Gets expensive,” he said, and his wife, a red felt
hat tucked over her gold hair, gave him a fleeting look, which he
seemed to ignore. “All those damn psychiatrist bills,” he added, saying
this to Bob with a kind of man-to-man laugh.

“Sure,” said Bob, affably ‘ :

“But tell us, what are your. bunny rabbits up to?”-Mrs. Lydia's hp—
stick was dark, perfectly lined on her lips.

And so Jane recited the ages of their grandchildren, described the
jobs held by her sons-in-law, the girl they were hoping Tim would
marry soon. And because the Lydias only nodded at all this, without

even saying “How nice,” Jane felt compelled to go on, to fill the space

between their close, almost hoverlng, faces. “Tim went skydiving this

»see»med he'd gotten over it after a few times; he hadn’t mentioned it
again. “But honestly” Jane said, shivering, hugging her black coat
close. “Jumping out of a plane, can you imagine?” She herself could
imagine it only too well, and it made her heart race.

“Not really a risk taker, are you, Jane?” Mrs. Lydia was looking at her
with those new eyes; unnerving to have a s1xteen—year old’s eyes look-

_ing at you from an old woman s head.

~

_year,” she said, and told them how this had scared her to death..It "~
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“l\io,” said Jane, but she felt indistinctly that she had been insulted,
and when Bob’s arm, came up to touch her elbow, she felt he had re-

ceived this, for her, in that way, too. .

“You've always been a favorite of mine, Janie ‘Houlton,” said the

squat, red-faced Mr. Lydia then, abruptly reaching over and rubbing
her shoulder through her nice black coat.

She felt exhausted, suddenly, by this silliness. What were you sup-
posed to say when a squat, homely little man whose path )}ou had
crossed briefly for a number of years said you had always been a fa-
vorite of his? “Do you have any plans to retire soon, Alan?” is what she
pleasantly said. ' ' ' '

“Never,” the man answered. “I'll retire the day I die.” He laughed,

and they laughed with him, and in the quick glance he gave to Mrs.

Lydia, the way she briefly rolled her brand-new eyes, Jane Houlton re-
alized that he did not want to be home all day with his wife, that his
wife did not want him there either. Mrs. Lydia said to Bob, “You've re-
- tired now, since we last saw you? Wasn't it funny, meetlng you in the
Miami airport the way we did?

“It's a small world,” Mrs. Lydia added, tugging on her ear with a
gloved hand, glancing at Jane, and then turning her head, looklng up.
‘the balcony stairs. -

Bob stepped to the side, ready to go back into the church.

“When was this?” Jane said. “Miami?”

“Couple years ago. We visited those friends we- told you about™—
Mr. Lydia nodded at Bob—"in their little gated community. That’s not
my dish of ice cream, I can tell you.” He shook his head, then squinted
up at Bob. “Doesn't it make you crazy to be home all day?”

“Love it,” Bob said firmly. “T love it.”

“We do thlngs " Jane added, as though she needed to explain some-
thing.

“What things?”

And then Jane hated her, this tall woman with her painted face the
‘'hard eyes staring out from under the red felt hat; she didn’t want to tell
Mrs. Lydia how every morning she and Bobby, early, first thing, took a
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walk, how they came back and made coffee and ate their bran cereal

* and read the paper to each other. How they planned their day, went

shopping—for her coat, for a special pair of shoes since he had such
trouble now with his feet.

“We bumped into someone else that trip,” Mr. Lydia said. “The
Shepherds. They were at a golf resort north of the city.”

“Small world,” Mrs. Lydia said again, tugging at her ear with her
gloved hand again, not looklng at Jane this time, just looklng up the
stairs at the balcony

Olive Kitteridge was moving through the crowd of people. Taller

than most, her head was visible as she seemed to say something to her

husband, Henry, who nodded, an expression of suppressed mirth on
his face. ‘ , v

“Better get back in there,” said Bob; nodding toward the-inside of
the church, touchmg Jane’s elbow. -

“Come ‘on,” said Mrs. Lydia, tapping her husbands sleeve with a
program. “Let’s go: Lovely to see you.” She wiggled her fingers at Jane,
then moved up the stairs: _

Jane squeezed past a group of people standing right in the doorway,
and she and Bob went back to their pew, her tugging her coat around
her, crossing her legs, cold inside their black wool slacks. “He loves her,”
said Jane, with a tone of admonishment. “That’s how he can stand her”

" “Mr. Lydia?” , ‘ ‘

“No. Henry Kitteridge.”

Bob didn't answer, and they watched as others came in, took their
seats again, the Kitteridges among them. “Miami?” Jane said to her
husband. “What was he talking about?” She looked at him.

Bob thrust out his lower lip and shrugged, to indicate he didn’t
know. ‘

“When were you in Miami?”

“He must have meant Orlando. Remernber when 1 had that ac-
count I was closing down there?”

“You bumped into the Lydias at the alrport in Florlda> You never
told me that.” ‘
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“I'm sure I did. It was ages ago.”

The music took over the church. It took up all the space that

_ wasn't filled with people or coats or pews,iit took up all the space in
Jane Houlton’s head. She actually moved her neck back and forth as
though to shake off the cumbersome weight of the sound, and realized
that she had never liked ‘muéic. It seemed to bring back all the shad-
ows and aches of a lifetime. Let others enjoy it, these people listening
so seriously in their fur coats, their red felt hats, their tiresome llves—

" a pressure on her knee, her husband’s hand.

~ She gazed at his hand, spread over her black coat that they had
bought together. It was the large hand of an old man; a beautiful hand
with the long ﬁngers and the veins rising across; as familiar, almost, as

her own hand was to her.

“Are you all right?” He had put his mouth against her ear, but she

thought he had whispered too loudly. She made a circular motion with
two fingers, their own sign language from years back, Let’s go, and he

nodded.

elbow.
“OR, I get tired of that heavy music somehow. Do you m1nd>

“No. I'd had enough.”

In the car, in the darkness and the silence of the car, she felt some
knowledge pass between them. And it had been sitting there in church
with them, too, like a child pressed between them in the pew, this
thing, this presence that had made its way il‘lto their evening.

" She said quietly, “Oh, God.”.

“What, Janie?” - '

She shook her head, and he did not ask again.

A traffic llght up ahead turned yellow He slowed down, drove
.slowly; he stopped.

Jane blurted out: “I'hate her.”

“Who?” His tone was surprlsed “Olive K1tter1dge?’

“Of course not Olive Kitteridge. Why would 1 hate her? Donna .

Granger. | hate her. There’s something creepy about her. Smug. Your

! 3

“You all right, l]anie?” he asked on the sidewalk, his hand under her ,
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bunny rabbits. | hate her.” Jane actually stamped a foot agamst the floor
of thecar. ;

“I can't think it'’s worth all that emotion, Janie. I mean, really, do
you?” asked Bob, and from the corner of her eye, she saw that he didn't
turn his head to look at her as he asked this.

In the s1lence that followed, Jane’s anger grew; it became immense,
swol]iﬁg like water around them, as if they had suddenly driven over a
bridge and into a pond below—stagnant, cold stuff filled up around
them. '

“She was so busy getting her hair done that she didn't even know
her kid was pregnant. Didn’t even know it! Still doesn’t know it, prob-
ably. She still doesn’t know that I was the one to comfort the g1rl years
ago, I was the one to worry myself sick!”

“You were nice to those girls.”

“That younger sister, though—Patty. She was a nasty thing. [ never
trusted her, and Tracy shouldn’t have either.”

“What in the world are you talking about?”

“Tracy was toq innocent, you know. Don’t you remember that night
she had a slumber party and ended up so crushed?”

“There must have been a hundred slumber parties over the years,
Jane. No, I don't remember that one.”

“Patty Granger told Tracy how some other girl didn’t like her, some
girl. She really doesn’t like you, you know.” Jane was almost ready to cry,
recalling this. Her chin tingled. - :

“What are you talking about? You loved Patty.”

“I fed Patty,” Jane answered fiercely. “I fed the goddamn girl for
years. Those parents were never home, going this place and that, some
party here, some evening there, leaving other people to.take care of
their kids.”

“Janie, calm down.”

“Please don't tell me to calm down,” she said. “Please don't do that,
Bob.” :

She heard him sigh qu1etly, could plcture in the dark how he rolled
his eyes. :
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They drove the rest of the way in silence, passing Christmas lights,
twinkling reindéer; Jane looked out the window, her hands jammed
into the [‘>ockets of her coat. It wasn't until they were through town,
out on the final long stretch of Basing Hill Road, that Jane spoke again,
_quietly, with genuine confusion in her voice. “Bobhy, I didn’t know
you'd ever run into the Lydlas at the Orlando a1rport I don't think you:
ever told ine that.” s

“You probably forgot. It was a long time ago.”

Ahead of them through the trees the moon gleamed like a shiny lit- " -
tle curved particle in the black sky of the night, and something moved -

in Jane’s water-filled mind. It was the way the Lydia woman had looked,
at her, and then looked away; right before going up the balcony stairs.

- Purposefully now, Jane made her voice calm, almost conversational.
“Bobby,” she said, “please tell me the truth. You did see them at the
Miami airport, didn’t you?”

And when he didn't answetr, she felt her bowels ache, and an age-

~old sliver of anguish shuddered deep within her—how tired it made

her, that particular, familiar pain; a weight that seemed to her to be like

a thick, tarnished silver spreading through her, and then it rolled over
everything, extinguishing Christmas lights, streetlamps, fresh snow;
the loveliness of all things—all gone.
“Oh, God,” she said. ‘I can'’t believe it.” She added, “I really can't
believe it.” . :
Bob pulled the car into the driveway and turned off the engine.
They sat. ]ame he said. \
“Tell me.” So calm. She ‘even 51ghed “Tell me, please,” she said.
She could hear in the darkness of the car how his breathing was

‘quicker now; and her own was, too. She wanted to say their hearts .

were too old for this now; you can't keep doing this to a heart cant
keep on expecting your heart to pull through.

In the dim light that shone from their front porch his face looked
ghastly and ghostly. He must not d1e right now, ]ust tell me,” she said
again, kindly. oo E

“She got breast cancer, ]ame She called me at the office that spring

_ forth.
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~ before I retired, and I hadn't heard from her in years. Really years,

Janie.”

“Okay,” Jane said.

“She was very unhappy I felt bad.” He still did not look at her; he
stared over the steering wheel. “I felt . . . T don’t know. I can tell you I
wish she hadn't called.” Now he sat l)ack, taking a deep breath. “I had
to go to Orlando to close down that account, so I told her I'd come see .
her, and I did. I went down to Miami and I saw her, and it Was-awful,
it was pathetic, and the next day I flew back from Miami, where I saw
the Grangers.”

“You spent the night with her in Miami?” Jane was shivering now,
her teeth would chatter if she let them.

Bob was slumped in his seat. He put his head back on the headrest
and closed his eyes. “I wanted to drive back to Orlando that night.
That’s what I'd planned. But it was too late. I didn’t feel like I could
leave, and then, frankly, it was too late for me to feel I could safely
drive back. It was awful, Janie. If you could 'know how stupid and
awful and miserable it was.”

“So how much have you spoken with her since then?”

‘I called her once, a few days after I got back, and that was it. I'm
telling you the truth.”

“Is she dead?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea. I probably would have heard

from Scott or Mary maybe, if she'd died, so I assume she hasn't. But I

have no idea.”
“Do you think about her?” :

He looked at her pleadingly in the semidarkness. “Jane, I think of
you. I care about you. Only you. Janie, it was four years ago. That’s a
long time.”

“No, it isnt. At our age, it's like turning a couple of quick pages.
Bllp blip.” She made a hand gesture in the dark, a quick back and

" He didn'’t answer this but only looked at her w1th his head still back
against the headrest, as though he had fallen out of some tree and lay
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now, unable to sit up, his eyes rolling sideways to look at her with ex-
haustion and terrible sadness. “All that matters is you, Janie. .She
doesn’t matter to me. Seeing her—it didn’t matter to me. I just did it

because she wanted me to.”

Jane said, “But I just don’t understand. I mean, at this point in our

lives, I just don’t understand. Because she wanted you to?”
_“I don'’t blame you, Janie. It’s ridiculous. It was so—nothing.” He
put a large gloved hand over his face. ‘

“I have to go in. I'm freezing.” She got out of the car and went up
the front steps of their home as though she were stumbling, but she
" didn’t stumble. She waited for him to unlock the door and then moved
past him into the kitchen, then through the dining room into the living
room, where she sat down on the couch. ‘

" He followed her, and turned on the lamp, then sat on the coffee

table, facing her. For a long time they just sat. And she felt that her

heart was broken again. Only now she was old, so it was different. He
slipped off his-coat.
“Can1 get you anythmg? he asked. You want some hot chocolate?

Tea?” -
She shook her head.
. “Take your coat off, though, Janie.”

“No,” she said. “Fm cold.”

“Oh, i)lease, Janie.” He went upstairs and came back down with her

1

favorite swe'ater a yellow angora cardigan.

_She put the sweater on her lap.

He sat down next to her on the couch. “Oh, Janie,” he said. Ive
made you so sad.” ' C _

She let him help her, in a moment, put the sweater on., “We're get-
ting old,” she said then. “One day were going to die.”

" “Janie. - ‘ A
“I'm scared of it, Bobby.”

“Come to bed now,” he said. But she shook her head. She asked,
~ pulling back from his arm, which had gone around her, “Didn't she ever
marry?” "

,
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“Oh, no,” he said. “No, she never married. She’s mental, Janie.”

After a moment, Jane said, “I don’t want to talk about her.”

“I don't either.”

“Never again.”

“Never again.”

She said, “It’s that we're running out of time.”

“No, we're not, Janie. We still have tlme together. We' could still
have twenty years together.” ’

“When he said that, she felt a deep and sudden pity for him. “I need
to sit here for just a few more minutes,” she said. “You go on up to bed.”

“T'll stay with you.” And so they sat. The lamp from the side table
threw a dim and serious light throughout the silent room.

She took a deep, quiet breath and thought how she did not envy
those young girls in the ice cream shop. Behind the bored eyes of the
waitresses handing out sundaes theré loomed, she knew, great earnest-
ness; great desires, and great disappointments; such confusion lay
ahead for them, and (more wearisome) anger; oh, before they were
through, they would blame and blamie and blame, and then get tired,
too. ' ' N : :
Next to her she heard her husband’s breathing change; he had
drifted into a sudden sleep, his head thrown back against the cushions
of the couch. And then she saw him give a start.

“What is it?” She touched his shoulder “Bobby, what were you ]ust
dreamlng?

“Whew,” he said, raising his head. In the dim light of the living room -
he looked like a half-plucked bird, his thin, dry halr sticking out in dif- -
ferent angled patches from his head.

“The concert hall roof fell in,” he said.

She leaned toward him. “I'm right here,” she said, \putting her palm
to the side of his face. Because what did they have now, except for’
each other, and what could you do if it was not even quite that? -




Tulips

People thought the Larkin couple would move after what happened. '

But they didn't move—perhaps they had nowhere to go. Their blinds
remained drawn, however, day and night. Although sometimes in the
dusk of winter, Roger Larkin would be found shoveling his driveway.
Or in the summer, after the gréss got high and sad-looking, you might
find him out mowing the lawn. In both cases he wore a hat far down

over his face and never looked up when someone drove by. Louise, -

there was never any sight of at all. Apparently she’d been in a hospital
down in Boston for a while—the daughter lived near Boston, so that

would make sense—but Mary Blackwell, who was an X-ray technician '
in Portland, said Louise had spent time in the hospital there. What was_

interesting was that Mary was criticized for reporting this, even though

at the time there wasn’t a soul in town who wouldn't have chopped off

a baby finger for news of any kind. But there was that small outpouring
against Mary. With the HIPAA privacy laws these days, she could have
lost her job, pebple said. Remind me never to have shock treatments in
Portland, people said. And Cecil Green, who brought hot coffee and

0
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doughnuts to the reporters who- hung around the house those days,
took a scolding from Olive Kitteridge.

“What in hell ails you?” Olive demanded over the phone Feedmg
the vultures like that—good God.” But Cecil was known to be a little
“slow,” and Henry Kitteridge asked his wife to leave the fellow alone.

How the Larkins got groceries, nobody knew. It was assumed the
daughter from Boston must have some hand in getting her paients
food, because-once a month or so there would be a car parked, in the
driveway with a Massachusetts license plate, and while she was never
seen in the local grocery store, perhaps she brought with her her hus-
band, whom nobody in the town of Crosby would recognize anymore,
and maybe he-did some shopping in Mardenville. ‘

Had the Larkins stopped going to visit their son? Nobody knew, and
after a while people did not talk too much about it; sometimes people
driving past the house—large and square, painted pale. yellow—even
turned their heads away, not wanting to be reminded of what could
happen to a family that had seemed as pretty and fresh as blueberry
pie. .

It was Henry Kitteridge, responding in the middle of the night to a
police call that the alarm in his pharmacy had gone off (a raccoon had
made his way inside), who saw the Larkins pulling out of their drive-

» way, Roger driving, Louise—presumably Louise, for the woman had a

scarf around her head and was wearing dark glasses—sitting motion-
less beside him. It was two o'clock in the morning, and that’s when
Henry understood that this couple came and went under cover of
night; that most likely, most certainly, they would drive to Connecticut
to visit the son—but they did it w1th a furtiveness, and he thought per-
haps they would always live this way He told Olive this, and she said
“Yikes” softt :

In any event, the Larkins and their home and whatever their story
was inside it eventually receded so that their house with its drawn

shades took on, over time, the nature of one more hillock in the dra-

_ matic rise and fall of the coastal landscape. The natural rubber band

ook
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around people’s lives that curiosity stretched for a while had long ago
returned to encompass their own particularities , five, then seven.
years passed by—and in the case of Olive Kitteridge, she found herself
positively squeezed to death by an unendurable sense of loneliness.

Her son, Christopher, had married. Olive and Henry had been ap-
palled by the bossiness of their new daughter-in-law, who had grown
up in Philadelphia, and who expected things like a diamond tennis
bracelet for Christmas (what was a tennis bracelet? but Christopher
bought her one), and who would send back meals in.a restaurant, one
time demanding the chef be brought to speakto her. Olive, suffering a
seemingly endless menopause, would be washed over with extraordi-
narwaves of heat in the girl's presence, and one time Suzanne said,
“There’s a soy supplement you could take, Olive. If you don't believe in
estrogen replacement.”

Olive thought: I believe in minding my own businéss,ythat's‘ what I be-
lieve in. She said, “I've got to get the tulips in before the ground
freezes.” ’ - ‘

“Oh?” asked Suzanne, who had proven to be consistently stupld
about flowers. “Do you plant those tulips every year?”

“Certainly,” said Olive. -

“I'm sure my mother didn’t plant them every year. And we always
had some in the back of the house.”

“I think if you ask your mother,” Olive said, “you’ll find you're mis-
taken. The bloom of a tulip is already in its bulb. Right there. One
shot. That’s it.”

The girl smlled in a way that made Olive want fo slapher:,

At home Henry said, “Don't go telling Suzanne she’s mistaken.”

L “Oh, hell,” said-Olive: ‘ll tell her anything I want.” But she made g

some applesauce and took it over to their house.
The couple hadn’t been married four months when,Chrisfophet
called from work one day. “Now, listen,” he said. “Suzanne and I are

moving to California.”

For Olive, everything turned upside down. It was as though shed ‘
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been thinking, This is a tree, and here is a kitchen stove—and it
wasn't a tree at all, or a kitchen stove either. When she saw the ror
SALE sign in front of the house she and Henry had built for Christo-
pher, it was as though splinters of wood were shoved into her heart.
She wept at times with such noise the dog whimpered and trembled
and pushed his cold nose into her arm. She screamed at the dog. She
screamed at Henry. “I wish she'd drop dead,” Olive said. “Just drop
dead today.” And Henry didn’t admonish her.

California? Why all the way across this vast country?

“I like sunshine,” Suzanne said. “New England autumns are fine for
about two weeks, and then the darkness settles in, and—" She smiled,
lifting a shoulder. “T just don't like it, that's all. You'll come visit us
soon.”

It was hard stuff to swallow. _Henry, by then, had retired from the
pharmacy—earlier than planned the rent had skyrocketed, and the

building was sold for a big chain drugstore to move in-—and he often

. seemed at a loss for how to fill his days. Olive, who had retired from

teaching five years earlier, kept telling him, “Get yourself a schedule,
and stick toit.” :

So Henry took a Woodworkmg class at the extension school in Port-
land and set up a lathe in the basement, eventually producing four un-
even, but quite lovely, maple salad bowls. Olive pored over catalogues
and ordered one hundred tulip bulbs. They joined the American Civil
War Society—Henry’s great-grandfather had been at Gettysburg, and
they had the old pistol in the hutch to prove it—driving up to Belfast
once a’month to sit,in a circle and hear lectures about battles and he-.
roes and so forth. They found it interesting. It helped. They chatted
with other Civil War people, then drove home in the dark, passing the
Larkin house, where no lights were on. Olive shook her head. “I always
thought Louise was a little off,” she said. Louise had been a guidance -
counselor at the. school Olive taught in, and there was. something ‘

about Louise—she would talk too much and too gaily, and wore all that

makeup and put such a fuss into her Ac]otheé. “She got absolutely tipsy
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at the Christmas parties,” Olive said. “One year downright drunk. 1

found her singing ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’sitting on the bleachers -

in the gym. Honestly, it was disgusting.” ’
“Well,” said Henry. -
“Yes,” agreed Olive. “Well, indeed.”
. And so they were getting on their feet, Olive and Henry, finding

their way in this retirement-land, when Christopher telephoned one

night to say calmly that he was getting divorced. Henry was on the
phoné in the bedroom, Olive on the phone in the kitchen. “But why?”
they asked in unison. ‘

“She wants to, Chnstopher said.

“But what happened Christopher? For God’s sake you ve only been
married a year.”

Mom it’s happened That's all.”

'‘Well, then come on home, son,” Henry said.

“No,” Christopher answered. “I like it out here. And the practice is
‘going well. I have no intention of coming back home.” ’

Henry spent the evening sitting in the living room with his head in
his hands. - - » V '

“Come on/ Snap out of it,” Olive said. “At least you're not, Roger
Larkin, for God’s sake.” But her hands were trembling, and she went
and took eve'rything out of the refrigerator and cleaned the inside and
the racks with a sponge that she dipped into a bowl of cool water and

baking soda. Then she put everythlng back into the refrigerator. Henry

was still sifting with his head in his hands.

More and more often, Henry sat in the living room with his head in
his hands. One day he sa_id; with sudden cheerfulness, “He'll come
back. You'll see.” ‘ ‘

~“And what makes you so sure?”

“It’s his home, Olive. This coastline is his home.” *

As though to prove the strength of this geographical pull on their
only offspring, they traced their genealogy, driving to Augusta to work

" in the library there, going to old graveyards miles away. Henry's an"ces"-
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tors went back eight generations; Olive’s went back ten. Her first an-
cestor had come. from Scotland, was indentured for seven years of
labor, and then started out on his own. The Scottish were scrappy and

tough, surviving things you'd never dream of—scalpings, freezing win-

ters with no food, barns burning from a lightning flash, children dying

left and right. But they persevered, and Olive would be temporanly'
lightened in spirit as she read about this.

Still, Christopher remained gone. “Fine,” he would say when they
called him. “Fine.”

But who was he? This stranger living in California. “No, not right
now,” he said when they wanted to fly out to visit. “Now isn't a good
tlme )

Olive had trouble sitting still. Instead of a lump in her thrdat, she
felt a lump in her whole body, a persistent ache that seemed to be
holding back enough tears to fill the bay seen through the front win-

- dow. She was flooded with images of Christopher: As a toddler, he had

reached to touch a geranium on the windowsill, and she had slapped
his hand. But she had loved him! By God, she had loved him. In sec-
ond grade, he had almost set himself on fire, trying to burn his spelling
test out back in the woods. But he knew she loved him. People know
exactly who loves them, and how much—Olive believed this. Why

‘would he not allow his parents to even visit him? What had they done?

- She.could make the bed, do the laundry, feed the dog. But she
could not be bothered With any more meals. _
“What'll we have for supper?” Henry would ask, coming upstairs
from the basement. ‘
“Strawberries.” : : :
Henry would chide her. “You wouldn'’t last a day without me, Olive.
If I died tomorrow, whatever. would become of you?”
“Oh.)p it.” It irritated her; that kind of thing, and it seemed to her
that Henry enjoyed irritating her. Sometimes she'd get into the car by
herself and go for a drive. -

It was Henry who bought the groceries now. One day he brought
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back with him a bunch of flowers. “For my wife,” he said, handing
them to her. They were the saddest:damnythings: Daisies dyed blue
among the white and ludicrously pink ones, some of ther half-dead.
“Put them in that pot,” Olive said, pointing to an old blue vase. The
flowers sat there on the wooden table in the kitchen. Henry came and
put his arms around her; it was early autumn and chilly, and his woolen
shirt smelled faintly of wood chips and mustiness/She stood, waiting
for the hug to end. Then she went outside and planted her tulip bulbs.

A week later—just a'morning with errands to do—they drove into .

town, into the parking lot of the big Shop 'n Save. Olive was going to
stay in ‘the car and read the paper while he went in to get the milk and
orange juice and a jar of jam. “Anything else?” He said those words.
Olive shook her head. Henry opened the door, swinging his long legs
out. The creak of the opening car door, the back of his plaid jacket,
then the bizarre, unnatural motion of him falling right from that posi-
tion to the ground. : o

Henry'” she shouted.

She shouted at him, waiting for the ambulance to come. His mouth
moved, and his eyes were open, and one hand kept ]erklng through the

air, as though reaching for something beyond her.

The tulips bloomed in ridiculous splendor. The midafternoon sun hit
them in a wide wash of light where they grew on the hill, almost down
’to the water. From the kitchen window, Olive could see them: yellow,
‘white, pink, bright red. She had planted them at different depths and
they had a lovely unevenness to them. When a breeze bent them
slightly, it seemed like ‘an underwater field of something magical, all

those colors floating out there: Even lying in the “bump-out room”—
the room Henry had added a few years before, with a bay window big :
" enough to have a small bed tucked right under it—she could see the . -

tops of the tulips, the sun hitting the blooms, and sometimes she
"dozed briefly, listening to the transistor radio she held to her ear when-
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ever she lay down. She got tired this time of day because she was up so
early, before the sun. The sky would just be lightening as she got into
her car with the dog and drove to the river, where she walked the three
miles one way and the three miles back as the sun rose over the wide
ribbon of water where her ancestors had paddled their canoes from
one inlet to another. S ‘
The walkway had been newly paved, and by the time Olive made
her way back, Rollerbladers would bé passing by, young and ferocmusly .
healthy, their spandexed . thighs pumping past her. She'd:drive to
Dunkin’ Donuts and read the paper and give the dog some doughnut
holes. And then she would drive to the nursing home. Mary Blackwell *
was working there now. Olive might have said, “Hope you've learned to -
keep your mouth shut,” because Mary looked at her oddly, but Mary -
Blackwell could go to hell—they all could go to hell. Propped up in his
wheelchair, blind, always smiling, Henry was wheeled by Olive to the

recreation room, over by the piano. She said, “Squeeze my hand if you

understand me,” but his hand did not squeeze her hand. “Blink,” she
said, “if you hear me.” He smiled straight ahead. In the evenings, she .
went back to spoon the food into his mouth. They let her wheel him
into the parking lot one day so the dog could lick his hand. Henry
smiled. “Christopher is coming,” she told him. ' ’

" When' Christopher arrived, Henry still smiled.- Christopher had
gained weight, and he wore a collared shirt to the nursing home. When
he saw his father, he looked at Olive w1th a face stricken. “Talk to him,”
Olive directed: “Tell him you're here.” She walked away so they could
have some privacy, but it wasn’t long before Christopher came to find
her. \ ' :

“Where have you been?” he asked, peevishly. But hlS eyes were red,
and Olive’s heart unfolded.

“Are you eating all right out there in California?” she asked..

“My God, how can you stand this place?” her son asked.

“I can't,” she said. “The smell stays all over you.” She was like some
helpless schoolglrl, careful not to let it show: how glad she was to have

‘ ' ‘ B |
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him ‘there, to not have to gd there alone, to have him in the car beside
her. But he did not stay the whole week. He said something had come
up at work and he had to get back.

“All right, then.” She.drove him to the airport with the dog in the

backseat. The house was emptier than ever; even the nursing home -

seemed changed with Chnstopher not being there.

The next morning she wheeled Henry over by the piano. Chnsto-
pher will be back soon,” she said. “He had some work to finish up, but
he’s c'omingkback soon. He’s crazy about you, Henry. Kept saying what

a wonderful father you were.” But her voice started to wobble, and she
" had to move away, looking out the window at the parking lot. She
didn't have a Kleenex, and turned to find one. Mary Blackwell stood
there. “What's the matter?” Olive sald to her. “Haven't you ever seen an

old 1ady cry before? .

ple.

ping tea. “I went to that damn dopey grief g'roup,” she told Daisy. “And
they said it was normal to feel angry. God, people are stupid. Why in

hell should I feel angry? We all know this stuff is coming. Not many are

~ Tucky enough to just drop dead in their sleep.”

“People react in their own way, I guess,” Daisy said, in her nice
voice. She didn’t have anything except a nice voice, Olive thought, be-
cause that’s what Daisy was—nice. To hell with all of it. She said the
dog was waiting, and left her teacup still full.

It was like that—she couldn’t stand anyone. She went to the post

office every few days, and she couldn’t stand that either. “How are you
doing?” Emily Buck asked her every time, and it annbyed Olive. “I'm
managing,” Olive said, but she hated getting the envelopes, almost all
with Henry's name. And the bills! She didn’t know what to'do with
them, didn't even understand some of them-—and so much junk mail!
Shej’d stand by the big gray waste bin, throwing it all away, and some-

She didn't like to be» alone. Even more, she didn't like being witb peo-f

It made her skin crawl to sit in Daisy Foster's tiny dining room, sip-_
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“times a bill would get tossed in and she'd have to lean in and fiddle

around to find it, all the while aware of Emily watching her from be-
hind the counter. .

A few cards dribbled in. “I'm sorry...so sad.” “I'm sorry to -

_hear . . .” She answered each one. “Don’t be sorry,” she wrote. “We all

know this stuff is bound to happen. There’s not a damn thing to be
sorry about.” Only once or twice, fleetingly, did it oceur to Olive that
she might be out of her head. »

“Christopher called once a week. “What can I do for you, Christo-
pher?” she'd ask meaning Do something for me! “Shall I fly out and visit
you?”

“No,” he always said. “I'm doing all nght :

The tulips died, the trees turned red, the leaves fell off, the trees
were bare, snow came. All these changes she watched from the bump-
out room, where she lay on her side, clutching her transistor radio, her
knees tucked to her chest. The sky was black against the long panes.

She could see three tiny stars. On the radio a man’s calm voice inter-

~ viewed people or reported news. When the words seemed to shift in

meaning, she knew she had slept for a bit. “Yikes,” she said softly, at =
times. She thought about Christopher, why he would not let her come
visit, why he did not come back east. Her mind briefly passed over the
Larkins, wondering if they still visited their son. Perhaps Christopher
stayed in California hoping to reconcile with his wife—what a fierce
know-it-all Suzanne had been. Andyet she hadn’t known a damn thing '
about any flower that grew up out of the earth.

One freezing cold morning, Olive took her walk, went to Dunkin’
Donuts, read the paper in the car while the dog, in the backseat, kept -
whining. “Hush,” she said. “Stop it.” The dog’s whimpering became
louder. “Stop it!” she shouted. She drove. She drove to the library, and
didn't go in. Then she drove to the post office, tossed some junk mail
into the waste bin, and then had to bend over and fish out a pale yel-
low envel"opé with-no return address, the handwriting not one she rec-

ognized. In the car she ripped it ‘open, just a plain yellow square. “He -

was always a nice man, and I'm sure he still is.” Signed, Louise Larkin.
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The next morning while it was still dark, Olive drove by the Larkin
home slowly. There, beneath the blind, was the faintest strip of light.

“Christopher,” she said, into the kitchen phone the next Saturday.

. “Louise Larkin sent me a note about your father.”

She heard nothing.
“Are you still there?” she asked.
“Still here,” Chr1stopher said.
“Did you hear what I said about Louise?”
“Yup.”
“Don’t you think that’s interesting?”
“Not really ” ‘
Pain, like a pmecone unfolding, seemed to blossom beneath her
breastbone.
‘I don't even know how she found out. Shut up in that house all
day.”
“Dunno,” Chrlstopher said.
- “All right, then,” Olive said. “Well, I'm off to the library: Goodbye
- She sat at the kitchen tablé, leaning forward, her hand on her big
stomach. The thought that she could, anytirr.l.e‘ she needed to, kill her-
self went through her head. It was not the first timé in her life that
* she'd thought this, but before, she would think about the note to leave.
Now she thought she would leave no note. Not even: “Christopher,
what did 1 do that you should treat me this way?”

‘She looked with some caution around .the kitchen. There were .

" women, widows, who hated to give up their home, diec'l'soon after
someone hauled them off to assisted living. But she didn't know how
long she could go on living here. She had been waiting to see if there

was some way Henry could finally come home. She had been waiting
" for Christopher to come back east. As she stood up, looking for her car -

keys—because she had to get out of here—she remembered, in a dis-

tant way, how as a much younger wornan she had felt the dreariness of -
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“I hate
being a goddamn slave!” Maybe she hadn't yelled that. She called to
the dog and left.

domestic life, yelling, while Christopher ducked his head,

Abeolutely stick-thin, and appearing ancient in the way she moved,
Louise led Olive into the darkened living room. Louise turned on a
lamp, and Olive was surprised by the beauty in the woman's face.
“Don’t mean to stare,” Olive said—she had to say this because she
knew she was not gomg to be able to stop staring— “but you look
lovely.” ) : .

“Do I?” Louise made a sound of soft laughter

~ “Your face.”
“AR”

It was as though all of Louise’s earlier attempts to be pretty, her _

. dyed blond hair, her heavy pink lipstick, her eagerness of speech and

careful clothing, the beads and bracelets and nice shoes (Olive re-
membered)—all of this had, in fact, been covering up the essence of
Louise, who, stripped by grief and isolation, and probably drugged to
the gills, emerged in her frailty with a face of astonishing beauty You
seldom saw really beautiful old women, Olive thought. You saw the
remnants of it, if they'd once been that way, but you seldom saw what
she saw now: the brown eyes that shone with an otherworldliness,
sunken behind a bone structure as fine as any. sculpture, the skin
drawn tight across the cheekbones, the lips still full, her hair white and
tied off to the side in a little brown ribbon.

“I've made tea, ’*\.Louise said. .

“No, but thank you.”

“All right, then.” Louise sat down gracefully, in a chair nearby She
was wearing a long, dark green sweater-type robe. Cashmere,vOllve re-
alized. The Larkins were the only people in town with money they
spent. The kids had gone to private school in Portland. They'd had ten-

nis lessons, and music lessons, and skating lessons, and each summer
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had gone away to summer camp. People used to laugh about that, be-
cause no other kid in Crosby, Maine, went to summer camp. There
were summer camps nearby, filled with kids from New York, and why
would the Larkins have their children spend the summer with them?
It's how 4they were, is all. Roger’s suits (Olive remembered) had been
made by a tailor, or so Louise used to say. Later, of course, people as-
sumed they must have gone broke. But maybe there weren't that many
expenses, once all the experts got paid. - -

Olive looked around discreetly. The wallpaper had water stains in
one spot, and the wainscoting was faded. It was clean, the room, but
not one speck of effort had been given to maintaining it. Olive had not
been here for ages—perhaps a Christmas tea, it had been. A Christmas
tree in that corner, lit candles and food all over the place, Louise greet-
ing people. Louise had always liked te present a good show.

“It doesn’t bother you, staying in this house?” Olive asked.

“Staying anywhere bothers me,” Louise answered. “To actually pack
up and move—well, that's always seemed too much.”

‘I guessI can see that.”

“Roger lives upstairs,’ " Louise said. “And I live downstairs.”

“Huh.” Olive was having trouble taking things in. ‘

“Arrangements get made in life. Accommodations get made.”

Olive nodded. What she minded was how Henry had bought her
those flowers: How she'd just stood there. She’'d kept the flowers, dried
them out, all the blue daisies brown now, bent over. v

* “Has Christopher been a help to you?” Louise asked. “He was al-
ways such a sensitive boy, wasn't he?” Louise smoothed her bony hand

over her cashmere-covered knee. “But then, Henry was a nice man, so

that was lucky for you.” :

Olive didn’t answer. Through the bottom of the drawn blind a thin
strip of white light shone; it was morning now. She'd be on:her walk by
the river if she hadn't come here. :

“Roger is not a nice man, you see, and that made all the dlfference

Olive looked back at Louise. “He always seemed nice enough to
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me.” In truth, Olive didn't remember much about Roger; he had

* Jooked like a banker, which he was, and his suits had fit well—if you

cared about that kind of thing, and Olive did not.
“He seemed nice to everyone,” Louise said. “That’s his modus
“operandi.” She laughed lightly. “But in ree-al-it-y"—she spoke with ex
aggerated enunciation— "his heart beats twice an hour.”
Olive sat completely still, her big handbag on her lap.
“Cold, cold man. Brrr . . . Buit no one cares, because they blame the
mother, you know. Always always always, they blame the mother for

- everything.” )

“I suppose that's true.”

“You know that’s true. Please, Olive. Make yourself comfortable.”
Louise waved a thin white hand, a strip of poured milk in the dim light.
Olive tentatively moved her handbag to the floor, sat back.

Louise folded her hands, and smiled. “Christopher was a sensitive
boy just like Doyle.. Nobody believes this now of course, but Doyle is
the sweetest man alive.” '

Olive nodded, turned around, and looked behind her. Twenty-nine

times, the newspapers had kept reporting. And on the TV, too. Twenty-

nine times. That was a lot.

“Maybe you don't like my comparing Doyle to Chnstopher Louise
laughed lightly again, her tone almost flirtatious.

“How's your daughter?” asked ‘Olive, turning back to face Louise.
“What's she up to these days?”

“Shie lives in Boston, matried to a lawyer. Which has been helpful,
naturally She’s a wonderful woman.” :

Olive nodded.. :

Louise leaned forward, both hands on her lap. She tilted her head
back and forth and chanted softly, “Boys go o Jupiter to get more stu-
pider, girls go to college to get more knowledge.” She laughed her soft
laugh, and sat back. “Roger ran right off to his lady friend in Bangor
Again, the soft laugh. “But she rejected him, , poor thing.”

For Olive there was more than an inner silent groan of disappoint-
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ment. There was an almost desperate urge to leave, and yet she could

_ not, of course, having trespassed, having written Louise back, having
asked to visit.

“You've probably thought of killing yourself.” Loulse said this
serenely, as though discussing a recipe for lemon pie.

Olive felt a sudden disorientation, as though a soccer ball had just
been bounced off her head. ‘T hardly see that would solve anythlng,
she said.

“Of course it would,” Louise said, pleasantly “It would solve every-
thing. But there’s the question of how to do it.”

Olive shifted her weight, touched her handbag that was next to her.

“Myself, of course, it would be pills and drink. You—I don't see you

as a pill person. Something more aggressive. The wrists, but that would

take so long.”
“I guess that’s enough of that,” said Olive. But she couldn’t help
adding, “There are people who depénd on me. For heaven’s sake.”
“Exactly.” Louise held up a bony finger, tilted her head. “Doyle lives
forme. So I live for him. I write him every day. I visit every chance it’s
allowed. He knows he’s not alone, and so I stay alive.”
+ Olive nodded. ' )
~ “But surely Christopher doesn’t depend on you? He has a wife” ~

“She divorced him,” Olive said. It was odd how easy it was to say '

this. The truth was that she and Henry had never told anyone; except
their friends up the river, Bill and Bunny Newton. With Christopher in

California, it didn't seem anyone needed to know.

“I see,” said Louise. “Well, I'm sure he'll find a new one. And Henry '

doesn’t depend on you, dear. He doesn’t know where he is, or who is
with him.” ' ’

Olive felt a shoot of fury stab through her. “How do you know that?
It's not true. He knows damn well I'm there.”

- “Oh, I don't think so. That's not what Mary says.” ‘

“Mary who?™

Louise put her ﬁngers to her mouth in an exaggerated manner.

Whoops
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“Mary Blackwell? You're in touch with Mary Blackwell?”
“Mary and I go way back,” Louise explained.

“Yuh. Well, she told everyone things about you, too.” Ollves heart
had started to beat fast.

“And I imagine every one of them was true.” Louise lau;ghed that
soft laugh, and made a gesture, as though she were drying nail polish.

“She shouldn't be telling things from the nursing home.”

“Oh, come now, Olive. People are people. It always seemed to me
that you——esPecially—unde‘rstood that.”

" Assilence came into the room, like dark gases coming from the cor-
ners. There were no newspapers, or magazines, or any books.

“What do you do all day?” Olive asked. “How do you manage?”

“Ah,” said Louise. “Have you come here for lessons?”

“No,” said Olive. “I came because you were nice enough to write me ‘
anote.” _ :

‘I was always sorry my kids didn't have you for a teacher. So many
people don't have that spark, do they, Ohve> Are you sure you wouldn't
like that tea? I'm gomg to have some.”

“No, I'm fine.” Olive watched as Louise stood and moved through
the room. Louise bent to straighten a lamp shade, and the sweater fell - »
across her back, showing the thin form of it. Olive didn’t know you
could be that thin and still be alive. “Are ‘you ill?” she asked, when
Louise returned with a teacup on a’saucer. ‘

“IlI?” Louise smiled in that way that reminded Olive once again of
flirtation. “In what way ill, Olive?” '

“Physrcally You're very thin. But you certainly do look beautrful iy

Louise spoke carefully, but again with that playful tone. Phy31cally
ill, I am not: Though I have httle appetite for food, if that's what you're
referring to.” : : :
~Olive nodded. If she had asked for tea, she’d have been able to leave
when she'd finished it. But it was too late now. She sat.

“And mentally, I don't believe, really, that I am one bit more out of

my head than any other creature here on earth.” Louise sipped her tea.

The veins on her hand were pronounced; one went right down her
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skinny finger. The teacup clattered just slightly against the saucer.
“Has Christopher been out here frequently to help you, Olive?”
k “Oh, sure. Sure he has.”

Louise pursed her lips, tilted her head again, studied Olive, and
Olive could now see that the woman was wearing makeup. Around her
eyes was a shadowing of color thar matched her sweater. “Why did you
come here, Olive?”

“I told you. Because you were nice enough to send that note.”

“But I've disappointed you, haven’t I?”

“Certainly not.”

“You're the last person I expected to lie, Olive.”

Olive reached down for her handbag T'm going to get going. But I

" do appreciate that you sent the note.”

“Oh,” said Louise, laughing softly. “You came here for a nice dose of
: schadenfreude, and it didn’t work.” She sang, “Saaaaw-ry.”

‘Overhead, Olive heard the floorboards creak. She stood, holding
her bag, looking for her coat. ‘ ’

- “Roger is up.” Louise continued her smile. “Your coat is in the

closet, right as you come in: And I happen to know that Christopher
has been back only once. Liar, liar, Olive: Pants on fire, Olive.”
Olive went as fast as she could. She had the coat over her shoulder,

and turned back briefly. Louise was sitting in her chair, her thin back *

~ straight, her face so oddly beautiful; she was no longer smiling. She
said to Olive, loudly, “She was a bitch, you know. A slut.

“Who?” ' ,

Louise just stared at her with stony beauty. A shiver ran rxght

through Olive. .
Louise said, “She was—Oh she was something, let me tell you,

Olive Kitteridge. A cock tease! I don't care what the papers said about .

how she loved animals and small children. She was evil, a living mon-
ster brought into this world to make a sweet boy crazy.”

“Okay, okay.” Olive was putting her coat 'on hurriedly.

- “She deserved it, you know. She did.”
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Olive turned and saw Roger Larkin on the stairs behind her. He
looked old, and wore a loose sweater; he: had slippers on. Olive said,
“I'm sorry. I've disturbed her.” ‘

He only raised a hand tiredly, the gesture indicating that she was
not to worry, life had brought them to this point and he was resigned to
living in"hell. This is what Olive thought she saw, as she hurried to get
her coat on. Roger Larkin opened the door, nodding slightly, and as the
door was closing behind her, Olive was certain she heard the tiry,

quick smashing sound of glass, and the spat-out word, “Cunt.”

A bright haze hung over the river, so you could barély make out the

. water. You couldn’t even see too far ahead on the path, and Olive was

consistently startled by the people who passed by her. She was here
later than usual, and more people were out and about. Next to the as-
phalt pathway, the patches of pine needles were visible, and the fringe
of tall grasses, and the bark of the shrub oaks, the granite bench to sit
on. A young man ran toward her, emerging threugh the light fog. He
was pushing before him a triangular-shaped stroller on wheels, the
handles like those of a bicycle._ Olive caught, sight of a sleeping baby
tucked inside. What contraptions they had these days, these self-
impertant baby boomer parents. When Christopher was the age of that
baby, she’d leave him napping in his crib, and go down the road to visit

* Betty Simms, who had five kids of her own—they'd be craning all over

the house and all over Betty, like slugs stuck to her. Sometlmes when

~ Olive got back, Chris would be awake and whimpering, but the dog,

Sparky, knew to watch over him.
Olive walked quickly. It was unseasonably hot, and the haze was
warm and sticky. She felt the sweat run from helow' her eyes, like tears.

The visit to the Larkin home sat inside her like a dark, messy injection

of sludge spreading throughout her body. Only telling someone about
- it would get it hosed out. But it was too early to call Bunny, and not
having Henry—the walking, talking Henry—to tell this to grieved her
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so much that it was as though she had just that morning lost him to his

" stroke again. She could picture clearly what Henry would say. Always
that gentle amazement. “My word,” he'd say, softly. “My word.”

“On your left!” yelled someone, and a bicycle whizzed past her,
coming so close she felt the whir of air on  her hand. “Jesus, lady,” said
the helmeted alien, as he sped by, and confusion rolled through Olive.

“You're supposed to stay on the right side of the line,” came a voice
from behind her, a young woman on Rollerblades. Her voice was not
angry, but it was not kind.

Ohve turned and walked back to her car.

At the nursing home, Henry was asleep. With one cheek against the
pillow, he looked almost the way he used to look, because his eyes
were closed, and the blindness was taken away, so the blank, smiling
face was gone. Asleep, with the faintest furrowing of his brows, 2 hint
of anxiety seemed caught within him, making him familiar.

Mary Blackwell was nowhere in sight, but an alde told Olive that
Henry had had a “bad nlght '

“What do you mean?” Olive. dernanded

“Agitated. We gave him a pill around four this morning. He'll prob-'
ably sleep awhile longer.”

" Olive pulled the chair next to the bed, and sat holding his hand be-
neath the guardrail.. It was still a beautiful hand—large, perfectly pro-
portioned Surely as a pharmacist all those years, while he counted out

pills, people watching had trusted those hands.

Now his handsome hand was the hand of a man half- dead He. had\

dreaded this, as all people did. Why it should have been his fate, and
not (for example) Louise Larkin’s, was anYone’s»guess. The doctor’s
guess was that Henry should have been on Lipitor or some other statin,
since his cholesterol had been a little high. Henry had been one of
those phannacists, though, who seldom took a pill. And Olive’s feeling
about the doctor was simple: He could go to hell. She waited now,
until Henry woke up, so he wouldn’t wonder where she was. When she

{

AN
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tried to wash him, get him dressed with the help of the aide, he was
groggy and heavy and kept falling back asleep The aide said, “Maybe
we should let him rest for a bit.”

Olive whispered to Henry, “I'll be back this afterncon.”

No one answered the telephone when she called Bunny. She called
Christopher—with the time difference, he'd be getting ready for work.

“Is he okay?” Christopher asked immediately.

“He had a bad night. I'll go back up in a while. But ChI‘lS I saw

Louise Larkin this morning,”

He made no response the whole time she talked. She could hear an
urgency in her Vbiee, something desperate, or defensive. “The crazy
creature suggested I cut my wrists,” Olive said. “Can you imagine that?
And then said, well, maybe that would take too long.”

_ Christopher remained silent, even when she finished with the
smashed teacup, and the name-calling “Bitch.” (She could not bring
herself to say the word cunt.) “Are you there?” she asked, sharply.

‘I can’t imagine why you went to see her,” Chris finally said; as
though accusmg her of somethmg “After all these years You never -
even liked her.”

“She sent that note,” Olive said. “She was reaching out.”

“So what,” said Christopher. “You couldn’t drag me in there to save
my life.”

“It would hardly save your life. She’s all ready to stab someone her-

* self. And she said she knows you've only come back here once.’

“How would she know that? I think she’s cracked.”
“She is cracked. Haven't you been listening? But I think she knows
that from Mary Blackwell; apparently they're in touch.”

Christopher yawned. “I have to get into the shower, Mom. Just let -
meknow if Daddy’s all right.”

As she drove to the nursing home, a light rain dropped onto the car,

“and onto the road before her. The sky was gray and low. She felt an

upset different from the times before. It stemmed from Christopher,
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~ yes. But she seemed caught between the pincers of some intractable

remorse. A personal, deep embarrassment flushed through her, as

though she had been caught in the act of shoplifting, which she had . -

never done. It was shame that swiped across her soul, like these wmd-
shield wipers before her: two large black long fingers, relentless and
rhythmic in their chastisement.-

Pulling into the parking lot of the nursing home, she turned the car
too sharply and came close to hitting a car pulling in beside her. She
backed up, pulled in again, leavmg more space, but she was unsettled
by how close she had come to hitting the car. She_ took her big hand-
bag, made sure to put her keys where she could find them, and stepped
out. The woman—she was ahead of Olive—started to turn toward her,

and in less than a few seconds a strange thing happened. Olive said,

. “I'm awfully sorry about that, my gosh,” just as the woman said, “Oh, '

that's all right,” with a kindness that Olive felt was providential in its
' spontaneous generosity. The woman was Mary Blackwell. And the mo-
ment occurred so suddenly, that neither woman seemed to know' at
first who the other was. But there they were, Olive Kitteridge apologiz-
ing to Mary Blackwell, and Mary's face kind, gentle, absolutely forgiv-
ing. : : . g
“'just didn't see you there, with this rain, I guess,” Olive said.

“Oh, 1 know It can be bad, this kind of day——tw1hght before it even

gets gomg ‘ :

Mary held the door open for her, and Olive passed in front of her.
“Thank you,” Olive said. Just to make sure, she glanced at Mary, and
‘the woman’s face was tired and noncombative, the remains of sympa-
thy still there. It was like a sheet of paper on which marks of something
simple and honest had been drawn.

Who did I think she was? thought Olive. (And then Whodol thmk
I was?)

Henry was still in bed 'He had not made it into his chair all day. She

- sat by him, touching his hand, and fed him some mashed potato,

which he ate. It was dark as she prepared to leave. Wiaiting until she -

knew she would not be interrupted, she_leaned over to Henry and .
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whispered right into his ear, “You can die now, Henry: Go ahead. I'm
fine. You can g0 ahead. It’s all right.” She did not look back as she left
the room.

Dozing in the bhmp-out room, she expected the phone to ring,

In the morning, Henry was in his wheelchair, a polite smile on his
face, his eyes unseeing. At four o'clock, she returned and spooned into
his mouth his supper. The next week was the same. And the week after
that. Autumn was upon them; soon it would be dark as she fed him his -
supper fro;ﬁ the tray that sometimes Mary Blackwell brought.

One evening when she returned home, she looked through a
drawer of old photographs. Her mother, plump and smiling, but still’
foreboding. Her father, tall, stoic; his silence in life seemed right there
in the photo—he was, she thought, the biggest mystery of all. A picture
of Henry as a small child. Huge-eyed and curly-haired, he was looking
at the photographer (his mother?) with a child’s fear and wonder. An-
other photo of him in the navy, tall and thin, just a kid, really, waiting
for life to begin. You will marry a beast and love her, Olive thought. You
will have a son and love him. You will be endlessly kind to townspeople
as they come to you for medicine, tall in your white lab coat. You will
end your days blind and mute in a wheelchair. That will be your life.

~ Olive slipped the picture back into the drawer, her eye catching a
photo of Ch‘fistdpher taken when he was not yet two. She had forgot-
ten how angelic he'd looked like some creature newly hatched, as
though he had not yet grown a skin and was all light and luminescence.
You will marry a beast and she will leave you, Olive thought. You will
move across the country and break your mother’s heart. She closed the
drawer. But you will not stab a woman tW,enty—nine times.

‘She went into the bump-out room, lay down on her back. No,

Christopher wouldn't stab someone. (She hoped not.) It was not in his

cards. Not in his bulb—planted in this particular soil, hers and
Henry’s, and their parents before them. Closing her eyes, she thought

of soil, and green things growing, and the soccer field by the school

" came into her mind. She remembered the days when she was a school-

teacher, how Henry would leave the pharmacy sometimes in the au-
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tumn to come and watch the soccer games on the field beside the
school. Christopher, never physically aggressive, had spent most of the
games sitting on the bench in his uniform, but Olive had suspected
he didn’t mind.

There was beauty to that autumn air, and the sweaty young bodies
that had mud on their legs, strong young men who would throw them-
selves forward to have the ball smack against their foreheads; the
cheering when a goal was scored, the goalie sinking to his knees. There
were days—she could remember this—when Henry would hold her
hand as they walked home, middle-aged people, in their prime. Had
they known at these moments to be quietly joyful> Most likely not.
People mostly did not know enough when they were living life that
they were living it: But she had that memory now, of something healthy
and pure. Maybe it was the purest she had, those moments on the soc-
cer field, because she had other memories that were not pure.

Doyle Larkin had not been at the soccer games—he had not gone
to that school. Whether Doyle even played soccer, Olive didn't know.
She could not recall Louise ever saying, “I must go to Portland this af-

ternoon to see Doyle in a soccer game.” But Louise had loved her chil-

- dren, had bragged about them endlessly; when she’d spoken of Doyle

being homesick at summer camp, her eyes had moistened, Olive now
remembered this.

There was no understandmg any of it.

But she had been wrong to visit Louise Larkin, hoplng to feel bet-
ter by knowing the woman suffered. It was ludicrous, as well, to think
that Henry would die because she had told him he could. Who in the
world, this strange and incomprehensible Wbrld, did she think she
was? Olive turned onto her side, drew her knees up to her chest,
turned on her transistor radio. She would have to decide soon whether

or not to plant the tulips, before the ground was frozen.

Basket of Trips

Town is the church, and the grange hall, and the grocery store, and

these days the grocery store could use @ coat of paint. But no one’s

about to mention that to the grocer’s wife—a plump, short woman who

‘has brown eyes and two little dimples high up on her cheeks. When

she was younger, Marlene Bonney was quite shy, and she would push
the numbers on the cash register with a tentativeness, patches of pink
spreading over her cheeks; you could see it made her nervous, count-
ing out the change. But she was kind and warm-natured, and would
listen carefully, her head bent forward, whenever a customer men-
tioned a problem they-had: The fishermen liked her because she was
quick to laugh, a sweet eruption of a deep, soft giggle. And when she |

. made a mistake with the ‘change, as she sometimes did, she would

laugh even while blushing clear to her roots.’ I guess P'm not going to
win any prizes,” she’d:say. “No prizes for me.”

Now, on this April day, people stand in the gravelly parkmg lot next

to the church, waiting for Marlene to come out with her kids. Those

who speak do so quietly, and there is a great deal of abstracted gazing,

not uncommon in these circumstances, and many-long glances at the
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- ground. This same gravel parking lot stretches along the road and goes,
eventually, up to the big side door of the grocery store, which in the
past was often open during the summer months, and where people
could see Marlene out back there, playing cards with the kids, or fixing
them hot dogs to eat; good kids, always running around the store when
they were small, always underfoot.

Molly Collins, standing next to Olive Kitteridge, both of them wait-
ing along with the rest, has just looked around behind her at that side-
of the grocery store, and with a deep sigh says, “Such a nice woman. It
isn't right.”

Olive Kitteridge, who is blg—boned and taller by a head than Molly,\
reaches into her handbag for her sunglasses, and once ‘she has them
on, she squints hard at Molly Collins, because it seems: such a stupid

- thing to say. Stupld——thls assumption people have, that things should

somehow be right. But she finally answers, “She’s a nice woman, it's

true,” turning and looking across the road at the budded forsythia near
the grange hall.- :

And it is true, Marlene Bonney is sweet—and as thick as molasses,
to boot. Years ago it was Olive who taught Marlene math in the seventh

grade; Olive thinks she knows better.than most how hard it mustve

been for the poor girl to take on that cash register when the time came.
Still, the reason Olive has come here today, volunteered to help out, is

that she knows Henry would be here if things weren't as they are;

Henry, who went to church every Sunday, believed in this community
stuff. But there they are—Marlene has come out of the church, Eddie
Junior next to her, and the girls right behind. Marlene has been crying
" of course, but she is smiling now, the dimples high on her cheeks twin-
Kling as she thanks people, standing on the side porch of the church in
a blue coat that spreads over her rounded behind, but is not long
enough to cover the rest of the green flowered dress that sticks to her
nylons with static cling.

Kerry Monroe, one of Marlene’s cousins (who was in trouble with

the law a few years ago, and Marlene helped her out, took her in, gave .

.

her a job'ét the store), stands behind Marlene, slick as a whistle with
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her black hair and black suit and sunglasses, giving a nod to Eddie ]u—v
nior, who nudges his mother toward a car and helps her get in. Those
people going to the cemeétery, and this includes the husband of Molly
Collins, get into their cars as well, switching on their headlights in the
midst of this sunny day, waiting for the hearse to pull away, then for the
black car carrying the rest of the Bonneys to follow. All of it\rcosting an
arm and a leg, Olive thinks, walking to her own car along with Molly. v

“Direct cremation,” Olive says, as she waits for Molly to dig out a
seat belt from the mess of dog hairs. “No frills. Door to door. They'll
come right down from Belfast and take you away.”

“What are you talking about?” Molly turns her head toward Olive,
and Olive can smell the woman’s breath from those false teeth she’s
had for years.

“They don't advertise,” Olive says. “No frl]ls I told Henry that s the
outfit we'll be using when the time comes.’

She pulls out of the parking lot and starts down the road toward the
Bonneys’ house, which is way down at the end of the point. She has of-
fered to go back with Molly to help lay out the sandwiches, avoiding,
that way, the cemetery. The lowering of the casket and all that busi-
ness—she can do without. ] ‘

“Well, it’s a nice day, anyway,” says Molly, as they pass the Bullock
place on the corner. “Helps a little bit, I think.” And it’s true the sun is
strong, the sky very blue behind the Bullocks’red barn. \

“Is Henry able to understand, then?” Molly asks a few minutes
later.. ' , o ' ‘

For Olive, this is like someone has swung a lobster buoy and
slammed her in the breastbone. But she answers simply, “Some days..I -
think so, yes.” Lying is not what makes her angry. It’s the question that
has somehow made her angry. And yet, she also has an urge to tell this
woman, sitting stupidly beside her, how she took the dog over last week
on that day the weather was so warm; how she brought Henry out to
the parking lot and the dog licked his hands.

“I don’t know how you doit, Molly says quietly. “Going there every

" day, Olive. You're a saint.”
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“I'm hardly a saint, and you know it,” Olive answers, but she is so
angry she could drive right off the road.

“I wonder what Marlene is going to do for money, says Molly. “Do
. you mind if I open a window? I think you are a saint, Olive, but no of-
fense, it smells a little doggy in here.”

“Offense is not taken, I assure you,” says-Olive. “Opén any windows
you like.” She has turned onto Eldridge Road, and this is a mistake be-
cause now she will have to drive by the house where her son, Christo-
pher, used to live. She almost always makes a point of going the other
way, taking the old route down to the bay, but here she is, and now she
prepares herself to turn her head away, feigning nonchalance,

“Life insurance,” Molly is saying. “Cousin Kerry—she told someone

there was life insurance, and I guess Marlené’s also thinking of selling

the store. Apparently. Kerry's the one who's been running the business
this year.” -
 Olive’s eye has caught the clutter of cars in the front yard and she
turns her head as though to glance through the spruce trees out to the
water, but the afterimage of the junky front yard remains in her eye;
and oh, it had been a beautiful place! The lilac by the back door would
have its tight ljtﬂe buds now, the fostthia at the kitchen window prob-
ably ready to b.urst—if those beastly people haven't knocked it down,
living there like pigs Why buy a beautiful house and junk it up with

broken cars and tricycles and plastic sw1mrn1ng pools and swing sets? .

Why do a thing like that?

As they come over the crest where only juniper bushes and blue-
berry bushes grow, the sun is so bright above the water that Olive has
to put the sun visor down: They pass by Moody's Marina, down into
the little gully where the Bonney house is. “Hope I haven't lost the key
she gave me,” says Molly Collins, fishing through her handbag. She

"holds up a key as the car stops. “Pull up a little farther there, Olive.
There'll be a lot of cars here when they get baék from the cemetery.”
Years ago, Molly Collins taught home ec at the same school where

 Olive taught math, and even back then she was a bossy thing. But

‘Olive pulls the car up farther.

Basket of Trips | 167

“She probably ought to sell the store,” says Molly as they walk
around to the side door of the Bonneys’ big old house. “Why bother
‘with the headache of all that, if she doesn’t need to?”

Inside, standing in the kitchen looking around, Molly muses,
“Maybe she ought to sell this place, too.”

Olive, having never been inside before, thinks the place looks tired.
It’s not just because some tiles are missing from the floor by the stove,
or that part of the counter has bubbled up along the edge. The place
simply has an air of exhaustion. Dying. Not dying. Either way, it tires

. you out.‘OliV\e peeks into the living room, where a large window looks

over the ocean. It is a lot to take care of. On the other hand, it’s Mar-
lene’s home. Of course, if Marlene sells the place, then Kefry, who
lives in the room above the garage, will have to move out as well. Too
bad, Olive thinks, closing the closet door with their coats hung up,
heading back into the kitchen. Kerry Monroe had her eye on Christo-
pher a few years back, smelled some money in that practice of his.
Even Henry felt compelled to tell him to watch out. Don't WOITY,
Christopher said, she’s not my type. Which is pretty funny to think of
now. “You could laugh your-head off with that one, ha-ha thud,” says -

, Ohve to no one, as she comes into the kitchen, knocks her knuckles a

few times on the table. “Put me to work, Molly.”

“See if there's any milk in'the refrigerator, and pour it into these
creamers.” Molly is wearing a bib apron that she must have found here
in the kitchen somewhere. Or maybe she brought it along. One way or
another, she appears to have made herself at home. “Now, Olive, tell
me. I've been wanting to ask. How is Christopher these days?”

Molly sets out plates on the table as qﬁick as playing cards.

A “He’s fine,” says Olive. “Now, what else do you want me to do?”
- “Arrange these brownies on this. He likes it out there in Califor- .
nia?” _ . .

“He’s very happy out there. Got a nice practice going.” Little tiny
brownies. What was wrong with making a brownie b1g enough to sink
your teeth into?

“How can people in California have problems with their feet?” asks
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Molly, moving around Olive with a‘plate of sandwiches. “Don't they
drive everywhere?”

Olive has to actually look at the wall and roll her eyes because of
how stupid this woman can be. “But feet they have. And Chris has a
very nice practlce §

“Any grandchlldren on the way? Molly draws the words out with a
kind of coyness, while she shakes sugar cubes into a little bowl.

“Haven't heard,” says Olive. “And I don't believe in asking.” She
takes one of the little brownies and puts it intp her-mouth, making her
eyes big at Molly. Olive and Henry had told no one except their old
friends Bill and Bunny Newton, who. lived two hours away, that
Christopher was now divorced. Why tell anyone that? It was nobody’s
- business, and Christopher living so fai away—who needed to know

that his new wife had walked out after moving him across the country?
And that he didn’t want to come home? No wonder Henry had a
“stroke! How nnbelievablo it was! Never, in a hundred years, would
Olive tell Molly Collins, or anyone else, how. terrible it was when
Christopher came back to visit his father in the nursing home, how
- terse he was with her, how he went back early—this man who was her
. dearly loved son. A woman, even Marlene Bonney’s age, could expect

" one day to outlive her husband. A woman could even expect her hus-

band to get old and have a stroke and stay slumped in a chair at a nurs- -

ing home. But a woman did not expect to raise a son, help him build a
lovely house nearby, get started in a steady podiatry business, then
" have him marry and move across the country and never move home
again, even when he found himself deserted by a beast of a wife. No

woman, no mother, expected that. To have a son stolen away.

“Leave enough for others, Olivé," says Molly Collins, and then,

" “Well, at least Marlene has her kids. Wonderful kids they are, too.”
Olive takes another brownie and puts it into her mouth, but then—
here they are, the kids themselves, coming through the back door with
- .Marlene, moving through the kitchen as the sound of cars pulling into
 the gravel alongside the driveway ,can‘ be heard, and then doors slam-

ming shut. And Marlene Bonney herself, standing now in the hallway,
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holding her pocketbook slightly up and away from her body, as though
the pocketbook belongs to someone else, standing there until someone
leads her into the living room, where she sits down politely on her own
couch.

“We were just saying,” Molly Collins says to her, “that honestly,
Marlene, you and Ed turned out the three best kids in town.” And it’s
true they are something to be proud of: Eddie Junior in the coast
guard, smart the way his father was (although he is not as outgoing;
there is a wariness in his dark eyes), Lee Ann studying to be a nurse,
Cheryl about to graduate from high'scheol; you never heard about any
trouble they were in.

But Marlene says, “Oh, there’s lots of nice kids around taking the
coffee that Molly hands her. Marlene’s brown eyes seem a little out of
focus, the flesh of her cheeks a little more droopy. Olive sits down.in a
chair across from her. .

“That cemetery stuff’s bad business,” Olive says, and Marlene smiles,
her dimples twinkling like tiny imprints of stars high up on her cheeks.

“Oh, hello, Olive,” she says. It has taken Marlene years to stop call- -
ing her Mrs. Kitteridge, which is what happens when you have people
in school. And of course the opposite is true, which is that Olive con-
tinues to see half the town as kids, as she can still see Ed Bonney and
Marlene Monroe as young schoolkids, falling in love, walking home
day after day from school. When they reached the Crossbow Corners,
they would stand and talk, and sometimes Olive would see them there
as late as five o'clock, because Marlene had to go one way and Ed the
other.

~ Tears have appeared in Marlene’s -eyes, and she blinks fast. She

- leans toward Olive and whispers, “Kerry says nobody likes a crybaby.”-

“Hells bells,” answers Olive.

But Marlene sits back as Kerry appears, stick-thin and high-heeled,
thrusting out that black-suited pelvic bone as soon as she stops walk-
ing, and it crosses Olive’s mind suddenly that maybe Kerry was bullied
when she was very young, skinny. little kid. Kerry asks, “You want a
beer, Marlene? Instead of that coffee?” She is holding a beer herself,
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her elbow tucked to her waist, and her dark eyes are keen, taking it in, '

the still-full cup of coffee in Marlene’s hand, .and the presence of Olive:
Kitteridge, too, who years ago sent Kerry to the principal’s office 'more‘
than once, before Kerry got shipped off to live with relatives some-
where. “Or would you like a little whiskey?” .

Henry might have remembered why they sent the girl away. Olive
has never been one for remembering things.

“A drop of whiskey sounds .good,” says Marlene. “You want any,
" Olive?” - ‘ V ’

. “Nope. Thanks.” If she drank, she'd be a guzzler She stays away
from it, always has. She wonders if Christopher’s ex-wife might have
been a secret guzzler, out there drinking all that California wine.

. The house is ﬁlling up. People move down the hallway and out onto
the front porch. Some of the fishermen have come over from Sabbatus
Cove, all scrubbed-looking. Their big shoulders slumped, they seem
sheepish, apologetic, as they move into the living room, taking the tiny
brownies with their big hands. Soon the living room is so full that Olive
can no longer see out to the water. People’s skirts, belt buckles move
past her. “ just wanted to say, Marlene”—and here, in a sudden clear-
ing of people, is Susie Bradford, pushing herself between the coffee
table and the couch—"that he was so brave during his sickness. I never
saw him complain.”

“No,” says Marlene. “He didn’t complain.” And then: “He had his
basket of trips.” At least that's what Olive thinks she’s heard. Whatever
Marlene has said seems to embarrass her. Olive sees the woman’s
cheeks flush, as though she has just divulged some private, very inti-
mate secret that she shared with her husband. But Susie Bradford has

‘spilled jelly from one of the cookies down her front, and now Marlene

s saying, “Oh, Susie, go into the bathroom down the hall. Such a

pretty blouse, what a shame.”
“No ashtrays in this house,” says a woman on her way past Olive,
and because of a little crush of people, the woman has to stand there

in front of Olive for a moment; she takes a deep drag from her ciga- ' _ 1

"rette, squinting her eyes against the smoke. Some tiny ping of recogni- . :
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tion, of l;nowledge, takes place in Olive, but she could not tell you who
this woman is—she knows only that she doesn't like the looks of her,

with her long, stringy hair that contains a lot of unflattering gray. Olive

" thinks when your hair gets gray, it’s time to chop it off, or pin it up on

top of your head, no point in thinking you're still a schoolgirl; “I can'’t
find an ashtray in this house,” the woman says, tilting her face up
quickly as she breathes out a stream of smoke. ‘
“Well,” says Olive, ‘I guess that’s too bad.” And the woman moves
away. /
The couch comes into view again. Kerry Monroe is drinking a tum-
bler of brown stuff—the whiskey she was offering earlier, Olive sus--
pects—and while Kerry’s lipstick remains bright, her cheekbones and
jawline still impressively proportioned, it’s as though inside her black
clothes: her joints have become loosened. Her crossed leg swings, a
foot bobs some inner wobbliness is there. “Nice service, Marlene,”

Kerry says, leaning forward to pick up a meatball with a toothpick. “Re- |

‘ally nice service; you've done him proud.” And Olive nods, because she

would like Marlene to be comforted by this.

But Marlene doesn't see Kerry, she is smiling upward, taking hold-of
someone’s hand, and says, “The kids planned it all.” And the hand be-
longs to Marlene’s youngest girl, who in her blue velour jersey and
navy-blue skirt squeezes between Mérlene and Kerry, putting her head =
on Marlene’s shoulder, nestling her big-girl’s body close.

“Everyone’s saying how nice the service- was,” Marlene says,
smoothing the girl's long bangs away from her eyes. “You did a real nice
job.”

The girl nods, her head pressed against her mothers arm.

“Great job,” says Kerry, tossing back the rest of the whiskey in her
glass as though it were merely iced tea.

And Olive, watching all this, feels—what? Jealousy? No, you don't
feel jealous of a woman whose husband has been lost. But an unreach-
ability, that's how she'd put it. This plump, kind-natured woman sitting
on the couch surrounded by children, her cousin, friends—she is un-

reachable to Olive. Olive is aware of the disappointment this brings.
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“Because why, after all, did she come here today? Not just because
Henry would havesaid to go to Ed Bonney’s funeral. No, she came

here hoping that in the presence of someone else’s sorrow, a tiny crack

of light would somehow come through her own dark encasement. But -

it remains separate from her, this old house filled with people except
one voice is begmmng to rise above the others.

Kerry Monroe is drunk. In her black suit she stands by the couch
~ and raises an arm. “Cop Kerry,” she says, loudly. “Yep. That should have
been me.” Laughing, she sways. People say, “Watch it, Kerry,” “Careful
there,” and Kerry ends up sitting on the arm of the couch, slips a black
high ‘heel off and flips up and down her black-stockinged foot. “Up
" against the wall, buster!” ' .

It’s disgusting. Olive rises from her chair. Time to leave; goodbyes,

aren'’t necessary. No one will miss her.

* The tide is going out. Near the shore the water is flat, metal-colored,

although out past Longway Rock, if’s starting to get choppy; there’s
even a whitecap or two. Lobster buoys down in the cove bob slightly,
and seagulls circle the’ wharf near the marina. The sky is still blue, but
off to the northeast, the horizon is lined with a rising cloud bank, and

_ the tops of the pine trees are bending, over there on Diamond Island. v

Olive is not able to leave after all. Her car is blocked in the drive-
way by other cars, and she woiild have to ask around and make a fuss,

- and she doesn’t want to do that. So she has found herself a nice private
spot, a wooden chair right below the deck, off to one corner, in which
to sit and watch the clouds move in slowly over the bay.

Eddie ]unior walks by on his way down to the shore with some of
his cousins. They don’t notice her sitting there, and they disappear
down the skinny path between the bayberry bushes and the rugosa,

and then reappear again on the shore, Eddie Junior lagging behind the

rest. Olive watches as he pleS up stones and skips them through the

water.
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Above her on the deck she hears footsteps, big men’s boot-shoes

clump, clump. Matt Grearson’s voice says in a long drawl, “Be a real

 high tide later tonight.”

“Yep,” says someone else—Donny Madden.

“Marlene’s going to get lonesome out here this winter,” says Matt
Grearson after a while.

Godfrey, thinks Olive from her chair below—run llke hell, Marlene.

Big flub-dub Matt Grearson. . .
“I guess she'll manage,” answers Donny, eventually. “People do.”

In another few minutes their boots clump back inside, Olive hears
the door close. People manage, she thinks. It’s true. But she takes a
deep breath and has to shift her weight on this wooden chair, because
it’s not tru‘e, too. Sh’e‘pictures Henry, not even a year ago;, rneasuring
what was needed for the mopboards in their new room, down on his

* hands and knees with the measuring tape, telling her the numbers

while she wrote them down. Then Henry standing up, a tall man.
“Okay, Ollie. Let’s widdle the dogs and go into town.” The car ride—
what did they talk about? Oh, how she wants to remember, but she
can't remember. In town, in the parking lot of Shop 'n Save, because
they needed milk and juice after they went to the lumber store, she
said she would stay in the car. And that was the end of their life. Henry
got out of the car and fell down. Never stood up again, never walked
down the pebble path to the house again, never said an intelligible
word again; only sometimes, those huge blue-gréen eyes would look at
her from the hospital bed.

Then he went blind; now he will never see her again. “Not much'to
look at these days,” she’s told him, when she has gone to sit with him.
“Lost a little weight now we don't have our crackers and cheese every
night. But I guess I look like hell.” He would say that wasn'’t true. He
would say, “Oh no, Ollie. You look wonderful to me.” He doesn't say
anything. Some days in his wheelchair he doesn’t even turn his head.

She makes the drive every day and sits with him. Youre a saint, says

Molly Collins: God, how stupid can you be? A scared old woman is
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what she is; all she knows these days is that when the sun goes down, _
it's time to go to bed. People manage. She is not so sure. The tide is still

out on that one, she thinks.

Eddie Junior has étayed down there on the shore, skipping stones. His
cousins are gone; just Eddie Junior down there on the rocks alone.
Hurling those flat stones. Olive feels pleased by how good he is at this,
. skip-skip, sklp skip; even though the water is no longer flat. She likes
the way he immediately bends down, finding another, hurhng that.
But there’s Kerry, and where did she come from? She must have
" gone down to the shore from around the other side of the house, be-
cause there she is in her stockinged feet on the rocks, veering over the
barnacled rocks, calling out to Eddie. Whatever she’s saying, he
doesn’t like. Olive can tell that from here. He keeps on skipping
stones, but finally he.turns to her and speaks. Kerry opens her arms in
a kind of pléadin_g gesture, and Eddie ]uhior just shakes his head, énd
a few minutes later, Kerry comes back up from the shore, crawling up
the rocks, clearly drunk. She could break her neck out there, Olive
thinks. Not that Eddie Junior seems to care. He throws a stone, real

hard this time, too hard—it doesn’t skip, just smashes into the water.

For a long time Olive sits there. She looks out over the water, and

on the far edge of her mind she can hear people getting into their cars, -

- driving away, but she is thinking of Marlene Monroe, a young girl, so
shy, walki>ng home with her sweetheart Ed Bonrey, how happy a girl

“she must have been, standing at Crossbow Corners while the birds
chirped and Ed Bonney perhaps said, “Gee, 1 hate to say goodbye.”
They lived rlght here in this house with Ed’s mother for the first years
of their marriage, until the old lady died. If Chrlstopher had stayed

married, his wife wouldn’t have let Olive live with them for ﬁye min-
utes. And now Christopher was so different he might not let her.live’
with him either—should Henry die and she find herself in trouble.

Christopher might stick her in the attic, except he'd mentioned his

A
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California house didn't have an attic. Tie her to a flagpole, but he
didn't have one of those either. So fascist, is what Christopher said, the
last time he was here, as they drove past the Bullocks’ house W1th the
flag out front. Whoever went around saying things like that?

A stumbling sound on the deck above her, and then a slurred voice,

“I'm sorry, Marlene. Really, you have to believe me.” And then the mur-
muring sounds of Marlene herself, telling Kerry it’s time to go sleep it
off, and after that, clumplng sounds down the deck stairs; more si-
lence.

Back inside the house, Olive puts a brownie into her mouth and
goes off to find the bathroom. Coming out, she runs into the /woman
with the long gray hair, who is right now sticking a cigarette butt into a
potted plant that sits on a table in the hallway. “Who are you?” Olive
says, »a,nd the woman stares at her. “Who are you?” the woman answers,
and Olive walks past her. That is the woman who bought Christopher’s
house, Olive realizes with an inner lurch, that woman who hasn’t the
decency to respect even a poor potted plant, let alone everything Olive
and Henry worked for, their son’s beautiful house, where their grand-
children were going to grow tp. :

“Where’s Marlene gone to?” Olive asks Molly Collins, who still has
Marlene’s apron on, and is walking around the living room ofﬁéiously
collecting plates, balled-up paper napkms Molly looks over her shoul-
der and says vaguely, “Gee, I'm not sure.”

“Where’s Marlene gone?” Olive asks Susie Bradford, who comes by

‘next, and Susie says, “Around.”

It's Eddie Junior who tells her. “Kerry got drunk and Mom’s gone to
put her in bed.” He says this with a dark look at the back of Susie Brad-
ford, and Olive likes the boy a good-deal. She did not have this young
fellow in school. ‘She left teaching years before to tend to her own fam-
ily. Christopher out in California. Henry over in Hasham, at the: home
Gone, gone. Gene to hell.

“Thank you,” she says to Eddie Junior, who, in his 'young eyes,
seems to have some awareness of hell himself.
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It is no longer a lovely April day. The northeast wind that blows against-
the side of the Bonney house has also brought the clouds in, and now
a sky as gray as November hangs over the bay, and against the dark
rocks the water slaps ceaselessly, swirling seaweed around, leaving it
bumpily. combed out along the higher rocks. Right down to the point
the rocky coastline looks barren, almost wintry, only the skinny spruce
and pines show dark green, for it is far too early for any leaves to come
out; even close to the house the forsythia is only budded.

Olive Kitteridge, on her way to find Marlene, steps over a smashed-
looldng crocus by the garage’s side door. Last week, after the day that
was warm enough to take the dog to Henry inthe parking lot, it
sniowed, one of those April dumpings of pure white that all melted the
very next day, but the ground in places is still soggy from the assault,
and certainly this crushed yellow crocus has been done in. The side
door of the garage opens vdirectly‘ to stairs, and Olive walks up them

cautiously, stands.on the landing; two sweatshirts are hanging on

hooks, a pair-of muddied yellow rubber boots stand side by side, toes ’

facing in opposite dlrectlons

Olive knocks on the doot, looking at the boots She bends over and
places one boot on the other side of its mate, so they look like they go
" together, could walk off together, and she knocks again. No answer, so
she turns the knob, pushes the door open slowly, walks in.

* “Hello, Olive.”

Across the room, facing her, Marlene sits like an obedient schoolgirl

in a straight-backed chair by Kerry's double bed, her hands folded in her

lap, her plump ankles crossed neatly. On the bed sprawls Kerry. She lies

on her stomach with the abarldonment of a sunbather, her face turned
towsdrd the wall, elbows out, but her hips are turned slightly, so that the
black outline of her suit seems to accentuate the rise of her rear end,
- and her black-stockinged legs are sleek, in spite of the fact that the
stockings are shredded in a series of tiny runs at her feet.
* “Is shé asleep?” Olive asks, walking farther into the room.
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“Passed out,” Marlene answers. “Upchucked first in Eddie’s room, -
then fell asleep here.” \ :

“I'see Well, it's a nice place you've given her here.” Olive walks over
toward the little dining alcove and brings back a chair, sits down by
Marlene ,

For a while neither woman speaks, then Marlene says pleasantly,
“I've been thinking about killing Kerry.” She raises a hand from her lap
and exposes a small paring knife lying on her green flowered dress:

“Oh,” says Olive. ‘

Marlene bends over the sleeping Kerry and touches the woman’s
bare neck. “Isn’t this some major vein?” she ‘asks, and puts the knife
flat against Kerry’s neck, even poking slightly at the vague throbbing of
the pulse there.

“Yuh. Okay. Might want to be a little careful there.” Olive sits for-
ward.

In a moment Marlene sighs, sits back. “Okay, here.” And she hands
the paring knife to Olive.

“Do better with a pillow,” Olive tells her Cut her throat, there’s

. going to be a lot of blood.”

A sudden, soft, deep eruption of a glggle comes from Marlene.
“Never thought of a pillow.” ’

“Tve had some time to think about pillows,” Olive says, but Marlene
nods vacantly, like she’s really'not listening,

“Mrs. Kitteridge, did you know?”

“Know what?” says Olive, but she feels her stomach turn choppy,
whitecaps in her stomach.
~ “What Kerry told me today? She said it happened with her and Ed
only once. Just one time. But I don't believe that—it had to be more.
The summer after Ed Junior graduated from high school.” Marlene has
started to cry, is shaking her head. Olive looks away; a woman needs

her privacy. She holds the paring knife in her lap and gazesout through

the window above the bed, only gray sky and gray ocean; too high up to
see any shoreline, only gray waterand sky out there, far as the eye can
see. ‘ ‘ ‘




178 | Olive Kitteridge

“I never heard anything,” says Olive. “Why would she choose today
to tell you?”

“Thought I knew.” Marlene has pulled a Kleenex from somewhere,
from inside her sleeve maybe, and she dabs at her face, blows her nose.
“She thought I knew all along, and 1 was just punishing her by keeping
on being nice to her. She got drunk today and started saying how good
I got her, killing her and Ed with kindness that way.”

“Jesum Crow,” is all Olive can think to say.

“Isn’t that funny, Olive?” Again, out of nowhere comes Marlene’s

deep giggle.
- “Well,” says Olive. “I guess it’s not the funniest thing I ever heard.”

Olive looks at the black-suited body of Kerry sprawled there on the
bed and wishes there were a door to close or a curtain to draw so they
didn’t have to see the rise of this girl’s rear end, her black stockings out-
lining the slim calves of her legs. “Does Eddie Junior know?”

o “Yuh Seeims she told him yesterday. Thought he knew, too, but he
says he didn't. He says he doesn't beheve it’s true.”

“It may not be.”

“Shit,” says Marlene, shakmg her head, crying again. “Mrs. Klt-
teridge, if you dont mind, I'd like to just say shit.”

“Say shit,” says Olive, who never uses the word herself.

“Shit,” says Marlene. * “Shit, shit, shit.”

- “I guess so.” Olive breathes in deeply. “I guess so,” she says again,

slowly. She looks around her with little interest—a picture of a cat is -

on one wall—and her glance comes back to Marlene, who is squeezing
her nose. “Quite a day, kiddo. Vomit upstairs, and cigarette butts down-
stairs.” The woman with the long gray hair has really shaken Olive up:
Seismic spells itself across her fog- olored mind. She says, “That crea-
ture who bought Christopher’s house, she’s walking around putting her
cigarettes out in. your plants.’;

“Ob, her,” says Marlene..“She’s a piece of shit, toc.”

“I guess so.” She’s going to tell this to Henry tomorrow. She'll tell

him the whole thing; only he won't like hearing the word shit.

“Olive, could I ask you to do me a favor?”

N
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“I wish you would.” ,

“Could you, please—" And here the poor woman looks so bereft,
dazed, in her green flowered dress, her brown hair coming loose from
its pins. “Before you leave, could you go upstairs in the bedroom? Turn
right at the top of the stairs. In the closet you'll find pamphlets, you
know, of different places to go. Could you take them with you? Just
take them with you, and throw them all away. The basket they're in,
too.” ‘ ' g

“Of course.”

Marlene has tears running down past her nose. She wipes her face
with a bare hand. “I don't want to open that closet door, knowing it's
there.” :

“Yes,” says Olive. “I can do that.” She brought Henry’s shoes home
from the hospital, put them in a bag in the garage, and they are still
there. They were new, bought just a few days before the last time they

* pulled into the parking lot of Shop 'n Save.

“Any other stuff, if you want, Marlene.”

“No. No, Olive. It's that we sat there and made believe we'd go
places together.” Marlene shakes her head. “Even after Dr. Stanley told
us what the situation was, we'd go through these pamphlets, talking
about the trips we'd take when he got well.” She rubs her face with

- both hands. “Gosh, Olive.” Marlene stops and looks at the knife Olive ‘

is holding. “Oh, gosh, Olive. I'm so embarrassed.” And it seems she
really is; her cheeks are ﬂ.ushir\lg a deep pink, now a deep red.

“No need to be,” Olive tells her. “We all want to kill someone at -
some point.” Olive’s ready rlght now to say, if Marlene wants to hear,
the different people she might like to kill. ‘ )

But Marlene says, “No, not that. Not that. That I sat there with him
and we planned those trips.” She tears at the Kleenex, which is pretty
well shredded. “Gosh, Olive, it was like we believed it. And there he

was, losing weight, so weak—'Marlene, bring over the basket of trips,’

“he'd say, and I would. It makes me so embarrassed now, Olive.”

An innocent, Olive thinks, gazing at this woman. A real one. You

don't find them anymore. Boy, you do not.
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- Olive stands-up and walks to the window over the little sink, look-
ing down onto the driveway. People are leaving now, the last of them,
Matt Grearson gets into his truck, backs out, drives away. And here
comes Molly Collins with her husband, walking over the grével in her
low pumps; she putxin a full day’s work, Molly did, just trying to do her
best, Olive thinks. Just a woman with false teeth and an old husband—
who in two shakes will be dead like:the rest of them, or worse, sitting
next to Henry in a wheelchair.

She wants to tell Marlene how she and Henry talked about the
grandchildren they would have, the happy Christmases with their nice
daughter-in-law. How only a little more than a year ago they would go
to Christopher’s house for dinner and the tension would be so thick,

_ you could put your hand against it, and they'd still come home and say
to each other what a nice girl she was, how glad they were that
Christopher had this nice wife.

Who, who, does not have their basket of trips? It isn’t right. Molly
Collins said that today, standing out by the church. It isn’t right. Well.
Itisn't.

She would like to rest a hand on Marlene’s head, but this is not the
kind of thing Olive is especially able to do. So she goes and stands near
the chair Marlene sits on, gazing out that side window there, looking
. down at the shoreline, which is wide now that the tide’s almost gone
out. She thinks of Eddie Junior down there skipping stones, and she
can only just remember that feeling herself, being young enough to
pick up a rock, throw it out to sea w1th force, still young enough to do

that ‘throw that damin stone.

Ship in a Bottle

“You'll have to organize your days,” Anita Harwood was saying, wiping
at the kitchen counter. “Julie, I mean this. People go crazy in prisons
and the army because of this exactly.”

Winnie Harwood, who at eleven years old was younger by ten years
than her sister, Julie, watchgd Julie, who was looking at the floor and
leaning against the doorway, wearing the red hooded sweatshirt and
jeans that she'd slept in. Julie’s hands were jammed into her pockets,
and Winnie, whose adolescent feelings for her sister amounted these
days to almost a crush, tried unobtrusively to put her own hands into
her own pockets, and lean against the table with the indifference that
Julie appeared to have at what was being said.

“For example,” continued their mother. “What are your plans. for
today?” She stopped wiping the counter and looked over at Julie. Julie

- did not look up. Only recently had Winnie’s feelings teetered from her -

mother to her sister. Her mother had won beauty pageants before Julie

was born, and shestill looked pretty to Winnie. It was like havmg rore .

eandy than other people, or getting stars on homework papers—to
have the tnother who looked the best. A lot of them were fat, or had

=
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stupid hair, or wore their husbands’ woolen shirts over jeans with elas-
tic waistbands. Anita never left the house without lipstick and high
heels and her fake pearl earrings. Only lately had ‘Winnie started to
have the uncomfortable sense that something was wrong, or might be
wrong, with her mother; that others talked about her in a certain eye-

‘rolling way. She'd have given anything for this not to be the case, and

maybe it wasn't—she just didn’t know. :
“Because of this exactly?” Julie asked, looking up. “In prisons and

the army? Mom, I'm .dying, and you're saying stuff that makes no

‘sense.”

“Don't be casual about the word dying, honey. Some people. really
are dying right now, and terrible deaths, too. They'd be glad to be in
your shoes—getting rejected by a fiancé would be like a big mosquito
bite to them. Look. Your father's home,” Anita said. “That's sweet.

Coming home in the middle of a workday to make sure you're okay.”

“To make sure you're okay,” Julie said. Adding; “And it’s not aceurate -

to say he rejected me.” Winnie took her hands out of her pockets.
“How's everyone? Everyone doing good?” Jim Harwood was a

slightly built man, with a nature of relentless congeniality. He was are-

covered alcoholic, going three times a week to AA meetings. He was

. not ]ulie’s‘father—who had run off with another woman when Julie

was a kid—but he treated her kindly, as he treated everyone. Whether
‘or not their mother had married him while he was still a drunk, Win-
nie didn’t know. All of Wmmes life, he had worked as a janitor at the
school. “Maintenance superwsor ” their mother had sald once, to ]uhe
“And don'’t you ever forget it.”

“We're fine, Jim,” said Anita now, holding the door as he brought in
a bag of groceries. “Look at this, girls. Your father’s done the shopping.

Julie, why don't you make pancakes?”

It was a family custom to have pancakes on Sunday nights; this was

Friday noontime. -

“I don't want to make pancakes,” said Julie. She had started to cry,

‘soundlessly, and was wiping her face with her hands.
“Well, 'm afraid that’s too bad,” said their mother. “Julie; swéet- ’

it

£
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hearﬁ. If you keep on with this crying, I'm going right through the kroof."
Anita tossed the sponge into the sink. “Right through the roof, under-
stand?” \

“Mom, my God.” N
“And-stop with the swearing, sweetheart. God has his hands full

without you calling upon him in vain. Routine, Julie. Routlne is what

makes prisons and armies work.”

Winnie said, “Ill make the pancakes.” She wanted her mother to
stop talking about prisons and armies. Her mother had been talking
about prisons and armies ever since those pictures had come out with
the hooded prisoners overseas, and American soldiers leading them
around on leashes like dogs

“We deserve everything we get,” her mother had said a few ménths
ago in the grocery store, talking loudly to Marlene Bonney. And CLiff

. ~ Mott, who had a big yellow ribbon decal on his truck because of his

grandson, had come around from behind the cereal aisle and said, “Be
careful with your crazy talk, Anita.” ' g, ‘

“All right, Winnie,” said her mother.“You make the pancakes.”

“Want some help?” asked her father. He had taken some eggs from
the grocery bag, and leaned to switch on the radio.

“No,” Winnie said. “I'll do it.”

“Yes,” said‘ her mother. “Jim, get the bowl out.”

He got the mixing bowl from the cupboard while Frank Sinatra’s
Vqlce rose, fell, then rose again, “Myyyy waaayy.”

“Oh, please,” Julie said. “Please, please, please turn that off "

“Jim,” Anita said. “Turn the radio off.”

Winnie was the one to lean over and turn the radio off. She wanted
JUIie to see that she was the one who had done it, but Julie wasn'’t look- -
ing. . ‘ .
“Julie, sweetheart,” said their mother, “this can’t go on forever. bTh‘e
family has the right to listen to the radio. You know, eventually.”

“It’s been four days,’ ]uhe said. She w1ped her nose on the sleeve of
her sweatshirt. “Come on.”

“Six,” said her mother. “Today is day six.”
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“Mom, please. Just give me a break.”

Winnie thought someone should give her a tranquilizer. Uncle Kyle
had brought some over, but their mother only doled them out at night
~ now, breaking them in half. Winnie woke up sometimes and could tell
Julie was awake. Last night the moon had been full and their bedroom
had had white all through it. “Julie,” Winnie had whispered. Are you
awake?” :

Julie hadn't answered.

Winnie had turned over and looked through the window at the
moon. It had been huge, hanging over the water like something
swollen. If there'd been a curtain, Winnie would have closed it, but
they didn’t have curtains in their house. They lived on the end of a long
dirt road and their mother had said there was no need for curtains, al-
though a year ago she had hung fishnet up around the edges of the win-
dows in the living room for decoration. She’d sent Winnie and Julie
down to the shore to get starfish, all different sizes, so she could dry
them out and stick them on the fishnet curtains. Julie and Winnie had
walked over the seaweed, flipping back rocks, stacking up a pile of
bumpy—skmned starfish. ‘ :

“This has to do with her father—and mine,” Julie had said. ]ulle was
the only person who told Winnie stuff like that. “She misses both of
them. Her father used to bring her starfish at the end of the day when
she was a kid. And then she wanted Ted to do that, too, and he did for
a while.” '

“That was a long time ago,” Winnie had said, peeling a starﬁshvoff a

rock, a little one; its leg ripped as she pulled. She put the starfish back

“onto the rock. They grew new legs if they lost them.
“Doesn’t matter,” Julie had said. “Missing someone doesn’t stop
Their grandfather had been a fisherman whose boat had gotten stuck
on a ledge out at sea. The newspaper clipping was in the same scrapbook
showing the picture of Anita as Miss Potato Queen. “People used to call
her Tater Tits,” Julie told Winnie. “Don’t tell her I told you she told me.”
" Anita had married Ted, a carpenter, because she was pregnant with

Julie, but Ted had never wanted to stay with anyone for long. Julie said

- mother’s fingertips.
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he had made that clear from the beginning. “So she lost both of them in
just a couple of years.” Julie peered into the pail of starfish. “We have
enough. Let’s go.” Walking back over the rocks, Julie added, “Bruce told
me most fishermen can’t swim. It’s funny I didn’t know that.”

Winnie was surprised Bruce knew that; he wasn't from around
here. He'd come up from Boston and rented a cottage for a month with
his brothers, and Winnie didn’t know how he would know 1f fishermen
could swim. _

“Could he swim?” Winnie asked Julie. She meant their 'grandfathef,
but she didn’t have a name to call him, since he was never mentioned.

“Nope. He had to just sit on that boat with the other guy, watching
the tide come in. He'd have known he was going to drown. That's the
part that makes Mom nuts, I think.” .

After their mother put the. starfish in the fishnet curtains, they
began to smell because they hadn't been dried out enough first, and
Anita threw them out. Winnie watched while her mother stood on the
porch leaning over the rail, throwing the starfish back into the ocean
one by one. She wore a pale green dress that the wind moved so it
showed her figure, her breasts, her tiny waist, her long bare legs, her

-feet arched as she lifted up onto her toes to throw the starfish out.
: Wmnle heard a sound, like a little scream, come from her mother as
she threw the last one..

[3

‘fHoney,” Anita said to Julie now, “take a shower, you'll feel a whole lot 7
better.” , -

“I don’t want to take a shower,” said Julie, still leaning in the door- ‘
way, wiping her sleeve across her mouth.

“Now, why not?” asked her mother. “What's the difference between
crying in the kitchen and crying in the shower?” She put“a hand on her
hip, and Winnie saw the pink fingernail pohsh perfectly done on her

Al

“Because I don’t want to take my clothes off. I don’t want to see my
body” . R
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Anita’s jaw got hard, and she nodded her head in tiny nods. “Win-
nifred, watch your sleeve near that flame. Another catastrophe right
now and I'm liable to kill someone.”

" Their house didn’t have a shower and a bathroom the way most
houses did: There was a shower stall off the hallway, and across from
that was a closet with a chemical toilet, a barrel-shaped plastic thing
* that made a whirring sound when you pushed a button to flush it.
There wasn't any door for this closet, just a curtain to pull. Sometimes

if Anita walked by, she'd say, “Whew! Who just had a movement?” If -

you wanted to take a shower, you told people to stay out of the hallway,
otherwise you had to get undressed inside the metal shower stall and
toss your clothes out into the hall, then wait for the water to warm up,

as you pressed against the stall's metal side.

Julie left the kitchen and soon there was the sound of the shower

spraying. “I'm taking a shower,” Julie called loudly. “So please stay out.”

“No intention of bothering you,” Anita called back. Winnie set the
table and poured some juice. When the shower turned off, they cquld
all hear the sound of Julie's crying.

“I don’t know if I can stand this another minute,” said Anita, drum-
ming her nails against the counter.

“Give it time,” said Jim. He poured pancake batter into the frying

pan.

that girl half my life.”

“Well,” said Jim, winking at Winnie.

“Well? Well, hell. I'm really, really getting tired of this.”

“Your hair looks good, Mom,” Winnie said:

“It should,” said Anita. “It cost two months of groceries.”
. Julie came back into the kitchen, her wet hair stuck to her head, the
ends dripping onto her red sweatshirt, making it dark on the shoulders.
Winnie saw her father flip a pancake made in the wobbly shape of a J.
“A J for my jewel,” he said to Julie, and that made Wmnle wonder what

had happened to the wedding rings.

“Time?” said Anita, pointing toward the hall. “Jimmy, I have given
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The limousine had caused some tension. At first the driver refused to
come to the house; he said they should have mentioned the dirt road,
that the branches would scratch the paint. “Julie’s not walking down a 7
dirt road in her damn wedding dress,” Anita said to her husband. “You
make that driver drive the foolish car up here.” The limousine had
been Anita’s idea. .' _

]1rn looking all'scrubbed and pink in his rerited tuxedo, stepped
outside and talked to the driver. In a few minutes, he went into the cel-
lar and came back up with some hedge clippers. Then he and the
driver disappeared down the driveway, and a few minutes later the lim-
ousine drove up, Jim waving from the front seat.

Bruce arrived at the house looking sick. .

“You can't see the brlde before the wedding,” Anita called through
the window. “Bruce, dear God!” She started to run to the door, but
Bruce had already stepped inside, and when Anita saw his face, she
stopped what she was saying. Julie, commg right up behlnd her, dldnt

_-say anythmg either.

Julie and Bruce went out onto the back lawn, whichwasn’t so much -

a lawn as a kind of clearing of rdots and pine needles. Winnie watched

~ through the window with her mother. Jim got out of the limousine and

came inside and watched with them..]ulie looked like an ad from a
magazine, standing there next to a bayberry bush in her gown, the -
white train folded on itself, but still flowing behind her, six feet long.

- “Jimmy,” Anita said, “people are at the church.”

But he didn't answer. The three of them kept standing there watch-
ing through the window. Julie and Bruce hardly moved. They didn’t
touch each other, or even move their arms, and then Bruce stepped
through the bayberry bushes and headed to the road.

Julie came back to the house like a walking Barbie doll, and the three
of them were at the screen door when she came in. “Mommy,” said Julie,
quietly. Her eyes weren't quite right. “This isn't happening, is it?”
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'Uncle Kyle showed up with pills. Jim spoke to the limousine driver and
then went off to the church. The limousine drove away, catching the
leaves of a poplar tree in its back fender above the tire, and Winnie sat
on the steps in her bridesmaid dress. After a while her father came
back. “Guess you can take that off, Winnie-doodle,” he said, but Win-
nie just kept sitting there. Her father went inside, and when he came
back out, he said, “Juli€’s resting on our bed along with your mother.”
Winnie figured that meant Uncle Kyle had drugged them both.

She sat on the steps until she had to go to the bathroom. She didn't
like going to the bathroom in the house anymore, behind the curtain
like that, when everyone was home. But no one was around when she
went inside. She could hear her father downstairs in the cellar, and her
parents’ bedroom door was closed. In a few minutes, though, the door
opened and her mother walked out. She had on her old blue skirt, with
a pink sweater, and she didn't look the least bit drugged.

’

Jim Harwood had been building a boat for years. It was going to be a

big boat—the frame took up a lot of the cellar. For almost a year he-

hadn’t done anything more than spread.the blueprints out onto the liv-
ing room floor and look at them each night. But finally he went into the
. cellar and set up two sawhorses. Every night the family could hear the
electric saw buzzing, and sometimes the sound of hammering, and
very slowly the curved-out skeleton of a boat began to appear. The boat

stayed in its skeleton shape for a long time. Jim kept going down there

‘night”after night to work on it. “It’s at the slow point now, Winnie- '
doodle,” he said. He had to press pieces of wood in clamps to get them .

to arch the right way, and then he’d varnish the wood carefully and put
‘over each nail gummy cement that took four days to dry.

“How're you going to get it out of here when it's done?” Winnie
asked him one night, as she sat watching on the cellar stairs.

“Good question, isn't it?” he said. He explained how he'd figured it
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out beforehand, mathematically, measuring the cellar door, and the cir-
cumfererice of the hull, and that theoretically if he turned it at a cer-
tain angle, it should be able to get through the door when the time
came. “But I'm beginning to wonder,” he said. :

Winnie wondered, too. The boat was looking awfully big. “Well, then |
it will be like a ship in a bottle,” she said, “like the ones at Moody's store.”

“That’s right,” said her father. “It’l be kind of like that, I guess.”

When Winnie was smaller, she used to play in the cellar with Julie.
Sometimes Julie would play store with her, with the canned food their
mother bought, pushing it across a table pretending to ring it up. Now
the cellar was pretty much taken over by the boat and her father’s tools.
He had built shelves along the wall; up on top was an old rifle that had
been around for years, and on the shelves below were wooden boxes
filled with cords and nails and bolts, separated according to size.

Sun streamed through the window over the kitchen sink. Winnie could
see dust particles floating through the air. “Now,” said her mother, put-
ting down her coffee cup, “let’s get the day ﬁgured out. Daddy’s going
back to the school for a bit, I'm going to feed my roses, and what are
you girls up to?” She raised her eyebrows and tapped her painted fin-

* gernails on the table.

Julie ahd Winnie didn’t say anything. Winnie put her finger on the
top of the syrup and then into her mouth. :

“Winnie, please, don't be a pig,” her mother said, standing up, put- |
ting her coffee cup into the sink. “Julie, you'll be a lot better off when
you ﬁgure out what to do.”

One thing Anita had found to do the day there wasn't a Weddmg
was write Bruce a letter. She told him she would shoot him if she ever

saw him again, if he ever came close to her daughter._ “That's a federél

- crime, I think,” Jim had told her quietly. “Putting a threat in the mail.”

Federal crime be damned;” Anita said. “He’s the one who did & fed-

~ eral crime.”

-Winnie remembered Cliff Mott tellihg her m.other.in the grocery
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store to stop her crazy talk. It was a strange feeling—to go from being
proud of your pretty mother to wondering what people said about her,
if maybe she was nuts; and Winnie suddenly thought how her mother
didn’t have close friends the way other mothers did. She didn't talk on
the phone or go shopping with anyone. |

Now Winnie sat with Julie at the kitchen table, and saw through
the window her mother walking around to the rosebushes, a trowel in
her hand. “You know what thlS is all about, dont you?” Julie said qui-
etly. “Sex.”

Winnie nodded, but she didn’t know, exactly. The sun, bnght in the ‘

kitchen, was glvmg her a headache.

“She can't stand that T had sex with him.” _
 Winnie got up and dried a plate and put it away. Julie was staring
- straight in front of her, blankly, like she wasn't teally looking at any-
thing. Winnie had seen her mother looking that way sometimes. “Win-
nie,” Julie said, still staring, “always lie to Mom. Remember I said that
to you. Just lie. Lie your head off.”

Winnie dried another plate.

The gist of it was that Bruce had gotten scared. He dldnt want to
break up with Julie, he just didn’t want to marry her. He wanted to live
with her instead. Anita had told Julie that if she wanted to live like a
common sltlt with a man who had left her so publicly at the altar, she
could expect to never come home again.

“She doesn’t mean it,” Winnie had said to Julie. “People live with
each other all over the place.” ) :

“You want to bet? You want to bet she doesn’t mean it?” Julie had
said. And Winnie had felt something almost like car sickness; she
guessed she didn’t want to bet on anything Vyhere their mother was

concerned.

“Paint a picture. Read a book. Hook a rug.” Anita’s hand slapped the

table with each suggestion. Julie wasn't answering. She sat nibbling a
cracker while Anita and Winnie had soup; they had made it through

hands.
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another day;it was Saturday lunch. “Clean the windows,” Anita said.

.“Winnie, don'’t drink from the bowl like a pig.” Anita wiped her mouth

with a paper towel, which is what they used for napkins. “What you

should do is call Beth Marden and see about having your job back at

the nursery school this fall.” Anita stood and put her bowl into the sink.
“No,” said Julie. o ‘

“Say, I know.” Her mother was pleased about this one, Winnie could
tell. When her mother's eyes got shiny like that, it made Winnie want
to hug her, the way you'd want to hug some child who'd gotten con-
fused about something.

“Oatmeal cookie dough,” Anita said. She nodded at ]ulie then at

“«

Winnie. “We'll make a batch and we won’t bake any. We'll just eat it all
as dough.”
Julie didn’t say anything, She started picking at her nall
“So, what do you say?” Anita asked.
‘I don'’t think so,” Julie said, glancing up at ker. “I mean, thank you,
though—it was a nice idea.” v
-Anita’s face got blank, like she couldn’t find the expression to put on
it. “Julie,” Winnie said. “Come on, it'll be fun.” She got up and brought
out a bowl and a spoon and the measuring cups.

Anita walked out of the kitchen and they heard the front door open

-and close. Anita was supposed to be working today at her job as a

cashier at the hospital's coffee shop. She had called in-sick. Through
the window Winnie saw their mother move past the bayberry bushes
and head down the road to where her goldfish pool was. The first year
Anita made the goldfish pool, she let the fish freeze in the ice for the
winter; she said she'd heard you could do that, that theyd thaw out in
the spring. Winnie used to scrape the snow off. sometimes to look at
the blurry orange spots in the ice. »

“I guess I blew that, huh,” Julie said. She sat with her chln in her

Winnie didn't know if she should start the cookie dough or not. She
took some butter out of the refrigerator and the telephone began to
ring. “Get that,” Julie said, sitting up straight. “Quick.” She was in the
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chair by the corner, and she ‘starte.d pushing at the other chairs that
were in her way. The phone rang another ring.

“Are you home?” Winnie asked. “You know, if it's Bruce or something?”

“Winnie, just get it,” Julie said. “Before Mom hears it. Hurry. Yes, of
course I'm home.” ‘

“Hello?” ‘Winnie said.

“Who,” Julie mouthed. “Whoo?”

“Hello,” said Jim. “How’s everything?”

| “Hi, Daddy,” Winnie said.

Julie turned and left the kitchen. -

“I'm just checking in,” said Jim. “Checking in.”

When Winnie hung up, the phone started to ring again. “Hello?”
she séid. No one said anything, “Hello?” she said again. Through the
phone she heard the sound of a tiny bell.

“Winnie,” said Bruce. “I want to talk to Julie without your mother
around.” .

“Here I am,” said Anita, coming through the back door. “What's the
story with the cookie dough? You kids decide to make it or not?”

“I don’t know,” Winnie said, still holding the phoney.

“Who's that?” her mother asked.

“Okay, goodbye,” Winnie said into the phone, and hung up.

“Who was that?” her mother said. “Was that Bruce? Winnifred, tell
me, was: that Bruce?” ;

Winnie turned around. “It 'was Daddy,” she said, not look‘ing‘at her '
mother. “Hell be home pretty soon.”

“Oh,” said her mother. “Well.

Winnie put a stick of butter in the bowl and tried to smoosh it with
a spoon; Moody's store, she thought. The bell she’d heard when Bruce
called was the little bell on the screen door at Moody's.

Anita said, “One of the fish has that fungus again.”

]uhe was down on the shore, sitting on a rock not much bigger than her
bottom, starmg out at the water. She turned her head slightly when
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Winnie's feet made a sound on the seaweed, then she looked back at

the water. Winnie turned over rocks, looking for white periwinkles.
She used to collect them when she was little, watching the way their
muscly foot would cling to the rock, and then close up tight when she
touched it with her hand. But today Winnie left them alone. The de-
sire to collect them was gone, it was only habit that made her look. A
lobster boat passed by, and Winnie waved. It was good manners to
wave to someone in a boat. - i

“Bruce called,” she said. Julie turned hér head. “And it wasn’t from
Boston either, I think. I think he was up at Moody’s.” A loud bang
sounded from up by the road. _

“He called?” Julie said. There was another bang, -

“What is that?” Winnie said. “Fireworks?” ‘

“Oh; Jesus,” Julie said, scramblin_g up over the rocks. “Winnie, that

was a gun.” ‘ .

Anita was in the driveway holding the riﬂe with both her hands, but
carefully, sort of, not aiming it at anything. “Hi there,” she said. Her
eyes were shiny, and there were drops of sweat in the pale pockets of
skin right below them. _ ‘

“What are you doing?” Julie said. Anita looked back at the rifle in
her hands looking down at the end of it. “Mom,” Julie sald

“He’s all right,” said Anita. She kept looking at the gun, peering at
the trigger. “He drove up and drove away—that’s all.” Her finger was on
the trigger. “This hasn’t been used in years,” she said. “I think it got
jammed:-Don't these things sometimes get jammed?”

“Mom,” said Winnie, and there was this sharp, short crack of a
sound and the gravel in the driveway sprayed out. Julie screamed and
Anita_screamed, only hers was a surprised shout really, but Julie’s
scream kept on going.

* Anita held the gun away from herself. “Goodness,” she said. ]uhe
ran to the house yelling. Anita was rubbing her arm.

Mommy, Winnie said. “Are you all right?”
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“Oh, sweetie,” she answered, brushing a hand across her forehead.
“It’s kind of hard to say.”

This time Anita did take a pill, Winnie saw her take it, obediently at the
kitchen sink when Uncle Kyle asked her to, and then she went to bed.
Uncle Kyle asked Julie if Bruce was the type to press charges, and Julie
'andb_]im both said no, and then Julie asked Jim if she could call Bruce
* on his cell phone later just to make sure, and Jim said yes, she could
do that, that Anita would probably sleep right through until morning.

Winnie went out the back door and around to the side of the house -

where there were ferns and lily leaves pressed‘against the foundation,
and she looked into her mother’s bedroom window. Anita lay on her
side with her hands tucked under her cheeks, her eyes closed, her
mouth partly open. She seemed bigger than usual; the tops of her arms
and her bare ankles were pale and fleshier than Winnie had noticed
before. There was something deeply uncomfortable about the sight, as
though Winnie had come across her mother naked. She went down to
the shore and gathered up some starfish and laid them out on a big
rock above the tide line to dry.

The sun was setting over the water. Winnie watched it through the

bedroom window. It looked like the postcards they sold at Moody’s..On

her bed, Julie sat painting her fingernails. She had spoken to Bruce,

who was on his way back to Boston, and no, he wouldn't press charges.

But he had said he thought Anlta———and Julie whispered this, leaning

forward—was a fucking nut.
“That’s not nice,” Winnie said. She felt herself blush.
“Oh, baby girl.” Julie sat back. “When you get out of here,” she said,
- “if you ever do get out of here, you'll find out not everyone lives like this.”
“Like what?” Winnie said, 31tt1ng down on the foot of her bed.
“Lives like what?”. ’ :
Julie smiled at her. “Let’s start with toilets,” she said. She held up a
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pink ﬁngernall and blew on it gently. “People have toilets, you know,
-Winnie, flush toilets. And let’s move on to shooting people Most
mothers don’t shoot their daughter’s boyfriends in the driveway.”

“T know that,” Winnie said. “I don’t have to go away to know that.
We'd have a flush toilet, too, except Daddy says a septic tank—"

“I know what Daddy says,” Julie told her, tw1st1ng the cap to the nail
polish carefully, her fingers splayed out. “But it's Mom. She wants to
stay in ‘this house because her poor now-lost-and-legendary father
bought it when she got pregnant with me, and Ted didn'’t have a nickel
to spare. Daddy'd move out of here tomorrow, he’d move into town.”

“There’s nothing wrong with living here,” Winnie sald

Julie smiled calmly. “Mommy’s little girl.”

“I am not.”

“Oh, Winnie,” Julie said. But she was squinting at her baby finger,
and then she unscrewed the mail polish again. “You know what Mrs.
Kitteridge said in class one day?” Julie asked.

Winnie waited. ,

‘I always remember she said one day, Don’t be scared of your
hunger. If you're scared of your hunger you'll just be one more ninny -
like everyone else.*” ‘

Winnie waited, watching: Julie do her baby fingernail once more
with the perfect pink polish. “Nobody knew what she meant,” Julie
said, holding her nail up, looking at it.

“What did she mean?” Winnie asked.

“Well, that’s just it. At first I think most of us thought she was talk-
ing about food. I mean, we were just seventh graders—sorry, Doodle—
but as time went by, I think I understand it more.”

“She teaches math,” Winnie said. _

.“I know that, dopey. But she’d say these Welrd thlngs very power- -
fully. That's partly why kids were scared of her. You don’t have to be
scared of her—if she’s still teaching next year.” ,

“I am, though. Scared of her.” ;
" Julie looked at her sideways. “Lot scarier stuff right here in this

house.” <
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Winnie frowned, pushed her hand into the pillow near her on her.
bed. o
“Oh, Winnie,” Julie said. “Come here.” She held out her arms. Win-

nie stayed where she was. “Oh, poor Winnie-doodle,” Julie said, and she

moved down the bed to where Winnie was, put her arms around her
awkwardly, holding her hands out to keep the nail polish from smudg- -

ing. Julie kissed the side of Winnie’s head, and then she let her go.

‘ In the morning, Anita’s eyes were puffy, as though all that sleep had ex-
hausted her. But she sipped her coffee, and said brightly, “Whew, that
was some sleep I had.”

“I_don’t want to go to church this morning,” Julie said. “I'm not
ready to have everyone look at me yet.”

Winnie thought there might be a fight about that, but there wasn't.
“Okay,” said Anita, after she had considered for a minute. “All right,
honey. Just don't sit around and mope while we’re gone.”

TJulie plled the breakfast dishes into the sink, her pink nails shining.

“I won't,” she said. '

In the hallway, Jim said to Winnie, “Doodle- bug, give your old fa-

ther a hug,” but Winnie brushed past him, patting his arm that he held

out, before going to put on her church clothes. In church she sat with:

her dress sticking to the pew. It was a hot summer day; the church win-
dows were open but there wasn't any breeze. Through the window

Winnie saw in the distance a few dark clouds. Next to her, she heard

her father’s stomach growl. He looked at her and winked, but Winnie

looked out the window again. She thought how she had passed by him
when he'd asked for a hug, how she had seen her mother do that to
him, too, only sometimes Anita would touch his shoulders and kiss the
air beside his cheek. Maybe Julie was right, she was Mommy's gir'l, and
maybe Winnie was going to turn out to be like her, someone who

brushed past people even when she was smiling; maybe she'd grow up

and shoot people in the driveway with a rifle.
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Tiredly, she stood up for the hymn. Her mother reached to -

straighten a wrinkle in the back of Winnie’s dress.

On Winnie’s pillow was a folded note. “PLEASE make them think I'm
out taking a walk. I've gone to Moody's to catch the bus. My life de-
pends on this. I love you, Doodle, I do.” Hot tingles shot through Win-
nie’s arms and fingers; even her nose and chin tingled.

“Winnifred,” her mother called. “Come peel some potatoes, please.”

The bus to Boston stopped at Moody's at eleven thirty. Julie would
still be there, probably trying to stay out of sight, maybe sitting in the
grass behind the store. They could go get her in the car. She’d cry and
there’d be a big fight and someone might have to give her a pill, but
they could still do it, she was still here

“Winnifred?” Anita called again.

~ Winnie took her church clothes off, took her hair out of its ponytail, .
* 50 the hair would fall in front of her face.

“You all right?” Anita asked.

‘T have a headache.” Wlnme scooched down and took some pota-
toes from the bin in the bottom cupboard.

“You need some food in your stomach,” her mother said. “Where's
your sister? You'd think she could have started the potatoes ” Anita put
the Sunday steak into the broiling pan.

Winnie washed the potatoes and started to peel them. She filled a
pot with water and cut the potatoes; they plopped info the water. She
looked at the clock above the stove.

“Where is she?” Anita asked again.

“Gone for a walk, I think,” Winnie said.

“Well, we're about to eat,” her mother sald and then Winnie almost
cried.

Uncle Kyle had told a story once about being on a train that hit and
killed a teenage girl. He said he would never forget how he sat there
Iookmg out the window of the train as they waited for the pohce think-
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ing about the girl’s parents, how they would still be in their house -
‘watching TV or doihg the dishes, not even knowing that their daughter L
was dead, while he sat on the train and knew. ; C g

“T'll go look for her,’} Win-nie said. She rinsed her hands and dried

them.

Anita glanced at the clock and turned over the steak. “Just give a
holler,” she said. “Out by the back woods.”

Winnie opened the back door and stepped outside. The clouds
were moving in. Thé air had gotten chilly and smelled like the ocean.
Her father stepped out onto.the back porch. “About to eat, Winnie.”
Winnie pulled at the leaves of a bayberry bush. “Look kind of lonesome
- out there,” he said.

The phone rang in the kitchen. Her father went back inside and_

Winnie followed, watching from the hall.
‘Yes, hello, Kyle,” her mother said.

In the afternoon it started to rain. The house got dark and.the rain beat
down on the roof and against the big windowpane 1n the living room.
Winnie sat in a chair and watched the ocean, choppy and gray. Uncle
Kyle had\gone to Moody's for a paper, and h_e had seen Julie up near
the back of the bus as it pulled away. Anita had rushed into the girls’
bedroom, tearing things apart. ]ulie’s duffel bag was gone, and most of
her underwear, and her makeup, too. Anita found Julie’s note to Win-
nie. “You knew,” she said to Winnie, and Winnie understood that some-
thing had changed for good, something more than Julie’s running away !
- Uncle Kyle had come ever, but now he was gone. ‘
Winnie sat in the living room with her father. She kept thinking of -
Julie on the bus riding through the rain, staring out the window at the
turnpike going by. She thought her father was prohably picturing this
too, maybe imagining the sound of the bus’s Wll’ld‘Shleld W1pers going
back and forth. ‘
“What're you going to do when you finish the boat?” Winnie asked. -
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Her father looked surprlsed “Well,” he said. “Dunno. Go for a ride,
I guess.” . (

Winnie smiled to be nice, because she didn’t think he'd be going
anywhere. “Thatll be fun,” she said.

Toward evening the rain stopped. Anita hadn’t come out of her
room. Winnie tried to figure out if Julie was there yet; she didn’t know
how long it took to get to Boston, but it took a long time.

“I wonder if she’s got some money with her,” her father said, but
Winnie didn't answer—she didn’t know.

Rain dripped from the side of the roof and off the trees. She
thought of all the starfish she had laid out on' the rock, all of them
drenched from the rain. After a while her father stood up and went to

the window. “Didn’t plan on things working out like this,” he said, and

Winnie had a sudden thought of him on his own wedding day. Unlike
Anita, he had not been married before. Anita had not worn a white
dress, because of Julie. “You only wear white once,” Anita had said.
There were no wedding pictures—that Winnie knew of, anyway—of
her parents’ wedding day. o

Her father turned around. “Pancakes?” he asked her.

Winnie didn't want pancakes. “Sure,” she said.
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It was May, and Olive Kitteridge was going to New York. She had E

never, in her seventy-two years, set foot in the city, although she had on

two occasions many years ago sat in a car.and ridden past it—Henry at

the wheel, worried about this exit and that—and seen from a distance;‘

the skyline, buildings against buildings, gray against a gray sky. Like a-

science-fiction city, it had seemed, built on a moon. It held no appeal,

not then, not now—although back when those planes ripped through -

the towers, Olive had sat in her bedroom and wept like a baby, not so

much for this country but for the city itself, which had seemed to her .

to become suddenly no longer a foreign, hardened place, but as fragile

as a class of kindergarten children, brave in their terror. Jumping from |

the windows—it clutched her heért, and she had felt a private, sicken
ing shame to: know that two of the dark-haired hijackers, silently

thrilled with their self—righteousness, had come down through Canada .

and walked through the airport in Portland on their way to such hella-",

cious destruction. (She might have driven right by them that mornlng,

who knows?)
Tlme passed, though as it does, and the city—at 1east from Olive’
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faraway vantage—seemed eventually itself again, no place she cared to
go, in spite of the fact that her only son had moved there recently, ac-
quired a second wife and two children not his. The new wife, Ann—if
you were to believe the one photograph that took ages to download—

was as tall and big as a man; pregnant now with Christopher’s child,

“and according to a characteristically cryptic e-mail from Chris; with no

attention paid to punctuation or any use of capital letters, Ann was
tired and “had pukes.” In addition, it seemed Theodore turned into a
hellion each morning before going off to preschool. Olive had been
summoned to help. '

The request had not been put this way. After sending the note,
Christopher had called from his office and said, “Ann and I've been
hoping you'll come visit for a couple of weeks.” To Olive; this meant
they needed help. It had been years since she'd been in the .company
of her son for a couple of weeks. '

. “Three days,” she said. “After that I stink like fish.”

“A week, then,” Chris had countered, adding, “You could walk
Theodore to school. It’s around the corner one block.” :

Like hell, she thought. Her tulips, seen right there through her din-

~ ing room window, jubilant cups of yellow and red, would be dead by

the time she got back. “Give me a few days to make the arrangements,”
she said. The arrangements took twenty minutes. She called Emily
Buck at the post office and told her to hold her mail.

“Oh, this'll be good for you, Olive,” said Emily. .

“Ay-yuh,” said Olive. “I'm sure.” v

Then she called Daisy up the road and asked her to water the gar-
den. Daisy, who'd had fantasies—Olive was certain of this—of living
out her widowhood with Henry Kitteridge if only Olive could have died
early on, said she would be glad to water the garden. “Henry was al-
ways so good about watering mine when I werit to see Mother,” Daisy
said. Daisy added, “This will be good for you, Olive. You'll have a good
time.” '

A good time was not something Olive expected to have again.

That afternoon she drove to the nursing home and explained to
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Henry what she was up to, while he sat motionless.in his wheelchair,
the expression on his face one he frequently wore—that of confused
politeness, as though something had been placed on his lap that he
could not comprehend, but which he felt required a polite expression /
“of thanks. Whether or not he was deaf, there was still some question.

Olive did not believe he was, nor did Cindy, the one nice nurse. Olive.

gave' Cindy the number in New York.

“She a good person, this new one?” Cindy counted pills into Dixie
cups. ' '

“Haven't a clue,” Ohve said. :

“Fertile, though [ guess,” Cindy said, plcklng up the tray of meds.

Olive had never been in a plane by herself. Not that she was by herself
now, of course; there were four other passengers with her in this plane,
y which was half the size of a Greyhound bus. All of them had gone l‘
through security with the’ complacency of cows; Olive seeming the
only one with trepldatlon She’d had to remove her suede sandals and
the big Timex watch of Henry's that she wore on her large wrist. Per-
haps it was the queer intirnaey of standing there in her panty-hosed
feet, worried that the watch might not work after it went through the *
machine; that made her, for one half a second, fall in love with the big b
security fellow, who said kindly, “There you go, ma’am,” handing her :
the plastic bowl that had rolled toward her with the watch in it. The pi
lots, as well—both looking twelve years old with their unworried
brows—had been kind, in the easy way they'd asked Olive if she'd

climbed into the cockpit, closing the steel door. A thought unfolded
before her—their mothers should be proud. » '

And then as the little plane climbed higher and Ohve saw spread
out below: them fields of bright and tender green in this morning sun
farther out-the coastline, the ocean shiny and almost flat, tiny white
wakes behind a few lobster boats—then Olive felt something she had

not expected to feel again: a sudden surging greediness for life. Sh
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leaned forward, peering out the window: sweet pale clouds, the sky as
blue as your hat, the new green of the fields, the broad expanse of
water—seen from up here it all appeared wondrous, amazing, She re-
mernbered what hope was, and this was it. That inner churning that

moves you forward, plows you through life the way the boats below

plowed the shiny water, the way the plane was plowing forward to a
place new, and where she was needed She had been asked to be part
of her son’s life. '

But at the airport Christopher seemed furious. She had forgotten that,
because of security, he would not be able to meet her at the gate, and
apparently it hadn’t occurred to him to remind her. Why this should
make him so angry, Olive couldn't figure out. She was the one who had
wandered around the luggage area with panic bubbling through her,
her face hot as fire by the time Christopher found her lumbering back
up the stairs. “Godfrey,” he said, not even reachlng to take her bag.
“Why can't you just get a cell phone like everyone else?”
It was not until later, hurtling down an expressway with four lanes
and more cars than Olive had ever seen moving together, that Christo-
pher said, “So, how is he?”

~“The same,” she answered, and said nothing more until they had

“ taken an exit and were moving through streets lined with uneven

buildings, Christopher lurching the car around double-parked trucks.
“How's Ann?” Olive asked then, shifting her feet for the first time since
she'd gotten into the .car, .and Christopher said, “Uncomfortable.”
Adding, in a didactic, doctor-ish tone, “It gets very uncomfortable,” as
though entirely ignorant of the fact that Olive herself had once been

. pregnant uncomfortable. “And Annabelle’s waking upin the nlght

again.”

“Ducky,” said Olive. “Duck soup.” The buildings were lower now, all

with steep stoops in the front. She said, “You indicated little Teddy’s

become quite a handful.”

“Theodore,” said Christopher. “God, whatever you do, don’t call »
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him Teddy.” He pulled the car up sharply, and backed into a space near
the sidewalk. “Honestly, Mom?” Christopher ducked his head, his blue
eyes looking straight into hers, the way he would do years ago. He said
softly, “Theodore has always been a little piece of crap.”

Confusion, which had started the moment she had stepl;ed off the «

plane and not found anyone waiting for her, and which had then grown
into an active panic on the airport’s escalator, changing into a stunned
block of perfect oddness the whole drive in, now, as Olive stepped
from the car onto the sidewalk, seemed to cause everything to sway
around her, so that reaching to get he‘r bag {rom the backseat, she ac-

tually stumbled and fell against the car. “Easy, Mom,” said Chrlsto— N

pher. “I'll get the bag. Just watch where you step.”

“Oh, goodness,” she said, for already her foot had landed on a crusty .

roll of dog mess there on the sidewalk. “Oh, hell.”
* “I hate that,” Christopher said. He took her arm. “It’s the guy who

works on the subway and comes home early in the mornings. I've seen

him out here while his dog takes a shit, looking around to see no one'll

catch him, just leavmg it there.”
“My goodness,” said Olive, because adding to her confusion was the

additional factor of her son’s loquac1ousness. She had seldom heard -

him speak so passionately or so long, and she was quite certain she had
‘never heard him use the word shit. She laughed, a false, hard sound.

The earlier clarity of the young pilots’ faces came to her as something

she had dreamed. :
Christopher unlocked a grated gate beneath a large brown stoop of

stairs, and stepped back to let her enter: “So, this is your house,” she

said, and gave that laugh again, because she could have wept at the

darkness, the smell of old dog hair and soiled laundry, a sourness that

seemed to come from the walls. The house she and Henry had built for
Chris back home in Maine had been beautiful—filled with light, the

windows large to show the lawns, and lilies, and fir trees.

She stepped on a plastic toy and almost broke her neck. “Where i is*
everyone?” she asked.“Christopher, I've got to take off that shoe before

I track dog mess all through the house.”
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“Just leave it here,” he said, stepping past her, and so she slipped off
‘the one suede sandal, and walking through a dark hallway, she thought
how she had forgotten to bring another pair of panty hose.

“They're out back in the garden,” said her son, and she followed him
through a capacious, dark living room, into a small kitchen that was
cluttered with toys; a high chair, pots spread over the counter, open
boxes of cereal and Minute Rice. A grimy white sock lay on the table.
And suddenly it seemed to Olive that every house she had ever gone
into depressed her, except for her own, and the one they had built for
Christopher. It was as though she had never outgrown that feeling shev

- must have had as a child—that hypersensitivity to the foreign smell of

someone else’s home, the fear that coated the unfamiliar way a bath-
room door closed, the creak in a staircase worn by footsteps not one’s
own. o

She emerged, blinking, into a small outdobr area—this could not
possibly be what he meant as a gardén. She stood on a square of con-
crete. Around her was a chicken wire fence that had been knocked into
by something large enough to leave a whole section gaping and broken.
A child’s plastic swimming pool was before her. In it, a naked baby sat,
staring at her, while a small, dark-haired boy stood nearby, his wet
swim trunks sticking to his skinny thighs. He stared at her as well. Be-
hind him, a black dog lay on an old dog bed.

Not far from Olive, a wooden staircase rose, leading to a wooden
deck above her head. From the shadow beneath the stairs came the

~word, “Olive.” A woman appeared, holding a barbecue spatula. “Gosh,

there you are. What a sight for sore eyes. I am so glad to meet you,
Olive.” Briefly Olive had the image of a huge walking girl-doll; the hair
was black and cut straight above the shoulders, the face as open and
guileless as a ‘simpleton’s.

“You must be Ann,” said Olive, but the words were lost i a hug the
large girl wrapped her in, the spatula falhng to the ground, causing the
dog to groan and stand up; Olive could see this from just a sliver of vision
left to her. Taller than Olive, and with a stomach huge and hard, fhis Ann
held her long arms around her and kissed the side of Olive’s head. Olive
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did not kiss people. And to be held in the arms of a woman taller than
she was—well, Olive was positive this had never happened before.

“Do you mind if I call you Mom?” asked the girl, stepping back but
holding Olive by her elbows. “I'm so dying to call you Mom.”

“Call me anything you want,” Olive replied. “I guess I'll call you
Ann.” _ ‘ ‘ - \

The boy moved like a slithery animal to grab hold of his mother’s
ample thigh.

" “You're Thaddeus, Isuppose said Olive. .

The boy began to cry.

“Theodore,” said Ann. “Honey, that's all right: People make mis-
takes. We've talked about that, rlght>”

A rash stood out high on Ann’s cheek, and ran down the side of her
neck, where it disappeared under a huge black T-shirt worn over black
leggings. Her feet were bare; bits of a pink polish were on her toenails.

“Perhaps I'd better sit down,” Olive said.

. “Oh, absolutely,” Ann said. “Honey, pull that chair over here for

your mother.”
In the midst of the aluminum beach chair scrapmg across the ce-

ment and the boy crying and Ann’saying, “God, Theodore, what i
it?”—in the midst of all this, one shoe off and one shoe on, vsinking g

back into the beach chair, Olive distinctly heard the words Praise Jesus.
“Theodore, h0ney, please, please, please stop crying.” K
In the plastic pool the baby slapped the water and shrieked. “Jesus;
Annabelle,” said Christopher. “Keep it down.”
Praise the Lord, came distinctly from somewhere above.
“What in God’s name—" said Ohve putting her head back, squint-
~ ing upward
“We rent the top floor to a Christian,” Ann said in‘a whisper, rolling
“her eyes. “I mean, who would think here in this neighb“orhood we'd get
stuck with a tenant who's a Christian?” ' ;
“Christian?” said Olive, looking back at her daughter—in—lgw, thor-
oughly confused. “Are you a Muslim, Ann? Is there a problem?”
“Muslim?” The girl's plaih, big face looked pleasantly at Olive while

-
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she bent to pick up the baby from the pool. “I'm not a Muslim.” Quizzi-
cally: “Wait, you're not a Muslim, are you? Christopher never—"

“Oh, godfrey,” said Olive.

“What she means,” Christopher explained to.his mother, fiddling
with a large barbecue grill near the staircase, “is that most people in
this neighborhood don't go to church. We live in the cool part of Brdok—
lyn, hippity hop as hell, Mother dear, where people are either too artsy-
fartsy to believe in God, or too busy making money. So it's somewhat
unusual to have a tenant who's a real so-called Christian.”

“You mean like a fundamenvtalist,” said Olive, amazed once again at -
how talkative her son had become.

“Right,” said Ann. Thats what he is. You know, fundamentally
Christian.”

The boy had stopped his crylng and, still holdmg his mother’s leg,
said to Olive in a high, earnest voice, “Whenever we swear, the parrot
says ‘Praise Jesus’ or ‘God is king,’”

And to Olive’s horror and amazement, the chlld looked skyward and .

‘ yelled “Shit!”

“Honey,” said Ann, and smoothed his hair.
Praise God, came the response from above.
“That’s a parrot?” asked Olive. “Good Lord, it sounds like my Aunt

Ora.” o
“Yeah, a parrot,” said Ann. “Weird, huh.”
“Yout couldn’t have said no pets allowed?”

“Oh, we'd never do that. We love pets. Dog-Face is part of our fam-

- ily” Ann nodded in the direction of the black dog, who, having re-

turned to his ratty bed, now had his long face resting on his paws, his
eyes closed.

Olive could barely eat her dinner. She had thought Christopher was
going to grill hamburgers. But he had grilled tofu hot dogs, and. fof the
‘grown-ups had, of all things, diced up a can of oysters and poked them
into these so-called hot dogs. :
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“Are you okay, Mom?” It was Ann who asked.
“Fine,” said Olive. “When 1 travel, I sometimes find I'm not hungry.
I think I'll just eat this hot dog roll.”
“Sure. Help yourself. Theodore, isn't it nice to have Grandma come
and stay?” . ' \
- Olive put the roll back onto her plate. Not once had it occurred to

her that she was “Grandma” to Ann’s children, who had been, she only

recently discovered as the hot dogshad been set before her, fathered
by two different men. Theodore did not respond to his mother’s ques-
tion but gazed at Olive while he ate with his mouth open, making ap-

palling chewing sounds.
Less than ten minutes, and the meal Was over. Olive told Chris that

she'd like to help clean up but that she dldnt know where anything

went. “Nowhere,” Chris said. “Can’t you tell? In this house nothing

goes anywhere.”
“Mom, you go make yourself comfortable,” Ann said. .

So Olive went down into the basement, where they had brought her

earlier with her little suitcase, and she lay down on the double bed.

The fact was, the basement was the nicest place Olive had seen in the *
house. It was “finished” and painted all white, and even had, next to

the washing machine, a white telephone.

She wanted to cry. She Wanted to wall like a child. She sat up and

dialed the phone. o
“Put him on,” she said, and waited until she could hear only silence.

“Smack, Henrj,” she said, and she waited a while longer until she -

thought she heard a tiny grunt.

“Well. She’s a big-girl,” said Olive. “Your new daughter in-law.
Graceful as a truck driver. A little dumb, I think. Something I can't put
my finger on. But nice. You'd like her. You two would get along fine.”

Olive looked around the basement room she was in, and thought
she heard Henry grunt again. “No, she’s not going to hightail it up the
coast anytime soon. Got her hands full here. Belly full, too. They've got
me down in the basement. It’s kind of nice, Henry. Painted white.” She
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tried to think what else to say, what Henry would want to hear. “Chris
seems good,” she said. She paused for a long time after that. “Talka-
tive,” she added. "Ok‘ay, Henry,” she finally said, and hung up.

Back upstairs, no one was around. Thinking they must be putting
the children to bed, Olive stepped through the kitchen and out onto -
the concrete yard, where twilight was gathering,

“Caught me,” said Ann, and Olive’s heart banged.

“Godfrey. You caught me. I didn't see you sitting there.”

“Ann was holding a cigarette in one hand, balancing a beer on her
high belly with the other, her legs apart as she sat on a stool by the bar-
becue. “Have a seat,” Ann said, gesturing toward the beach chair Olive
had been sitting in earlier. “Unless it makes you crazy to see a Pfegnant
woman drink and smoke. Which 1 totally understand if it does. But it’s -
just one cigarette and one beer a day. You know, Wheh the kids finally
get put down. I call it my meditation time.” ;

‘I see,” Olive said. “Well, meditate away. I can go back inside.”

“Oh, no. I'd love your company.” :

In the dusk she saw the girl smile at her. Say What you'might about

judging a book by its cover, Olive always found faces revealing. Still—

the bovine nature of this girl was baffling. Was Ann a bit stupld? Olive

had ‘taught school enough years to know that large amounts of insecu-
rity could take the form of stupidity. She lowered herself into her chair,
and looked away. She didn’t want to guess what might be seen in her ‘
own face. ‘

Cigarette smoke wafted in front of her It amazed her that anyone
would smoke these days, and she couldn'’t help but feel it as a kind of
assault. “Say,” Olive said, “that doesn’t rnake you feel sick?” - )

“What, smoking this?” ‘

“Yes. I shouldn't think that would help the nausea.”

“What nausea?” :

“I thought you had the pitkes.”

“The pukes?” Ann dropped the cigarette into the bottle of beer She

: looked over at Olive, her dark eyebrows raised.
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“You haven't been sick with the pregnancy?

“Oh, no. I'm a horse.” Ann patted her belly. “I just keep Splttll‘l ‘these

things out with no problem.”

~“Apparently.” Olive wondered if the girl was tipsy from the beer.

““Where’s your newest husband?’
“He’s reading Theodore a story. It's nice to have them bonding.”
Olive opened her mouth to ‘ask what kind of bond Theodore had
with his real father, but she stopped. Maybe you weren't supposed to
~ say “real father” these days.

“How old are you, Mom?” Ann was scratching at her cheek.

“I'm seventy—two,’.’ Olive said, “and I wear a size ten shoe.”

“Hey, cool. I wear a size ten. I've always had big feet. You look good
for seventy-two,” Ann added. “My mather’s sixty-three and she—"

“She what?”

" “Oh.” Ann shrugged. “You know, she just doesn't look so good.” Ann
hoisted herself up, leaned toward the grill, where she picked up a box
of kitchen matches. “If you don’t mind, Mom, I'm just going‘to have
one more c1garette

Olive did mmd This was Chrlstophers baby in there, trying to de-
velop its own respiratory system right about now, and what kind .of
woman would jeopa_rﬂize such a thing? But she said loudly, “Do what-
ever you want. I don't give a damn.”

Praise God, came from above them. .

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Olive. “How can you stand that?”

“Sometimes I can’t,’ Ann said, sitting down again, hugely.

“Well,” Olive said, looking at her lap, smoothmg her skirt. “It’s tem-
. porary, I guess ” She felt a need to look away as the girl lit a fresh ciga-

rette.
Ann didn’t respond. Ohve heard her inhale, then exhale, as the

~ smoke drifted back toward Olive. A realization flowered within her.

The girl was panicking. How did Olive know this, never in seventy-two
years having put a cigarette to her own lips? But the truth of it filled
her. A light went on in the kitchen, and Olive watched through the
grated windows as Christopher walked to the kitchen sink.

|
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Sometimes, like now, Olive had a sense of just how desperately
hard every person in the world was working to get what' they needed.
For most, it was a sense of safety, in the sea of terror that life increas-
ingly became. People thought love would do it, and maybe it did. But -
even if, thinking of the smoking Ann, it took three different kids with
three different fathers, it was never enough, was it? And Christo-
pher—why had he been so foolhardy as to take all this on andvnyot even
until after the fact, bother to tell his mother? In the near darkness, she '
saw Ann Jean forward and put out her cigarette by sticking the tip into
the baby pool. A tiny phisst of a sound, then the girl tossed the rest over
toward the chicken wire fence.

A horse.

. Christopher had not been truthful when he'd e-mailed that Ann
had the pukes. Olive put her hand. to her cheek, which had grown
warm: Her son, being Christopher, would never be able to say, “Mom,
I miss you.” He had said his wife had the pukes.

Christopher stepped through the door, and her heart rose toward
him. “Come j join us, ” she said. “Come. Sit down.”

He stood, his hands loosely on his hips, and then he took o%e hand
and rubbed the baek of his head slowly. Ann stood. “Sit here, Chris. If
they're asleep I'm going to take a bath.”

He didn't sit on the stool, but pulled up a chair next to Olive, and
sat in the same sprawled-out way that he used to sit on the couch at
home. She wanted to say, “It's awful good to see you, kid.” But she
didn’t say anything, and he didn’t either. For a long while they sat te-
gether like that. She would have sat on a patch of cement anyWhere to
have this—her son; a bright buoy ‘b‘obbing in the bay of her own quie’t
terror -

“So, you're a landlord,” she ﬁnally said, because the oddlty of that
struck hernow. »

“Yap”
“Are they a nuisance?”

, “No. It’s just the guy and his rehglous parrot.”
“What’s the fellow’s name”’
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Sean O’Casey.”

“Really? How old is he?” she asked, pulhng herself up in her chair
so her breath could move through.

“Let’s see.” Christopher sighed, shifting his weight. He was famlhar
to her now, slow movmg, slow talking. “'Bout my age, I think. Little
younger.”

“He’s not related to Jim O’ Casey, is he? The fellow that drove us to
school? They had a shoe full of children. His wife had to move, once
Jim went off the road that night. Remember that? She took the kids
and went back to her mother: Is this guy upstairs one of those?”

-“Haven't a clue,” Christopher said. He sounded like Henry, the ab-
sentrninded way Henry used to respond sometimes: Haven't-a clue.

“It's a common enough name,” Olive admitted. “Still, you might ask

‘him if he’s any relation to Jim O'Casey.”
Christopher shook his head. “Don't care to.” He yawned, stretchlng
out farther his head thrown back.

She hadz' first seen him at a town meeting, held in the high school gym. ‘
Sheband Henry were sitting on folding chairs near the back, and this “
man stood near the bleachers, close to the door. He was -t'au, his eyes -
set back under that brow, his lips thin—a certain kind of Irish face.J k

* The eyes not brooding exactly, but very serious, looking at her with se-
riousness. She had felt a pulse of recognition, although she knew she'd
never seen him before. Throughout the evening they had glanced at
-each other a number of tlmes

' On their way out, someone introduced them, and she found he had
come to town from West Annett, where he taught at the academy. He
had moved with his family because they needed more room, living ou

..there now by the Robinsons’ farm. Six kids. Catholicr Such a tall man
he was, Jim O’'Casey, and during the introductions there seemed a
whiff of shyness to him, a slight deferential ducking of his head, par

ticularly as he shook Henry's hand, as though already apologizing fo

Security 1 213

absconding with the affections of thlS man’s wife. Henry, who didn’t
“have a clue. - .

As 'she stepped out of the school that night, into the wintry air,
walking with the talking Henry to their car in the far parking lot, she
had the sensation. that she had been seen. And she ‘had not even
‘known she'd felt invisible.

- The next fall Jim O'Casey gave up his job at the academy and
started teaching at the same junior high school Olive. taught at, the one
Christopher went to, and every morning, because it was on the way, he
drove them both there, and then back home again. She was forty-four,
he was fifty-three. She had thought of herself as practically old, but of
course she hadn’t been. She was tall, and the weight that came with
menopause had only begun its foreshadowing, so at forty-four she had
been a tall, full-figured woman, and without one sound of warning, like
a huge silent truck that suddenly came from behind as'she strolled
down a country road Olive Kitteridge had been swept off her feet.

“If I asked you to leave with me, would you do it?” He spoke quietly,

" as they ate their lunch in his office.

“Yes,” she said. k
He watched her as he ate the apple he always had for lunch, noth-
ing else: “You would go home tonight and tell Henry?”
“Yes,” she said. It was like ‘planning a murder.
“Perhaps it’s a good thmg I haven't asked you
“Yes.”

They had never kissed, nor even touched, only passed by each other

‘closely as they went into his office, a tiny cubicle off the library—they -

avoided the teachers’ room. But after he said that that day, she lived
with a kind of terror, and a loriging that felt at tlmes unendurable But
people endure things. :

There were nights she didn't fall asleep until morning; when the sky
lightened and the birds sang, and her body lay on the bed loosened,
and she could not—for all the fear’ and dread that filled her—stop the
foolish happiness. After such a night, a Saturday, she had been awake

i
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and restless and then had fallen asleep with suddenness; a sleep so
heavy that when the phone heside the bed rang, she didn’t know where
she was. And then hearing the' phone picked up, and Henry's soft
voice, “Ollie, the saddest thing happened. Jim O'Casey drove off the
road last night right into a tree. He’s in intensive care down in Hanover.
They don’t know if he'll make it.” ‘

He died later that afternoon, and she supposed h1s wife was at his

side, maybe some of the kids.

She didn't believe it. “I don't believe it,” she kept saying to Henry.

“What happened?”

“They say he lost control of the car.” Henry shook his head. “Terri-

ble,” he said. :
_ Oh, she was a crazy woman, privately. Absolutely nuts. She was so
mad at Jim O’Casey. She was so mad, she went into the Woods and hit
a tree hard enough to make her hand bleed. She cried down by the
creek until she gagged. And she fixed supper for Henry. Taught school
all day, and came home and fixed supper for Henry. Or some nights he
fixed it for her becaiise she said she was tired, ahd. he'd open a can of

spaghetti, and God, that stuff made her sick. She lost weight, looked -
better than ever for a while, which lacerated her heart with the irony.
Henry reached for her often those nights. She was certain he'd had no

idea. He would have said something, because Henry was that way, he

did not keep things to himself. But in Jim O'Casey there had been a .
wariness, ‘a quiet anger, and she had. seen herself in him, had said to

him once, We're both cut from the same piece of bad cloth. He had
just watched her, eating his apple.

“Oh, wait a minute,” Christopher said, s1tt1ng up stralght “Maybe I -

did ask him. Yeah. He said his father was the one who drove into a tree
in Crosby, Maine, one mght
“What?” Olive looked at her son through the darkness.
“That’s when he got really religious.”
“Are you serious?” v ‘
. “Thus, the parrot.” Christopher extended an'arm upward.
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“Oh, my goodness,” said Olive.
- Christopher dropped his arm with an exaggerated gesture of defeat,
or disgust. * l\/lom I'm kidding you, for crying,out loud. I have no 1dea
who the guy is.” .

Through the kitchen window Ann appeared wearing a bathrobe -
and a towel around her head.

“Never liked that guy,” Christopher said, musmgly

“Who, the tenant? Keep your voice down.”

“No, what's his name. Mr. Jim O'Casey. So stupid to drive into a tree.”

There were fingernail clippings and »soggy Cheerios on the table when
Olive sat down with her cup of coffee in the morning. Ann was in the
next room getting Theodore ready, and called out, “Good morning,
Mom. Did you sleep?”

“Fine.” Ohve raised a hand'in a brief wave. She had slept better.
than she had i 1n‘ four years—since Henry’s stroke. The same hopeful-
ness she had felt on the plane seemed to réturn as she fell into sleep,
holding her on a pillow of soft joy. Ann had no morning sickness;
Christopher missed his mother. She was with her son, he needed her.
Whatever rupture had occurred, starting years ago, as inhocuously as
the rash on Ann’s cheek, spreading.downward till it had split her from }
her son—it could be healed. It would be leaving its scar, but one accu-
mulated these scars, and went on, as she would now go on with her
son. ‘ : :
“Help yourself, Mom,” Ann called. “To anything,” | A

“Right-o,” Olive called back. She got up and wiped the table with a
sponge, though touching other people’s nail- clippings was hardly her
thing. She washed her hands thoroughly.

~ Other peoples kids weren't her thing either. Theodore came and
stood in the doorway, a knapsack on his back, so big that even while -
the child faced Olive, you could see the knapsack on both sides of him.

| She plcked a doughnut from a box she had seen high on the counter -
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and sat down again with her coffee. “You shouldn't have a doughnut

before you have your growing food,” the boy told her, in a tone amaz-
ingly sanctimonious for g child.
“Id say I'd grown enough, wouldn’t you?” Olive replied, taking a big
bite.
Ann appeared behind Theodore. “
‘as she stepped past him to the refrigerator. She was holding the baby
girl on her hip, the baby’s head turning around to stare at Olive.
“Theodore, you need two juice boxes today.
“It’s field trip day,” she said to Olive, who was tempted to stick her
tongue out at that damn little staring baby. “The school takes them to
the beach and I get worried about him getting dehydrated.”
“I don't blame you,” said Olive, finishing her doughnut. “Chris ever

'Scuse me, honey pie,” she said

tell you about the sunstroke he got when we went to Greece? He was -

twelve. A witch doctor came over and did some swoopy arm motions in
front of him.” .
4 “Really?” said Ann. “Theodore, do you want grape or orange?”
Grape ‘
"“I think,” Ann said, * grape makes you more thirsty. What do you .
think, Mom? Doesn't grape make you more thirsty than orange?” -
“Haven't a clue.” ‘ \
“Orange, honey.” And Theodore began to cry. Ann gave Olive a hesi-
tant look. “I was going to ask you to walk him to school, just a block—
“No,” Theodore cried. “I don’t want her walking me to school. .

don’t want her walking me to school. . .

Shut the hell up, Olive thought. Chrls was right, you are’a l1ttle

piece of crap.
Ann said, “Oh, Theodore, pleeeease dont cry”
Olive pushed back her chair. “How about I take Dog-Face to the
park?”
“You don't mind picking up his poops in the bag?"
“No,” said Olive. “I certainly don’t. Having stepped in one myself.”

1

Security | 217

She was, to be truthful, uneasy about walking the dog to the park. But
the dog was a good boy. He sat while they waited for the light to
change. She walked him past picnic tables and big garbage bins over-
loaded with food and newspapers and tinfoil streaked with barbecue
sauce, and he did strain a bit on the leash toward all that, but when
they got to the meadow, she let him run free, as Ann had said she could
do. “Now stay nearby,” she said. He sniffed around, not running off.

She noticed a man watching her. He was young, and wore a leather
jacket, even though it was warm enough that you didn’t need to wear a
leather jacket. He stood beside the trunk of a huge oak, and called to
his dog, a short-haired white dog with a sharp pink nose. The man
made his way over to her. “Are you Olive?” he finally asked.

Her face got hot. “Olive who?” she said. .

“Christopher’s mother. Ann said you were coming to visit.”

“I see,” said Olive, reaching into her pocket and finding her sun-
glasses. “Well, here I am.” She put on her sunglasses and turned to
watch for Dog—Face

“You staying at the house?” the rnan asked eventually, and Olive
didn'’t really think it was any of his business.

‘I am,” said Olive. “The basement’s very nice.”

“Your son stuck you in the basement?” the man said, and Olive es-
pecrally didn’t think that was nice. .

“It's a very pleasant basement,” Olive said. “It suits me quite well.” .
She looked straight ahead but she could feel him looking at her. She
wanted to say: “Haven't you ever seen an old lady before?”

She watched her son’s dog sniff the rear end of a passing golden re-
triever, whose heavy-breasted young owner held a metal mug in one
hand, the leash in the other. '

“Some of these old brownstones have rats and mice in their base—
ments,” the man said. '

“No rats,” said Olive. “A nice daddy longlegs went by Didn't bother
me a bit.”

“Your son’s practlce must do well. These places costa fortune now

Olive didn’t answer. That he should say thls was vulgar
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“Blanche!” called the man, starting after his dog. “Blanche, come
here now.”

Blanche had no intention of coming, Olive noted. Blanche had
found an old, dead pigeon, and the man went berserk. “Drop it,
Blanche, drop it!” Blanche had the mess in her pointed mouth, and
slunk away from her approaching owner. '

“Jesus Christ,” said the big-breasted woman with the golden re-
triever, because the bloodied insides of the pigeon’s body were right
there, sliding out of Blanche’s mouth.

Praise God, came a voice from the oak tree.

- Olive called to Dog-Face, clicked the leash onto his collar, then
turned and walked home. Right before she got to the house, she
glanced behind her and saw the man crossing the street with Blanche
on a leash, and a parrot on his shoulder. A sense of disorieritation came

over her. Was that the tenant? That pretentious leather jacket, a man-

_ner that seemed—to Olive—confrontational. Unlocking the grated

- gate, she felt as though by eight o’clock in the morning a small battle
had been fought. She didn’t think her son should be living in this city.
‘He was not a fighter. “

The kitchen was empty. Upstairs she heard a shower running. She sat
down heavily in a wooden chair. She had once known each of their six
names. Now she could remember nothing but the wife’s name, Rose,
and one girl—Andrea? Sean could very possibly have been one of the

youngest. But how many thousands of Sean O'Caseys were wandering

around, and did it even matter? As though remembering something
heard about a distant relative, Olive sat in the dark kitchen and re-
membered a pérson—herself—who-had once thought that if she left
Henry for Jim, she’d have done anything for Jim’s children—her love
had felt that huge. ‘

“Christopher,” she said. He had stepped into the kitchen, his hair

wet, dressed for work. “T think I met your tenant in the park. I did‘n’t:

know he had a dog as well as a Christiah parrot.”
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Chris nodded, drank from a coffee mug as he stood by the sink.
“I didn’t care for h1rn
Christopher raised one eyebrow. “How surprising.”
“Didn’t thlnk he was a bit nice. I thought Christians were supposed -
to be nice.’ .
Her son turned to put his  mug into the sink. “If I had more energy,
I'd laugh. But Annabelle was up again and I'm tired.”
“Christopher, what’s the story with Ann’s mother?”

He wiped a kitchen towel across the counter in one swipe. “She’s an
alcoholic.” .

“Oh, dear God.”
“Yeah, she’s a mess. And the father, dead now——praise Ged, as the |

parrot would say—was in the army. Made them do push-ups each

morning.”

“Push-ups. Well, I can see you two have a great deal in conlrnon."
“What do you mean?” His face seemed to flush slightly.

“I was being sarcastic. Tmagine your father making you do push-

Thal;he had no response unsettled her slightly. “Your tenant wanted
to know how you afforded this place,” she said.

Chris scowled, familiar to her again. “None of his damn husiness.”

“No, that’s exactly what I thought.”

Christopher glanced at his watch, and she had a sudden fear of his
leaving, of being left alone with Ann and those kids all day in this dark
house. “How long does it take you to get to work?” she asked.

- “Half hour. The subway’s packed at rush hour”

Olive had never been on a subway. “Chris, do you worry about an-
other attack?”” |

“Attack? Terrorist attack?”-

Olive nodded.

“No. Sort of. Not really. I mean, it’s going to happen, so .you can’t
just sit around waiting.” '

“No, I can see that.”

Chrls ran his fingers through his wet hair, gave his head a qu1ck
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shake. “There was a store on the corner here, run by guys from Pak-

istan. Hardly anything in the store. A few cupcakes, a bottle of Coke.
Clearly some kind of front. But I'd stop in to buy the paper each morn-
ing, and the guy would be real nice. ‘How you doing today,’ he'd say,
with his long yellow teeth showing. He'd give me this smile, and I'd
smile back, and it was sort of understood that he had nothing against
me, but if he knew which subway was going to blow, he’d smile and
‘watch me walk to get on it.” Chris shrugged.
“How do you know that?”,
“I don't. But I do. The store closed, the guy said he had to go back
to Pakistan. It was in his eyes, Mom, that’s all 'm saying.”
Olive nodded, looking at the big Wooden table. “Still, you like it
here?” -
“Pretty much.”

But the day passed okay, and then another day passed. She took the .

dog to the park earlier, so as to avoid Sean. And while everything re-
mained strange, like a foreign country, she could not let go of a certain

happiness inside her; she was with her son. At times he was talkative,

at times he was silent, and he was most familiar to her then. She did ~
not understand his new life, or Ann, who said things that seemed to .
come from a Hallmark card, but she did not see in Chris any signs of
moroseness, and that's what mattered—that, and simply being with
him again. When Theodore called her “Grandma,” she answered. And

while she really couldn’t stand the child, she put up with him, reading
him a story one night. (Though when she left out a word and he cor-

rected her, she could have swatted his dark head.) He was her son's

family, and so was she. When she tired of the child, or when the baby

cried, she retired to the basement and lay on the bed, thinking how
glad she was that she had never left Henry for Jim. Not that she would
ihave, although she remembered that she felt she would have—and
" what would have happened to Christopher then?
» On the third morning, when Ann returned from taking Theodore to
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school, and Christopher was off at work, the bdby splashed in the pool

out back while Olive sat in the beach chair. “Can you watch her, Mom,

while I collect some laundry?” Ann asked, and Olive said,.“Of course.”

Annabelle fretted, but Olive tossed her a twig from nearby, and
Annabelle slapped it against the water. Olive gazed up at the deck,
looking for any sign of the parrot, who would sometimes say, unpto-
voked, God is king. “Hells bells,” Olive said, then said it again, louder,
and Praise God came from upstairs. She slipped off her sandals,
scratched her feet, settled back in-her chair, pleased to have maneu-
vered the. response. It did sound just like her Aunt Ora. She got up,
went into the kitchen to get a doughnut, and as she stood munching it
by the sink, she suddenly remembered the baby.

“Oh, good God,” she whispered, and hurried outside. Annabelle
was trying to stand up. Olive bent to steady the toddler, and Annabelle *
slipped; Olive moved around the edge of the pool, attempting to lift the
child and keep her face out of the water. Annabelle got more and more

 agitated, slipping and crying, turning away from Olive. “For the love of

God, stop it now!” Olive said, and the baby stared at her, and then
cried again. v

Our father who art in heaven, shrieked the parrot. -

“That's a niew one,” said Ann, stepping into the backyard with a dish
towel. ,

“She’s trying to stand up,” Olive explained. “And I couldn’t quite get
hold of her.”

“Yeah, she’s about ready to walk any day now.” Ann, in splte of her
large belly, picked the child up easily.

Olive returned to her chair, shaken with the effort of grapplihg with
the baby. Her ‘panty hose were shredded from running around on this
cement. ‘

“Today’s our wedding anniversary, ' Ann said, puttlng the dlSh towel
around the shoulders of the baby. | ‘ ‘

“It 13)”

‘It is.” Ann smﬂed as though remembering somethlng private.

“Let’s warm you up, little goose.” Annabelle had spread her small legs
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on each side of Ann'’s bulbous belly, laid her wet head across Ann’s big
chest, and was sucking her thumb, shivering.. ‘

So easily, Olive could have said: “Well, it'd have been nice of you to
tell me you were getting married, to begin with. It's a ghastly thing for
a mother to find out later.” But she only said, “Happy anniversary,
then.” That the baby had not drowned while she ate a doughnut had
left her so relieved, that the anniversary seemed—while a painful re-
minder of how left out she had been—nothing to quibble about.

“Did Chris tell you how we met?”

“Not exactly. Not specifically.” He had told her nothing.

“In a singles group for divorced people.vl’d just found out I -was .
pregnant with Annabelle—you know how when you get divorced, you
do crazy things—and Annabelle was the result of a crazy thing—
weren't you, chicken pie?” She kissed the top of the child’s head.

This was the twenty-first century, thought Olive. It's not as though -
one had to rely on foam for birth control. But the still-relieved Olive
said, with feigned generosity, “That’s a nice idea, a singles group for di-
vorced people.” She nodded. “You all have that experience in com-
mon.” She herself had gone to one meeting of a “support group” at the.
nursing home, and found it absolutely foolish, with foolish people say-
ing foolish things—including the social worker who ran if, and said re-
‘peatedly in a sweet, calm voice, “To be angry about the event is

normal.” Olive never went back. Angry, she thought with disdain. Why™
be angry about a natural event, for God’s sake? She couldn’t stand the ‘
- stupid social worker, or the grown man who sat next to her and wept
| openly for his stroked-out mother. Absolutely foolish. “Bad things hap-
pen,” she wanted to say. “Where have you been?” :
“It was a therapy group,” Ann said. “So we could learn our own re-
sponsibility, accept our accountability, you know.” '
Olive didn't know. She said, “Christopher married the wrong
womén, is what he did.” \
“But the question is why,” Ann said in a solicitous way, shifting the,
baby. “If we learn why we do things, we won't make the same mis

takes.”
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“I see,” said Olive. She stretched her feet and felt the soft opening -
of another big run in her panty hose. She needed to go to a drugstore.

“It was just wonderful. Chris and I became very committed to the
process, and committed to each other.”- '

“That’s nice,” Olive finally said.

“The therapist is this amazing guy, Arthur. You just wouldn’t believe
how much we've learned.” Ann rubbed: the dish towel against the
baby’s back, looked over at Olive. She said, “Anxiety is anger, Mom.”

“Is it?” Olive thought of the girl’s cigarettes. :
“Uh-huh. Almost always. When Arthur moved to New York, we did,

“You moved here because of a therapist?” Ohve sat up straight in
her beach chair. “Is this a cult?”

“No, no. We wanted to move here anyway, but it's great—because’
we still get to work with Arthur. Always plenty-of issues to work on, you
know.” ‘ )

“I bet.”

Olive made, right then, a decision to accept all this. The first time
around, Christopher married someone‘ mean and pushy, and now he'd
married someone.dumb and nice. Well it was none of her business. It
was his life.

Olive went down into the basement and dialed the white tele-

\ phone. Cindy said, “How's it going?”

“Fine. Different country down here. Can you put him on?” She'held
the phone between Ker neck and shoulder, started to peel her panty
hose off, and remembered she had no other. “Henry,” she said. “Today's
their wedding anniversary. They're okay, but she’s dumb, just like I
thought. They're in therapy.” She hesitated, looked around. ;You're not
to worry about that, Henry. In therapy they go straight after the mother. |

You come out smelling like a rose, I'm sure.” Olive drummed her fin-

gers on 'the washmg machine. “I have to go, she’s doing some laundry
down here. I'm fine, Henry. I'll be back in a week.”

Upstairs, Ann was feeding the baby part of a baked sweet potato.
Olive sat and watched her, remembering how one year for their an-
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niversary, Henry gave her a key chain with a four-leaf clover pressed in-{

side a piece of thick clear plastic. “I called Henry and told him it was

your anniversary.”
“Oh, sweet,” said Ann. Adding, “Anniversaries are nice. A little mo-

ment to reflect.”
“I liked getting the presents,” Olive said.

Wialking behind her son and his large wife, and the big double stroller
pushed ahead of them, Olive thought of her husband, in bed already

perhaps; they tried putting them to bed earlier than small children

were put to bed. “Spoke to your father today,” she said, but Christopher
apparently did not hear her. He and Ann were speaking intently, their
heads tilted toward each other as they pushed the stroller along. Oh
God, yes, shé was glad she’d never left Henry. She'd never had a friend
as loyal, as kind, as her husband.
And yet, standing behind her son, waiting for the traffic light to
- change, she remembered how in the midst of it all there had been
times when she’d felt a loneliness so deep that once, not so many )}ears
ago, having a cavity filled, the dentist’s gentle turning of her chin with
his soft fingers had felt to her like a tender kindness of almost excruci-
ating depth, and she had swallowed with a groan of longing, tears
springing to her eyes. (“Are you all right, Mrs. Kitteridge?” the dentist
had said.). ‘ ‘ ‘

Her son turned to glance at her, and his lucid face was enough to keep
her going, because she really was fatigued. Young people had no idea
that you got to a stage where you couldn’t just gallivant around, morn:
ing, noon, and night. Seven stages of life? Is that what Shakesl.)ieare
said? Why, old age alone had seven stages! In between you prayed to
die in your sleep. But she was glad she had not died; here was her
family—and here was the ice cream shop, with an empty booth right
up front. Olive sank gratefully onto the red cushioned seat.
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“Praise God,” she said. But they didn't hear her. They were busy un-
buckling the kids, arranging the baby in a high chair, Theodore in his'
own chair pulled up to the edge. Ann’s stomach was too big to get her
into the booth, so she had to trade places with Theodore, make him sit
in the booth, which he did only when Christopher took the child’s
small wrists in one hand, leaned forward, and said quietly, “Sit.”

Something vaguely discomﬁting moved in Olive. But the child sat.
Politely, he said he wanted vanilla ice cream. “Christopher was always
so polite,” she said to him. “People used to comphment me on how po-‘
lite my little son was.” Did Christopher and Ann exchange a glance?
No, they were just getting ready to order. It seemed impossible to Olive
that Ann carried within her the grandchlld of Henry, but there you
were.

" She ordered a butterscotch _sundae. ,

“No fair,” said Theodore. “I want a sundae.”

“Well, okay, I guess,” said Ann, “What kind?”

The kid looked distressed, as if the answer were beyond hisv com-
prehension. Finally he said, putting his head down onto his arms, “I'll
have a vanilla cone.”

“Your father would havé ordered ‘a root beer float,” said Olive to
Christopher. :

“No,” said Chrlstopher ‘He would have ordered a dish of straw-
berry ice cream.”

“Nope,” said Olive. “A root beer float.”

‘I want that—I want a root beer float,” said Thehdore, picking his
head up. “What is it?” :

Ann said, They put lots of root beer ina glass and then they float
vanilla ice cream init.”

“I want it.”

“He's not going to like it,” said Christopher.

And he didn’t. Theodore began to cry halfway through, and said it
wasn't what he thought it would be. Olive, on the other hand, enjoyed -
her butterscotch sundae immensely, eating every spoonful, while Ann
and ‘Chrlstopher talked about whether Theodore should be allowed.to -
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order again.-Ann was for it, Christop1her against. Olive stayed out of it
but noticed that Christopher won.

Walking home, she had more energy, undoubtedly from her ice
' cream. And also because Chris walked with her, while Ann pushed the
stroller ahead of them, the children, thank God, quiet. Chris’s podiatry
practice was going well. “People in New York take their feet very seri-
ously,” he said. Often, he saW twenty people a day.

“Good heavens, Chris. That seems a lot.”

“I have a lot of bills to pay,” he said. “And soon I'll have even more.”

“I guess. Well, your father would be proud.” It was getting dark.
Through the lighted windows they passed, she could see people read-
ing, watching television. She saw one man who appeared to be tickling
his little son. A feeling of benevolence swept through her; she wished
the best for everyone. In fact, saying good night once they got through
the door, Olive felt she could have kissed them—her son, Ann, even the
children, if she’d had to. But there was a feeling of distraction, and

 Chris and Ann said only, “Good night, Mom.”

Downstairs she went, into the white basement. Steppmg into the
little closet of a bathroorn she flicked on the light, and saw in the mir- -
ror that across her blue cotton blouse was a long and prominent strip
of stlcky dark butterscotch sauce. A small feeling of distress took hold.

- They had seen this and not told her. She had become the old lady her
Aunt Ora had been, when years ago she and Henry would take the old
lady out for a drive, stopping some nights to get an ice cream, and
Olive had watched as Aunt Ora had spilled melted ice cream down her
front; she had felt repulsion at the sight of it. In fact, she was glad |
when Ora died, and Olive didn't have to continue to witness the pa-

" thetic sight. ‘

And now she had become Ora. But she wasn’t Aunt Ord, and her
son should have pointed this out the minute it happened, as she would

 have to him, had he épilled something down his front! Did they think
she was just one more baby they were carting around? She took the

blouse off, ran hot water in the little sink, then decided not to wash it:

She wrapped it in a plastic bag and stuck it into her suitcase.

Security | 227

1

The morning was hot. She sat in the backyard, on the beach chair. She
had dressed before the sun came up, and had climbed the stairs cau-
tiously, not daring t6 turn on any lights. Her panty hose had caught on
somethlng in the basement and she had felt the little series of runs in
them. She crossed her legs, bobbing a foot, and as it got light, she saw
the runs had spread up over her thick ankles. Ann appedred first, seen
through the kitchen window, holding the baby on her hip. Christopher
came up behlnd touched Ann lightly on the shoulder as he reached )
past her. Olive heard Ann say, “Your mom’ll take Dog-Face to the park,
and I'll get Theodore ready, but I'm letting him sleep a littlé later.”

“Isn’t it wonderful when he sleeps those extra minutes?” Chris had
turned around and was running his fingers through Ann'’s hair.

Olive was not taking Dog-Face to the park. She waited until they
were both close enough to the window, and she said, “Time for me to
go.” ‘ L , ' : .
Christopher ducked his head. “I didn’t know you were out there.
What did you say?”

“I said,” Olive responded Ioudly, ‘that it’s time for the damned old
lady to go.”

Praise Jesus, came from the upstairs deck.

“What do you mean?” asked Ann, sticking her neck toward the win-

- dow, at the same time the babys foot kicked over a carton of milk on

the counter.
“Shit,” said Christopher. - .

“He said, ‘Shit!” Olive called up to the deck and nodded quickly, |
when the parrot squawked, God is king. “Yes, indeed,” Olive said. “He
is indeed.” :

Chuistopher walked ot to the backyard, closing the screen door be-
hind him carefully.“Mom, stop it. What's happening?”

“It’s time for me to go home. I stink like fish.”

Christopher shook his head slowly. “I knew thlS was gomg to. hap-
pen. I knew something would trigger things off.” :
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“What are you talking about?” Olive said. “T'm simply telling you it's

time for mé to go home.” -
. “Then come inside,” Christopher said.

“I guess I don't need my son telling me what to do,” Olive said, but
when Chris went back inside, murmuring to Ann, she got up and
joined them in the kitchen. She sat in a chair by the table; she had
hardly slept, and felt shaky. ,

“Did something happen, Mom?” Ann asked. “You weren't going to
leave for a few more days.”

'She'd be damned if she was going to tell them how they'd let her sit
there and dribble stuff down herself; they'd have treated their own kids
better than that, wiped the mess off. But her they let just sit there with
butterscotch sauce all down her front. “ told Christopher when he first
asked me here that I'd stay for three days. After that I stink like fish.”

Ann and Christopher looked at ‘each other. “You said you'd stay a

week,” Chris said, warily.

“Right. Because you needed help,- but you weren't even honest -

enough to say that.” A fury was rumbling up through her, ignited fur-

. ther by their sense of conspiracy; how Chris had stroked Ann'’s hair, the '
look they had exchanged. “God, I hate a liar. No one brought you up to -

lie, Christopher Kltterldge From Ann’s hip, the baby stared at her.

“I asked you to come visit,’ * Christopher said slowly, “because

wanted to see you. Ann wanted to meet you. We were hoping we could
just have a nice time. I was hoping that things had changed, that this
wouldn’t happen. But, Mom, I'm not going to take responsibility for -
the extreme capriciousness of your moods. If something happened to

upset you, you should tell me. That way we can talk.”
“You've never talked your whole damn life. Why are you startlng
- now?” It was the therapist, she realized suddenly. Of course. That foolish

Arthur fellow. She ought to be careful, this would get repeated in a ther-

apy group. Extreme capriciousness of your moods. That was not Christo-
pher’s voice. Good God, they'd discussed her to pieces already. The
thought caused her whole body to shudder. “And what are you talking
about, the capriciousness of my moods? What in hell is that all about?”..
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Ann was mopping at the milk with a sponge still holding the baby.

Christopher stood calmly in front of her. “You kind of behave like a .

paranoid, Mom,” he said. “You always have. At least a lot, anyway. And
I never see you taking any responsibility for it. One minute you're one
way, the next—you're furious. It's tiring, very wearing for those around _
you.” ' '

Beneath the table, Olive’s foot bounced like the devil. Quietly, she

said, “I don'’t need to sit here and be called a schizoid. I've never heard

_of such a thing in all my life. A son turning around and calling his

mother schizoid. God knows, I didn’t like my mother, but I never—"

“Olive,” said Ann. “Please, please stay calm. No one called you any
names. Chris was only trying to tell you that your moods chéhge kind
of fast sometimes, and it’s been hard. For him growing up, you know.
Never knowing.”

“What in God's name would you know about it? Were you there?”
Olive’s head was all twirly inside. Her eyesight didn’t seem right. “I
suppose both of you now have degrees in family psychology.”

“Olive,” Ann said. » ‘

“No, let her go. Go, Mom. That’s fine. I'll call you a'car service to
get you to the airport.”

“You're going to send me out there alone? For God’s sake!”

“In one hour I have to go to work, and Ann has the kids to take care
of. We can'’t drive you to the airpori. The car service will be fine. Ann, -
why don't you call them? You'll have to go to the ticket counter, Mom,
to get your ticket changed. But there shouldn’t be a problem.”

Amazingly, her son started to collect dlrty dishes from the counter
and Joad the dishwasher. ‘

“You're kicking me out, just like that?” Ohve said, her heart pump-
ing ferociously.

“See, there’s an example,” Chris answered, calmly. Loading the

dishwasher, calmly “You say you want to leave, then accuse me of kick-

. ing you out. In the past, it would make me feel terrible, but I'm not

going to feel terrible now. Because this is not my doing’ You just don’t

seem to notice that your actions bring reactions.”
7
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She got up, holding the edge of the table, and made her way to the
basement, where her bag was already packed. She had packed it in the /
night. She brought it back up the stairs, panting. ' :

“The car will be here in twenty minutes,” Ann said to Christopher,
and he nodded, still loading the dishwasher. >

“I can’t believe this,” Olive said. R

“I shouldn’t wonder.” Christopher had started scrubbing a pot now.
“1 always found it unbehevable myself. But I just don't want to put up

with it anymore.” ,

“You haven't put up with me for years!” Olive shouted. “You have
treated me poorly for years!” : :

“No,” said her son, quietly. “I think if you think about it, you'll see ‘
that the story is quite different. You have a bad temper. At Jeast I think -
it's a temper, I don’t really know what it is. But you can make people
feel terrible. You made Daddy feel terrible.”

“Chris,” said Ann, in a warmng kind of way.
But Christopher shook his head. “I'm not going to be ruled by my
. fear of you, Mom.”™

Fear of her? How could anyone be afraid of her? She was the one §
who was afraid! He kept scrubbing the pots, the pans; wiping down the
counters, all the while answering her calmly. Whatever she said, he an-
swered calmly. Calm as the Muslim who sold him a newspaper each
morning, before sending him off on a subway to blow up. (Wasn't that
paranoid? Her son was the one who was paranoid!)

She heard Theodore call from the top of the stairs, “Murnmy, comeé
here. Mummy!” Olive started to cry.
Everything became-blurry, not just her eyes. She sald things, w1th
more and more fury—and Christopher answered, calmly, still wash
ing kitchén things calmly. She kept crying. Christopher was saying
something about Jim O’'Casey. Something about him being a drunk
’ driving into a tree. “You'd scream at Daddy like Jim’s death was his
- fault. How could you de that, Mom? I don’t know what I hated

‘more—when you went after him and sided with me, or when you
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went after me.’ Chrlstopher was tilting hls head, as though really
considering this. :

“What are you talking about?” Olive cried. “You, with your new wife.
She’s so nice, Christopher, it makes me puke. Well, I hope you have a
damn nice life, since you've got it all figured out.”

Back and forth, Olive crying, Christopher calm. Until he said qui-
etly, “Okay, get your bags Here’s the car.”

The line to get to the gate—the security line—was so long it went
around a corner. A black woman, wearing a red airport vest, kept say-
ing in the same plangent tone, “People, move around to the corner and
against the wall, Move around to the corner and against the wall.”

Twice Olive approached her. “Where do I go?” Olive asked her,
thrusting forward her ticket.

“This line right here, th(_e woman said, raisingk an arrh toward the -
long line. Her hair had been straightened and seemed like a badly fit-
ting bathing cap with whiskers around its back rim.

“Are you sure?” Olive said.

“The line right here.” Raising her arm again. Her indifference was

_impenetrable.

(You were the scariest teacher at the school, Mom. )

Standing in line, she looked to those near her for some confirmation
that this was ridiculous, standing in a line this long, that something
must be wrong. But people who met her eye looked aWay with no ex-
pression. Olive put her sunglasses on, blinking. Everywhere she 7
looked, people seemed removed and unfriendly. As she got closer, she -
didn’t understand—the line spread into one mass of people who all
seemed to know what she didn’ t—where to go, what to do.

“I need tov call my son,” she said to a man standing near her. What
she meant was that she had to leave the line to get to a pay phone be-
cause surely if she called Christopher, he would come get her—she
would beg, she would bawl, anything it took to be saved from this hell.




" .. and two people were beside her. They were men, and in half a second
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It had just gone terribly wrong, that’s all. Sometimes things went terri-
bly wrong. But looking around, she could see there were no pay phones
anywhere; everyone had a cell phone stuck to their ear, talking, talking;

they all had someone to talk to.
(His utter calm as he washed those dishes while she wept' Even
Ann had had to leave the room. Do you have no memory of these things.
at all? These days, theyd send a social worker right to the home, if a kid
showed up that way. ‘ ' ‘ k
Why are you torturing me? she had cried. What are you talking
about? All your life I have loved you. And this is what Sfou feel?
He'd stopped washing the dishes. Said Just as calmly: Okay. Now I
dow'’t have anything left to say.) v
The man she had told she had to call her son looked at her then
 Jooked away. She couldn't call her son. He was cruel. And his wife was
cruel. o ‘ : . ‘

Olive was 'moved along with the small sea of people: Move along,
haﬂdbag on the rollers, move along, have your boarding pass out. A
man, not nicely, motioning for her tobstep through the security. arc.
Glancing down, saying without expresswn “Take off your shoes,
ma’am. Take off your shoes.”

She plctured standing before him, her- shredded panty hose ex-
posed like some crazy lady. “I will not take off my shoes,” she heard
herself say. She said, “I don't give a damn if the plane blows up, do you
understand? I don't give one good goddamn if any of you are blown sky
high.” She saw the security man give the slightest gesture of his hand,

a woman was there, too. Security officials in their white shirts and spe-.
cial stripes above the pockets. ' . '

In voices of great gentleness, they said, “Come this way, ma'am.”
She nodded, blinking behind her sunglasses, and said, “I'd be glad:

to.

Criminal

That morning Rebecca Brbwn stole a magazine, even though Rebecca
was not, ordinarily, the type of person who stole things. Ordinarily, Re-
becca wouldn't take the soap from a motel bathroom on Route 1; she'd
never even think to take the towels. It was the way she had been
raised. In truth, Rebecca had been raised not to do a lot of things, and
she’d done a great many of them anyway, except for stealing—she had
never done that. But in the bleak white of a doctor’s office in the town
of Maisy Mills, Rebecca stole a magazine. There was a stdry in it that
she wanted to finish, and she thought: This is only a doctor’s ofﬁce

»and only a magazine, so really this is no big deal. '

The story was about an ordinary, balding, kind of out—of—shape man

~ who came home for lunch every day and sat at the kitchen table with

his wife, eating sandwiches and talking about things like getting the
lawn mower fixed. It gave Rebecca the same hopeful feeling that she
got sometimes when she walked down a side street at night and saw
through the window some kid playmg in his pajamas, with a father ruf-
fling the kid’s hair. : ‘

So when the nurse opened her glass window and called out a name,
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Rebecca rolled up the magazine and slipped it into her knapsack. She
' didn't feel bad about it. She felt pleased when she got on the bus and -
knew she could finish the story.
But the man’s wife wanted more from life than Saturday trips to -
the hardware store and eating sandwiches every day just because
lunchtime had rolled around, and by the end of the sltory, the wife had -
packed up and left, and the man stopped coming home for lunch. He
. just stayed in his office at lunchtime, not eating anything. Rebecca felt
sick when she finished the story; she was not a person who should read
on a bus. The bus went around a corner and the magazme fell, and
.when Rebecca picked it up, it was open to a picture of an ad for a
man’s shirt. The shirt looked like a painter’s smock, gathered across the
chest and kind of billowy: Rebecca turned the magazine, looked at it
more. By the time she stepped off the bus, she had decided to order
the shirt for David. ‘ '

“You'll love it,” the woman said over the télephone. “It’s all hand
sewn and all. A beautiful shirt.” The number had been an 800 number,
and this woman taking the order had a Southern accent. Rebecca
thought her voice was like stepping into one of those television com-
mercials for laundry soap where sunlight streams through a window

-across a shiny floor. .
“Now, let’s see,” the woman said. “These come in small, medium,
and large. Oh, honey, I've got to put you on hold.”
“That's all right,” Rebecca said. On the bus ride home, her stomach
had started to feel like a wet balloon was in there, with its insides stuck
together, so she put the phone between her neck and shoulder and
reached across the counter for the Maalox spoon. Maalox sticks to
everything. You can't put the spoon in the dishwasher because even the
glasses come out flecked with white. They had a serving spoon Dav1d
called the Maalox spoon, and it stayed right there by the corner of the
smk Rebecca was standing there licking the Maalox spoon when her
father's voice came into her head. It was in her head, but it was clear

as a bell. I hate a person who steals, he sald
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The day her father died, Rebecca read in a nﬁagazine about a psy-
chic woman who helped police solve murders. The woman said she did
it by reading the thoughts of the dead people, that dead people still had
thoughts even after they were dead.

“I'm sorry about that,” said the woman with her Southern accent

+ “It’s okay,” Rebecca said.

“Now,” said the woman. Is your husbands width more in his shoul-
ders or in his stomach region?”

“He’s not my husband,” Rebecca said. “Not exactly. I mean, he’s my-
“boyfriend.”

“Well, sure,” the woman said. “And is your boyfriend’s width in his
shoulders, or his stomach region?” : ‘

“Shoulders,” Rebecca said. “He runs a health club and he always
works out.”

“Okay,” said the woman- slowly, like she was Wr1t1ng this down.
“Now, I'm just wondermg if a large would be too loose around the
waist.” :
“We probably will get married,” Rebecca said. “You know, someday.”
| ‘Well, of course,” the woman said. “What size suit does he wear?
That might help us out.” . |
“I don’t know if I've ever seen him in a suit.”
“Why don't we go with the large,” the woman said.

“Idon't usually order thlngs like this,” Rebecca told her. “To get sent .
to me, I mean. And I've never ordered anything online. I'd never give
my credit card number online.” o

“No?” the woman asked. “Some people feel that way. Some people |
don't like to order things anyway. You prefer to do your shopplng right

. there in the store. I'm like that myself

Thmgs get lost,” Rebecca told her. “There’s a lot of bllhng clerks
and truck drivers out there. You know; all those people who could have

- a bad night's sleep or a fight with their boss.” As she spoke, she flipped

through the magazine, found the first page of the story—when the man,
had still been happy—and ripped it out slowly. Using the cigarette
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lighter she kept in‘her back pocket, Rebecca set the page on fire in the

sink. :
“I suppose if you think about it like that,” the woman said, agree-

ably. “But we guarantee delivery.” .

“Oh, I trust you,” Rebecca said, and she did. What a voice that
woman had—Rebecca could have told her anything. “It’s just that I'm
the kind of person,” Rebecca continued, “that thinks if you took a map
of the whole world,and put a pin in it for every person, there wouldn’t

.be a pin for me.’

The woman didn’t say anythlng .
“Do you ever think that?” Rebecca asked. She watched the small

flame, like a little living spirit, flare up for a moment in the sink.
“No,” the woman said. “I never do.” '
“Oh, I'm sorry,” Rebecca said.
“Don'’t be sorry,” said the woman. “It’s a pleasure. We'll do this. We'll
go with the large, and if it’s too big, you just send it on back.”
. Rebecca ran water over the flakes of ashes in the sink. Can [ just
ask you somethlng? she said to the woman.
“Well, sure,” the woman said.
“Are you a Sc1entologlst>”
“Am I—" There was a pause. “No, I'm not ’ the woman said, in her
easy Southern accerit. o |
“Me either. It’s just I happened to be reading an article about Sci-
entology, and, boy, it sounds like pretty weird stuff.”
“I guess to each his own. Now—"
“l always talk too much,” Rebecca explained fo the woman. My

boyfriend tells me that. And now I've given myself this headache,”

" “It’s a pleasure doing business with a friendly person,” the woman
said. “A cold facecloth pressed right against the eyeballs should help.
And don't be afraid to really press either.” -

““Thank you,” Rebecca said. I guess large will do.”

“Obviously you ve got to lie right back,” the woman said. “Put. the‘

facecloth in the freezer first.”
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Rebecca Brown came from a line of Congregational ministers. Her

grandfather had been a much-loved pastor of a large church in Shirley
Falls, and her mother had been the daughter of this Reverend Tyler
Caskey's second marriage, his first wife dying and leaving him with two
small girls. By the time he had married again, and had Rebecca’s
mother, the other girls were old enough to not pay much attention to
her, and it wasn’t until Rebecca’s mother married a minister herself,
and then left very suddenly to go to Califorhia to be an actress, that Re-
becca’s aunt Katherine got involved. “It is unthinkable that a mother
would take off like that,” she said, with tears in her eyes. Except it
wasn't unthinkable at.all—Rebecca’s mother had done it, and had not
even put up a fight when Rebecca's father, Reverend Brown of a tiny
church in Crosby, Maine, had gone to court for custody. “This is sick,”

“said Aunt Katherme He I spou51fy you. Let’s hope he gets married

again soon.” »

Aunt Katherine had had a lot of therapy, and Rebecca was nervous
around her. In any event, her father did not remarry, and Rebecca had
grown up in a solitary house owned by the church, and had known qui-
etly and secretly, the way that children know things, that her fathef was
not the minister her grandfather had been. “It breaks my heart,” Aunt

Katherine said once,.on a visit, and Rebecca hoped she wouldn'’t come

" again. Her mother, in California, sent a postcard once in a while, but

when it was discovered that she had joined the church of Scientology, .
even Aunt Katherine said it was better not to have much to'do W1th her.
That wasn't hard—the postcards stopped coming,

Rebecca sent a whole bunch of letters, one after another, to her
mother at the last address she had for her—in a town called Tarzana.
Rebecca never put on a return address, because she didn’t want her fa-
ther to find the letters if they got returned. And most hkely they would

L have been returned. The address was four years old, and when Re-

becca called directory assistance for a telephone number in Tarzana,
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and all the towns nearby, there was no. listing for Charlotte Brown, or
Charlotte Caskey either. Where did the letters go?
" Rebecca had gone to the library to read about Scientology. She read
how they wanted to clear the world of body titans, aliens who they be-
lieved inhabited the earth after a nuclear explosion seventy-five million
yéars ago. She read how members were requ-ired' to “disconnect” from
family members who were critical of Scientology. Which is why her
mother didn’t write to her anymore. Maybe writing to Rebecca had |
" been a “suppressive act’—and her mother had been required to go be: -
fore the Rehabilitation Project Force. Rebecca read about one member
who was told that, with the right training and discipline, he could learn
to read people’s thoughts. Come get me, Rebecca thought—hard—to
her mother. Come get ne, please. Later on, she thought, Fuck you. ‘

* She stopped reading about Scientology and started reading books
about being a minister’s wife. You were supposed to have a can of fruit - |

cocktail in the pantry in case some parishioner came to-call. For a
number of years Rebecca made sure to have fruit cocktail in the cup-
board, though it was very seldom that anyone came to call. '
When she graduated from high school and knew she’d be going two
hours away to the university, living somewhere else, Rebecca was so
dazed to think such good fortune had finally arrived that she worried
she’d be hit by a car and become paralyzed and have to live in the rec-
tory forever. But once she was at the university, she sometimes missed
her father, and she tried not to think of him alone in that house. When
people spoke of their mothers, she would say quietly that her own
mother had “passed away,” which made people uncomfortable, be*
cause Rebecca hada way of looking down after she said this, as though
to indicate she could not bear to say any more about it. She thought, in
a very technical way, what she said was true. She didn't say her mother
was dead, whlch, as far as she knew, wasn't true. Her mother had
passed (as in an airplane far above) away (to a different land), and R
becca was quite used to the phases' she went through when sh :
thought a great deal about her mother, and then when she did not
thlnkabout her at all. She did not know anyone else whose mother had
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run off and never looked back, and she thought her own thoughts
about it must be natural, given the circumstances.

It was during her fathers funeral that Rebecca had the kind of
thoughts she knew couldn't be natural. Ce\rtainly‘not during a funeral,
anyway. A shaft of sunhght had come through a window of the church,
bouncing off the wooden pew and slanting across the carpet, and the
sun like that had made Rebecca want someone. She was nineteen
‘years old, and had learned some things in college about men. The thin-
ister doing the funeral was a friend of her father’s; they had gone to
seminary together years ago, and watching him up there with his hand
raised in a blessing, Rebecca started thinking about things she could
do to him under his robe, things he'd have to pray about later.
“Carleton’s spirit remains here with us,” the minister said, and goose
‘bumps started all over Rebecca’s head. She thought about the psychic :
woman reading dead people’s thoughts, and she got the feeling that her
father was right behind her eyeballs, seeing what she was 1mag1n1ng
doing to his friend. :
Then she thought about her mother—that maybe her. mother had
been taught to read peoples thoughts, and was reading ‘Rebecca’s

thoughts right now. Rebecca closed her eyes as though she were pray-

ing. Fuck you, she said to her mother. Sorry, she said to her father.
Then she opened her eyes, looked at the people in the church, as dull-
looking as dry- sticks. She pictured lighting little piles of papers in the _
woods; she had always liked the sudden small burst of a flame.

“

[{ 2 - ’

‘What've you got there, Bicka-Beck?” David asked. He was sitting on
the floor aiming the remote control at the television, switching chan-
nels every time a commercial came on. Above him on the windowpane

were reflections from the telev131on screen, jerking and dancmg across -

\ the glass.

A dental assistant,” Rebecca said, from where she sat at the table.
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She circled the ad with her pen. “Experience preferred, but they'll train.

if they have to.”

“Oh, sweetie,” said David, looking at the television. “People’s

mouths?” ‘

There was no way around it, jobs were a problem for her. The only
job Rebecca had ever enjoyed was a job she had one summer at the
Dreambeam Ice Cream Machine. The manager was drunk every day
by two o'clock and he let his help eat all the ice cream they wanted.
They'd give the kids who came in huge ice cream cones and watch
their eyes get hig. “’S okay,” the manager would say, weaving between
the ice cream freezers. “Run the place broke, I don't give a shit.”

Right before Rebecca had moved in with David, she'd been a secre-
tary at a big firm of lawyers. Some of the lawyers would buzz her on the
phone and tell her to bring them coffee. Even the women lawyers did
this. She kept wondering if she. had the right to tell them no. But it
didn’t matter—within a few weeks, they'd sent a woman over to tell her
that she worked too slow. ‘ ‘

“Remember, sweetie pie,” David said, switching channels again.

“Confidence is the name of the game.” :

“Okay,” said Rebecca. She kept on circling the ad for the dental as-

sistant until the circle took up almost half the page. '
“Go in with the attitude they're lucky to get you.”

“Okay.”

.“In 2 nonthreatening way, of course.”

" “Okay.”

“And be friendly but don't talk too much.” David pointed the re-;
mote control and the television switched off. The end of the Iivin‘g"l
room was dark. “Poor old sweetie pie,” said David, standing up and
walking to her. He put his arm around her neck and squeezed playful
“We should just take you out to the pasture and shoot you, poot old
thing.” :

. David always fel] asleep right afterward, but a lot of mghts Rebec
‘lay awake That night she got up and walked into the kitchen. The

was a  bar across the street that you could see from the window, a noi
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place—you could hear everything that happened in the parking lot, but
Rebecca liked having the bar there. On nights when she couldn't sleep,
she liked knowing there were other people awake. She stood there
thinking of the man in the story, the ordinary, baldlng man sitting alone
in his office at lunchtime. And she thought of her father’s voice, how
she had heard it in her head. She remembered how one time he had
said to her, years ago, There are some men in the world that when they
lie down beside a woman, they are no different from dogs. She remem-
bered how once, a few years after her mother left, Rebecca announced
she was going to go live with her. You can’t, her father said, without
looking up from his reading. She gave you up. I've gone to court. I have
sole custody.". S :

For a long time, Rebecca had thought it was spelled s*0-u-I.

She watched a police car pull into the parking lot. Two policemen

got out and the flashing lights stayed on, the edge of them zinging blue

through the window, across the sink and the Maalox spoon. There had
probably been a fight—a lot of nights there were fights in the bar. Re-
becca, standing at the window, felt a tiny smile inside her getting
larger—how delicious it would be: that one moment of perfect joy,
propped up and rlghteous with booze, to let that first punch fly.

“Feel this,” said David, flexing his muscle. “Really.

Rebecca leaned over her cereal bowl and touched his arm. It was
like touching frozen earth. “That's amazing,” she said. “That really is.”

David stood and looked at hlmself\ln the toaster. He flexed both
arms together, like a boxer showing off before a crowd. Then hé turned
side-to and looked at hlmself that way. He nodded. “Okay,” he said.
“Not bad.” ‘

The only mirror Rebecca’s father had in their house was the one
that hung over the bathroom sink. If she wasn't bfushing her teeth or
washing her face, she wasn't supposed to be near that mirror; vanity

was a sin. “Your mother ran away from one cult just to join another,”

‘ her aunt Katherlne had said. “For God’s sake, no Congregatlonahst
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lives like this.” Except Rebecca did. She wished her aunt would stop it,
just go away and stop saying those things. “Do you want to come live
with us?” her aunt asked her once, and Rebecca shook her head. She’
didn’t want to mention the soul custody. Besides, her Aunt Katherine
made her anxious, the same way her math teacher, Mrs. Kitteridge,
did. Mirs. Kitteridge would look at her hard sometimes, when the class -
was supposed to be working. Once she had said to Rebecca in the hall- -
way, “If you ever want to talk to me about anything, you can.”
Rebecca hadn't answered, had just moved past her with her books.

“All right, I'm out of here,” David said, zipping his workout bag closed.
“You gof the number for the dental assisant?”

“Yes,” Rebecea said. k

“Good luck, Bicka-Beck,” said David. He went to the refrigerator
and drank from the orange juice cartori. Then he picked up the keys
and kissed her goodbye. “Remember,” he said. “Be confident, and don’t, :
talk too much.” -

“Right, got it,’ Rebecca said, noddmg “Goodbye.” She sat at the
table with the dirty cereal bowls in front of her, and thought about her
- urge to talk. It had come over her soon after her father died, and it had
not gone away. It was a physical thing, really; she wanted to give it up
.the way people gave up smoking. -

Her father'd had a rule—no talking at the table. It was a strange
rule, when you thought about it, because there had been only the two

of them sitting in the little dining room of the rectory each night. It
could be that her father was tired at the end of his day after visiting the
sick and the dying—it was a small town, but there was usually some-
" one sick, and quite frequently someone dying—and he wanted it qui
so that he could rest. At any rate, they had sat there night after night,
the only sounds being silverware touching a plare or a water glass

3

being put back on the table, and the soft, too-intimate sounds of their
chewing. Sometimes Rebecca would look up and see how her fath -\

had a piece of food caught on his chin, and she wouldn’t be able.
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swallow, she’d feel such a sudden love for him. But other times, espe-
cially as she got older, she was glad to see all the butter he used. It was
his love for butter she was counting on, hoping that would do him in.

She stood now and washed out the cereal bowls. Then she wiped
the counter and straightened the chairs. A pinprick of heat started up |
in her stomach, so'she got the Maalox bottle and the Maalox spoon,
and as she was shaking the bottle, she got an image of David leaning
toward her, reminding her not to talk too much, and it came to her
then that of course the large would be too big.

“No problem the ‘woman sald “T'll just check and see if the orders
gone out.” '

Even scraping with ber fingernail, there was a layer of dried Maalox"*
that wouldn't come off the spoon. Rebecca put the spoon back onto
the counter. “I thought I probably wouldn't get the same person again,”
she said. “Wow. Or maybe you're just a small outfit.” There was no an-
swer. “I mean, being a small outfit’s just fine,” said Rebecca, ripping
two pages of the story out of the magazine. There was still no answer,
and finally Rebecca understood she'd been put on hold. She watched -

: the pages go up in flames—the section where the wife just left. The
flame was higher than the sink: A thrill of anxiety rose in Rebecca; she
waited—her hands on the faucet—but the flame dipped down.

“Never mind,” the woman said, back on the phone. “The order’s al- .
ready gone out. Just send it back if it's too big, and we'll send out a
medium. Tell me, how's your headache today?” °

“You remember?” Rebecca said.
“Well, of course I remember,” the woman said.

“No headache today,” Rebecca said. “But I have a problem I have
to get ajob.”

|

“You don't have a Job? the woman asked with her lovely Southern
voice. '

“No, I have to get one.” »
“Well, sure,” the woman said, “a job is real important. What kind of

‘ job are you looking for?”:

Something low stress,” Rebecca said. “It’s not that I'm lazy or any-
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thing," she said, and then she said, “Well, maybe I am, maybe that’s
true.” A

“Don’t say that,” the woman said. “I'm sure thats not true.”

She was a wonderful woman. Rebecca thought about the man in
the story—he should meet this woman.

“Thank you,” Rebecca said. “That’s really nice.” ,

“Now, you send it back if it’s too big. It's no problem,” the woman -

assured her. “No problem at all.”

The death of Rebecca’s father was not the saddest thing. Nor was the
absence of her mother. The saddest thing was when she fell in love
with Jace Burke at the university and he broke up with her. Jace was a
piano player, and one time when her father went to a conference, she
brought Jace back to Crosby for the night. Jace looked around the rec-
tory and said, “Baby; this is one strange place.” He looked at her with a
tenderness that was like a sweet erasure of all the darkness in her past.
Later, they went to the Warehouse Bar and Grill, ‘where the kind-of- *
crazy Angela O'Meara still played the piano in the bar. “Oh, man, she’s

~

great,” Jace said.
- “My father always lets her come to the church to play whenever she

feels like it. She doesn’t have a piano,” Rebecca explained. “She never
did.” \
“She’s great,” Jace repeated softly, and Rebecca felt a delicious
warmth toward her father then, as though her father had seen some
greatness in poor half-soused Angie, too, that Rebecca had neve
known. When they left, Jace slipped a twenty-dollar bill into Angela

* tip jar. Angela made a kiss in their direction and played “Hello, Youn,
Lovers” as they left the bar. : ‘
When Jace left the university, he played in bars all over - ‘Boston
Sometimes the bars were fancy places with thick carpets and leathe
chairs, and sometimes there’d be a poster out front with Jace’s pictur
onit. But a lot of times his luck was bad and he'd have to play the elec

trlC organ in Stl‘lp ]01nts ]LISt to earn some money.
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Every weekend, Rebecca took a Greyhound bus and stayed with
him in his dirty apartment, where there were cockroaches in the silver-
ware drawer. On Sunday evenings when she got back, she’d call her fa-
ther and tell him how hard she was studying. Later on, when she was
living with David, she’d sometimes let herself remember those week-
ends with Jace. The dirty sheets against her skin, the way Jace’s metal
chairs felt, sitting on them naked while they ate English muffins by the
open window, grime all around the window casing. She’d remember
standing at the dirty sink in the bathroom, naked, ]ace standing behind
her, naked too, seeing themselves in the mirror. There was no voice of
her father’s in her head, no thoughts of men behaving like dhgs. All of
it was easy as pie.

One night in the bathtub, Jace told her about a blond woman he’d
met. Rebecea sat with the facecloth in her hand, staring at the cracked |
caulking around the edge of the tub, at the dirt wedged into the cracks.
These things happen, is what Jace said. ' '

Later that week, her father called. Even now, Rebecca didn’t under-
stand exactly what had been wrong with her father’s heart; he hadn’t
said, exactly. Only that. there was nothing the doctors could do. “But
they can do all sorts of things, Daddy,” she said. “I mean, I hear about
all kinds of heart procedures and stuff.”

“Not my heart,” he answered, and there was fear in his voice. The
fear made Rebecca wonder if perhaps her father hadn't believed all
those things he'd preached for years. But even when she heard the fear
in his voice, and felt the fear herself, she knew what she felt most
badly about was Jace and the blonde.

245

“Tell me,” David said. “What's a facecloth doing in the freezer?”

“I didn’t get the job,” Rebecca said. :

“No?” David closed the freezer door. “Pm kind of surprised. I
thought you would. What do they want, a Ph.D.?” He tore the‘end'off'
a loaf of bread that was on the counter and stuck it into a jar of

spaghetti sauce. “Poor Bicka-Beck,” he said, and shook his head.
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“Maybe it's because I talked about the barium enema I had,” Re-
~ becca said, with a shrug. She turned the heat down so the spaghetti
wouldn't boil over. “I talked a lot,” she admitted. “T probably talked too
much.”

David sat down at the table and looked at her. “See, that mjght not’
be a goodidea. See, Bicka, maybe nobody ever told you this, but peo-
ple don't really want to hear about other people’s barium enemas.”

Rebecca took the facecloth out of the freezer. She folded it into a
strip and sat down across from David, holding the facecloth over her
eyes. “If a person’s had one,” she said, “I don't think they would mind.”

David didn’t answer. :

“Evidently the dentist never had one,” Rebecca added.

“Man,” said David. “Where in the world did you come from? Can I
just ask how the subject came up? Wouldn't it make more sense to be
talking about teeth?” . o

“We'd already talked about teeth by then.” Rebecca pressed on the
facecloth. “I was telling him why I wanted the job. How important it is
for all these helpers dressed in white to be nice to scared people.”

“Okay, okay,” David said. Rebecca peeled back the facecloth and .

looked at him with one eye. “Tomorrow you'll get a job,” he said.

And she did. She got a job in Augusta, typing traffic reports for a fa
man who scowled and never said please. The man was the head of a
agency that studied the flow of traffic in and around different cities i
the state, so the cities would know where to build ramps and put u
. lights. Rebecca hadn’t thought of anyone doing that before, studyin
traffic, and it was interesting the first morning, but by afternoon it wa
not so interesting anymore, and after a few weeks, she knew she woul
probably quit. One afternoon as she was typing, her hand began t
shake. When she held up her other hand, it was shaking, too. She fe
the way she had on the Greyhound bus that weekend Jace had told he
about the blonde, when she kept thinking: This can’t be my life. An

Criminal | 247

then she thought that most of her life she had been thmklng This can’t
be my hfe

In the lobby near the mailboxes was a brown padded envelope ad-

- dressed to Rebecca. The shirt had made its way from Kentucky to
Maine. Rebecca carried it upstairs to the apartment, and pulled the

tab across the top of the envelope, while pieces of gray stuffing sprayed
across the table. The woman was right, it was a beautiful shirt. Re-
becca spread it out over the couch, arranging the full sleeves over the
cushions, and then stepped back to look. This was not a shirt David
would wear. Never in the world would David wear this shirt. This was
a shirt for Jace. ‘
“It happens,” the woman said cheerfully. “Just send it on back.”

“All right,” Rebecca said. -

“You sound discouraged,” the woman said. “But you'll get your
money bgck, honey. Itll take a few weeks, but you'll get it back.”

“All right,” Rebecca said again.

“No problem, honey. It’s no problem at all.”*

| The next day, Rebecca looked around the doctor’s office for something

to steal. Other than magazines, there wasn’t much. It was like they'd

planned it that way, even the coat hangers were the kind that couldn’t

«come off the rack. But there was a small glass vase on the windowsill,

- plain and ordinary, with the pale remnants of a brown stain around the

bottom. ‘
+“The doctor will see you now,” said the nurse. Rebecca followed her
down the hallway into the examining room. She rolled up her sleeve for
the blood pressure check. “How’s the stomach feel?” the nurse asked,
and glanced at the chart. : C
“Good,” Rebecca said. “Well, not good The Maalox doesn’t really

work.”

The nurse unpeeled the Velcro strip from Rebeccas arm. Tell the
doctor,” she said.
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But the doctor, Rebecca could see right away, was irritated with her.
" He folded his arms across his white-coated chest and pressed his lips
together, gazing at her without blinking.
“It still hurts,” Rebecca said. “And—"
“And what?"
She had been planning on felling him how her hands were shaking,
" how she felt that something was deeply wrong. “And I just wondered .
why it still hurt.” She looked down at her feet.
“Rebecca, we've run upper and lower GI's on you, done the blood
work. And what you have to accept is that you're fine. You have a sen-
sitive stomach. A lot of people‘do:.”
Back in the waiting room, Rebecca put her coat on, standing near
the window and gazing out, as if she were interested in the parking lot .
below. For a moment, her head didn’t ache, her stomach didn't ache,
there was nothing in her except a thrill as clean as fresh water. Like she
- was the pure flame her lighter became. Nearby, a man read a magazine.
A woman filed her nails. Rebecca put the vase into her knapsack and

Teft.

That night they sat on:the floor watching an old movie on television.
Anyone looking through the window would have seen Rebecca sitting; -
leaning against the couch, David next to her, holding a bottle of seltzer
water, as ordinary-looking as a couple could be. e
“I never shoplifted when I was a kid,” Rebecca said. '

“1 did,” said David, still Watching the movie. “I stole a watch from.
the drugstore I worked in. I stole a lot of things.”
“I never did it, because I was scared I'd get caught,” Rebecca said. |
“Not because it was wrong. I mean, I knew it was wrong, but that's not
; why 1 didn'tdoit” .
“I even stole a present for my mother’s birthday,” David said, and h
chuckled. “Some kind of pin.” ‘
* “Most kids probably do it at some point,” Rebecca said. 1 guess::
don’t know. When 1 was little, I never went over to other kids’ house
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and they never came to mine.” David didn't say anything. “My father-
said it didn't look good,” Rebecca explained. “For a minister’s kids to
show favorites. In a small town like that.” :

David kept Iooking at the television. “That stinks,” he said. ‘Watch

this. I love this part. The guy's going to get chopped up by that boat
propeller.”

She looked out the window at the dark. “Then I got to ninth grade,”
she said, “and my father decided the church shouldn’t be spending

* money on a housekeeper for us anymore, so after that I cooked. I used

to cook special meals for him practically soaked in butter. God she
said:
* David hooted. “There he goes. Gross.”

“T'bet legally that makes me some kind of ariminal.”

“What's that, honey pie?” David said. But Rebecca didn't say it
again. David patted her foot. “We'll bring our kldS up differently. Don'’t
you worry.”

Rebecea still dldnt say anything. ,

“This is a great movie,” David said, settling back against her legs.
ThlS Is just great. In a minute, they cut off that cat’s head?’

f

Something was going on at the bar. Three police cars pulled into the
parking lot and the lights were left flashing while the police went in-
side. Rebecca waited by the kitchen window, the lights zinging across
her arm,.across the kitchen floor. Two of the policemen came out of
the bar holding a man between them with his hands behind his back.
They stood the man against one of the cars, and then one of the police- .
men said to him, “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say -
can be used against you in a court of law.” The policeman’s voice was
not kind or unkind, just steady and clear. “You have the right to an at-
torney. If you cannot afford an attorney, you have the right to have an
attorney appointed to you.” It was like poetry, the way the Bible was

| like poetry if you heard it read the right way.

The other policemen came out of the bar, and pretty soon they put ’
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the man in the backseat, and then all three cars drove away. The
kitchen seemed dark without their flashing lights. She could make out
the Maalox spoon by the corner of the sink, a few glinting white specks
on it. For a long time, Rebecca sat at the kitchen table in the dark. She
_pictured the doctor’s office, the streets the bus took to get there. In
Maisy Mills no buses ran at night. She thought it might take her almost
half an hour to walk. If you can't figure out something, Jace had once
told her, don’t watch what you think, watch what you do.
She watched herself take the barbecue starter stuff from beneath
the sink, put it into her knapsack.‘She watched herself quietly slip
from her underwear drawer the old postcards from her mother. In the .
kitchen she ripped them in half—and when she did, a tiny sound came -
" from her. She put them into the knapsack. Then she put in the shirt
she’'d bought for David, and also the rest of the magazine where the ad
had come from. She put two cigarette lighters into her coat pocket.
‘Moving carefully down the hall stairway, the words repeated in her
head. You have the right to remain silent. You have the mght——You have
the right—You have the right.
It would be worth the arrest if they put it like that.

River

The day before, she almost backed into him in the parking lot of the
library, and though he didn’t shout, he raised an arm as though to ward
off the coming car, or perhaps just out.of surprise. In either case, Olive
had stepped on the brake in time, and Jack Kennison did not look at '
her, just kept walking to hls own car—a small, shiny red one, parked 4
few feet away. ‘

Old horror, Olive thought. He was a tall man with a big belly, slouch-
ing shoulders, and—in her mind—a kind of arrogant furtiveness in the
way he held his head thrust forward and didn’t Took at people: He had
gone to Harvard, had lived in New Jersey—whether teaching at Prince-
ton or somewhere else, Olive didn’t know-—but a number of years ago
he had retlred with his wife to a house they'd built on the edge of a
small field here in Crosby, Maine. At the time, Olive had said to her
husband, “Stupid to pour all that money into a place not even on the
water,” and Henry had agreed. The reason she knew 7 Jack Kennison had
gone to Harvard was because the waitress at the marina told Olive that

he let everyone know.
“How obnoxious,” Henry had said, w1th real dlsgust They had
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never had a conversation with the Kennisons, had only passed them
sometimes in town, or had seen them at the marina for breakfast.
Henry always said hello, and Mrs. Kennison said hello back. She was
a small woman, with a quick smile.

“I expect she’s spent her life.making up for his boorishness,” said
‘Olive, and Henry nodded. Henry did not always warm up to summer
people or retirees, those who came up the coast to live out their last
days in a setting of slanting light. They were apt to have money, and,
often, a grating sense of entitlement. For example, one man felt enti-

tled to write an article in the local paper, poking fun at the natives, say- -

ing they were cold and aloof. And there was the woman who'd been

overheard at Moody'’s store, ‘asking her husband, “Why is everyone in-

this state fat, and why do they all look retarded?” She was, according to
whoever had told the story, a Jew from New York, and so there was’

that. Even now, there were people who'd have preferred a Muslim fam- -

ily to move in rather than be insulted by a Jew from New York. Jack

Kennison was neither, but he was not a native, and he had an arrogant '

look.

When thé waitress at the marina reported that the Kenmsons had a
daughter who was gay, living in Oregon, and that it was Mr. Kennison
who wouldn'’t accept it, Henry said, “Oh, that’s wrong. You need to ac-
cept your children either way.” t

Henry had never been tested, of course; Christopher was not gay.
Henry had lived long enough to see his son divorced; but a massive
stroke soon after—and Olive would never be convinced the divorce
hadn’t done it—had kept Henry paralyzed' and unknowing when
Christopher married again. Henry died in the nursing home before the
baby was born. : ;

- One and a half years later this still squeezed Olive so hard she felt
like a package of vacuum-packed coffee, as she clutched the steering

wheel, leaning forward in the dawn’s light to peer through the wind-

shield. She had left the house while it was still dark——she often did
and it would grow light on the winding tree-lined road into town, a

twenty-minute drive. Every morning was the same: the long drive, the
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stop at Dunkin’ Donuts, where the Filipino waitress knew she liked
extra milk in her coffee, and Olive would take the newspaper and some
doughnut holes—she’d ask for three, but the girl would always toss in
extra—and go back into the car to.read the paper, feeding a few dough-

nut holes to the dog in the backseat. By six o'clock, she felt it was safe

enough to walk by the river, though, she'd never heard of any trouble on
the asphalt path. At six, it was mostly the old folks, and you could walk
a good mile before seeing anyone, :

Olive parked in the gravelly parking lot, took her walking shoes out
of the trunk, tied them on, and took off. It was the best, and only bear-
able, part of the day. Three miles in one direction, three miles back.
Her one concern was that such daily exercise might make her live
longer. Let it be quick, she thought now, meaning her death—a thought
she had several times a day

She squinted. A body was slumped on the path not far from the first
mile’s stone bench. Olive stopped walking. It was an old man—she
could see that much, as she walked tentatively closer—a balding head;
a big belly. God in heaven. She walked with faster steps. Jack Kennison
lay on his side, his knees bent, almost like he'd decided to take a nap.

~ She leaned down and saw his eyes were open. His eyes were very blue.

“Are you dead?” she asked loudly.

His eyes moved, looked into hers. “Apparently not,” he said.

She looked at his chest, his big stomach bulging out beneath his
L.L.Bean Jacket Then she looked in both directions, up and down the

path. No one was in 51ght “Have you been stabbed or shot?” She
leaned closer to him.
“No,” he said. Then he added, “Not that I remember.”
“Can you move?”

“I don’t know. I haven't tried.” His big stomach was mbving,‘ though,

‘slowly up and down.

“Well, try.” She touched her sneaker to his black walkmg shoe. “Try
to-move thls leg.”

—
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The leg moved.

“Good,” said Olive. “Try an arm.”

Slowly, the man’s.arm moved onto his stomach.

“I don't have one of those cell phone things,” Olive sald I\/Iy son
keeps saying he’ll buy me one, but he hasn’t. 'm going back to the car

and drive to call someone.”

“Don't,” said Jack Kennison. “Don'’t leave me alone.”

Olive stood, uncertain. It was a mile away, her car. She looked at
him, lying there his-blue eyes watching hers. “What happened?” she
" asked.
~“I don’t know.”

“Then you ought to get to a doctor.”

“Okay.” '

“I'm Olive Kitteridge, by the way. Don't believe we've ever formally
met. If you can't get up, I think I should go find you a doctor. I hate
them, myself. But you can't just lie there,” she said. “You might die.”

"~ “T don’t eare,” he said. A small smile seemed to come to his eyes.

“What?” Olive asked loudly, bending way down toward him.

“I don’t care if I die,” the man said. “Just don’t leave me here alone

Olive sat down on the bench nearby. The river was calm, barely
seemed to be moving. She bent toward him again. “Are you cold?” she
asked.

“Not really.”

“It’s nippy out.” Now that she had stopped walking, she felt a chill
herself. “Do you hurt?” ’

“No.”

“Is it your heart, do you think?”

“I don’t know.” He began to stir. Olive stood and put a hand beneath
his arm, though he was much too heavy for her to do any good. Still;
after a great deal of struggling, he managed to get himself up, and set-
tled on the bench.

“All right,” said Olive, sitting down beside him. “This is better. Now
we wait for someone to come along with a phone.” She added sud

denly, “T don’t care if I die either. I'd like to, in fact. Long as it's quick~

.
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He turned his baldlng head toward her, studied her tlredly W1th hls

blue eyes. “I don’t want to die alone,” he said.
. “Hell. We're always alone. Born alone. Die alone. What difference
does it make? Long as you don't shrivel for years in a nursing home like
my poor husband did. That's my fear” She pulled at her. sweater,
clutched it closed with a fist. She turned to look at him carefully. “Your
color seems all right. You don’t have any idea what happened?”

Jack Kennison stared out at the river. “I was walking. I saw the
bench and felt tired. I don't sleep well. So I sat down and started to feel
dizzy. I put my head between my legs, and next thing I knew I was lying
on the ground, with some woman squawking at me; ‘Are you dead?’ ”

Olive’s face became warm. “You seem less dead every mmute she
said. “Do you think you can walk?”

“In a moment, T'll try. I'd like to sit here a moment.”

Olive glanced at him quickly. He was crying. She looked away, and
from the corner of her eye, she saw him reach into his pocket, heard
him blow his nose, a real honk. ‘
“My wife died in Decémber,” he said.

Olive watched the river. “Then, you're in hell,” she said.
“Then, I'm in hell.”

In the doctor's waiting room she sat, reading a magazine. After an hour,

the nurse came out and said, “Mr. Kennison’s worried about you wait-

ing so long.”
“Well, tell him to stop it. I'm perfectly comfortable.” And she was.
In fact, it had been a long time since she’d been this comfortable She
wouldn't have minded if it took all day It was a newsmagazine she was -
reading, something she hadn’t done for quite a while—she turned one

page quickly, because she couldn’t stand to look at the president’s face:

+ His close-set eyes, the jut of his chin, the sight offended her viscerally.

She had lived through a lot of things with this country, but she had
never lived through the mess they were in now. Here was a man who
looked retarded, Olive thought, remembering the remark made by the
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woman in Moody’s store. You could see it in his stupid little eyes. And
the country had voted hi_rn in! A born-again Christian with a cocaine
addiction. So they deserved to go to hell, and would. It was only her
son, Christopher, she worried about. And his baby boy. She wasn't sure
there would be a world left for him.

Olive set the magazine aside and leaned back comfortably The
outer door opened, and Jane Houlton walked in, took a seat in the
waiting area not far from Olive. “Say, that’s a pretty skirt you're wear-
" ing,” said Olive, although she had never cared for Jane Houlton one
way or another, Jane being a kind of timorous thing.

“Do you know, I got this on sale at a store that was closing in Au-
gusta.” Jane smoothed her hand down over the green tweed.

" “Oh, wonderful,” said Olive. “Every woman loves a bargam She

nodded appreciatively. “Very good.”

She drove Jack Kennison back to the parking lot by the river so he
"could get his car, and then she followed him home. In the driveway of .
his house on the edge of the field, he said, “Would you like to come in
and have some lunch? I might find an egg, or a can of baked beans.”
“No,” said Olive, “I think you should rest. You've had enough excite-
ment for one day.” The doctor had taken a whole bunch of tests, and so
far nothing had been found to be wrong with him. Stress fatigue, is
what the doctor, for the moment, had diagnosed. “And the dogs been
cooped up in the car all morning,” Olive added. :
* “All right, then,” Jack said. He raised a hand. “Thanks very much.”
Driving home, Olive felt bereft. The dog whined, and she told him

to stop it, and he lay down on the backseat, as though exhausted from
the morning himself. She telephoned her friend Bunny and told her
the story of finding Jack Kennison on the path by the river. “Oh, the
poor man,” said Bunny, whose husband was still alive. A husband who
had driven her nuts for most of her married life, arguing:about how to
raise their 'danghter, wearing a baseball hat when he sat down to
lunch—all this had driven Bunny batty. But now it was as though she'd
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won a lottery, because he was still alive, and Olive thought Bunny could
see what it was like, her friends losing their husbands and drowmng
in the emptiness. In fact, Bunny—Olive sometimes thought—didn’t
really want to be around Olive too much, as though Olive’s widowhood -
was like a contaglous disease. She'd talk to Olive on the phone, though
“How lucky you came by and found him,” Bunny said. “Imagine; Iymg
there.” ~ -

“Somebody else would have ambled along.” Olive added “I mlght
just give him a call later to make sure he’s all right.”

“Oh, do,” said Bunny. «

At five o'clock; Olive looked up his number in the phone book. She
started to dial, then stopped. At seven o'clock, she called. “You all
right?” she asked, not introducing herself. |

“Hi, Olive,” he said. “I seem to be‘. Thanks.”

“Did you call your daughter?” Olive asked.

“No,” he said, with what Olive thought was a small sound of puzzle-
ment. }

“She might want to know you weren't feeling well.”

“I don’t see any reason to bother her,” he said.

“All right, then.” Olive looked around the kitchen, its emptiness
and silence. Goodbye She went into the next room and lay down,
holding her transistor radio to her ear.

. A week passed. Olive was aware on her early-morning walks by.the

river-that the time spent in the waiting room while Jack Kennison saw
the doctor had, for one brief moment, put her back into life. And now
she was out of life again. It was a conundrum. In the time since Henry
had died, she had tried many things. She had Become a docent at the
art museum in Port'lva‘nd, but after a few months, she found she could

- hardly endure the four hours required for her to be in one place. She

had volunteered at the hospital, but she could not bear wearing the

pink coat and arranging dead flowers while the nurses brushed _past

her. She had volunteered to speak Enghsh to young forelgners at the |-

N
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college, who needed simple practice w1th the language. That had been
the best, but it was not enough. -

Back and forth she went each morning by the river, spring arriving
~once again; foolish, foolish spring, breaking open its tiny buds, and

what she couldn’t stand was how—for many years, really—she had
been made happy by such a thing. She had not thought she would ever
become immune to the beauty of the physical world, but there you
“were. The river sparkled with the sun that rose, enough that she
- needed her sunglasses.
Around the little bend in the path, there was the stone bench. Jack
Kennison sat on it, watching her approach.
“Hello,” said Olive. “Trying again?”

“All the tests came back,” said Jack. He shrugged. Nothlng wrong
with me, so I thought I'd get back on the horse, as they say. Yes, I'm try-
ing again.”

“Admirable. Are you coming or going?” The idea of walking two
miles W1th him, and then three miles back to the car, unnerved her.

Gomg Going back.” /

She hadn’t noticed his red, shiny car in the parkiné lot when she'd
 started out.

“Did you drive here?” she asked.

“Yes, of course. I've not yet learned to fly.”

He ‘was not wearing dark glasses, and she saw how his eyes
searched for hers. She did not take her sunglasses off.

“That was a joke,” he said.

“I understand that she responded. “Fly away, fly away, fly away S

home.”
With his open palm, he touched the stone slab he sat on. You don'’t
rest?” '
“Nope, 1 j’us’t keep on going.”
'He nodded. “All right, then. Enjoy your walk.”
She started to move past him, and turned. “Do you feel all rlght?“/
Did you sit down because you got tired?”
“I sat down because I felt like it.”
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‘She waved a hand above her head, and _kept going. She noticed
nothing on the rest of the walk, not the sun, not the river, not the as-
phalt path, not any opening buds. She walked and thought of Jack
Kennison without the wife, who'd been the friendly one. He d said he
was in hell, and of course he would be.

‘When she got back to the house, she telephoned him. “Would you
like to go'to lunch one day?”

- “T'd like to go to dinner,” he said. “It wouldgive me something to
look"forward to. If I go to lunch, then I still have the rest of the day.”

“All right.” She didn't tell him she went to bed with. the sun, that to
have an actual dinner in a restaurant would be, for her, like staying up |
way past midnight. '

“Oh, that’s lovely,” said Bunny. “Olive, you’ve got a date.”
“Why would you say something so foolish?” Olive asked really an-
noyed. “We're two lonely people having supper.”
“Exactly,” said Bunny. “That’s a date.”
Funny how much that irritated Olive. And she didn’t have Bunny to
tell it to, since Bunny was the one who'd said it. She called her son,

‘who lived in New York. She asked how the baby was.

. “He’s great,” Christopher said. “He’s walking,”
“You didn't tell me he was walking.”
“Yuh, he’s walking.”

Immedlately a sweat broke out on her—she felt it on her face, be-

' neath her arms. It was almost like being told Henry had died, how the

nursing home hadn't called her till morning. And now a little relative of
hers and Henry’s, down there in the foreign land of New York City; was

B walking through-the dark living room of a big old brownstone. She
- doubted she would be asked to visit, as the last visit had not gone well,

~ to put it mildly. “Chris, maybe you can come up here this summer for

a bit.”
“Maybe. We'll see. Got our hands full, but sure, we'd like to.-We'll
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‘How long has he been walking?”

“Since last week. Held on to the couch, smiled, then took nght off.
Three full steps before he fell down.”

You would think a child had never walked before any place on the
' carth, to hear Christopher’s voice.

“How are you, Mom?” His happiness had made him nicer.

“You know. The same. Do you remember Jack Kennison?”
L No”

“Oh, he’s a big flub-dub whose wife died in December. Sad. We're
having supper next week and Bunny called it a date. What a stupid

-’

thing to say. Honestly, that irritated me.”
Have dinner with him. Consider it volunteer work or something.”

Yes,” Olive said. “You're exactly right.”

The evenings were long this time of year, and Jack suggested they meet
at the Painted Rudder at six thirty. “Should be a nice time of day, right -
there on the water,” he said, and Olive agreed, although she was dis-
tressed about the time. For most of her life, she had eaten supper at -
five o'clock, and that he didn't (apparently) rerinded her he was some-
one about whom she knew nothing, and probably didn't care to either.
She had never liked him from the start, and it was foolish to have
agreed to dinner. '
He ordered a vodka and tonic, and she" didn't like that. “Water, ’
please,” she said firmly to the waitress, who nodded and backed away.
- They were sitting kitty-corner to' each other, at a table for four, so that :
they could bath see the cove with the sailboats and the lobster boats
and the buoys bobbing just slightly in the evening’s breeze. He seemed
much too close to her, his big hairy arm draping down to his drink. ‘T
know Henry was in the nursing home for a long time, Olive.” He' :
looked at her with his very blue eyes. “That had to be hard.”
So they talked like that, and it was kind of nice. They both needed
sorneone to talk to, someone to listen, and they did that. They listened
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Talked. Listened more. He never mentioned Harvard. The sun was
setting behind the boats as they sat with their decaf coffees. |

The next week they met for lunch at a small place near the river.
Maybe because it was daytime, the spring sunshine full on the grass :
outside, the parked cars seen through the window reflecting shards of
brightness—maybe the midday-ness of it made it not as lovely as the
time before. Jack seemed tired, his shirt pressed and expensive-
looking; Olive felt blg and baggy inside her long vest that she had made
from an old set of curtains. “Did your wife sew?” she asked. .

“Sew?” As though he didn’t know what the word meant.

“Sew. Make things from cloth.”

~ “Oh. No.”

But when she said that she and Henry had built their house them-

selves, he said he'd like to see it. “Fine,” she said. “Follow along be-

+ hind.” She watched in the rearview mirror as his red car moved along
- behind hers; he parked so poorly he almost ruined a young birch tree.

She heard his steps behind her on the steep walkway. She felt like a

-whale, imagining ker large back from his eyes.

“It’s nice, Olive,” he said, ducking his head, although there was
plenty of room for him to stand up straight. She showed him the
“bump-out room,” where you could lie and see the side garden |
through all the glass. She showed him the library built the year before
Henry’s stroke, with its. cathedral eeiling and skylights. He looked at
the books, and she wanted to say, “Stop that,” as though he were read-
ing her diary.. :

“He’s like a child,” she told Bunny. “He touches everything. Honest to

God, he picked up my wooden seagull, turned it around, put it back in -
the wrong place, then picked up the clay vase Christopher gave us ?)ne
year, and turned that over. What was he looking for, a price?”

Bunny said, “I think you're being a little hard on him, Olive.”

So she didn't talk to Bunny about him anymore. She didn't tell

'
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Bunny how they had supper again the next week, how he kissed her on
_her cheek when she said good ﬁight, how they went to Portland to go
to a concert, and that night he lightly kissed her mouth! No, these were.
" not things to be spoken of; it was nobody’s business. And certainly no-
’ body’s business that .she lay awake at the age of seventy-four and
thought about his arms around her, pictured what she had not pictured
or done in years. - ‘
At the same time, in her head, she criticized him. He’s afraid to be
alone, she thought. He's weak. Men were. ‘Probably wants sbmebody
to cook his meals, pick up after him. In which case, he was barking up
the wrong tree. He spoke of his mother with such frequency, and in
such glowing terms—something had to be wrong there. If he wanted a
mother, he'd better go looking elsewhere.

For five days it rained. Harsh and heavy—so much for spring. This
rain was cold and autumnal, and even Olive, with her need to walk byi
" the river, saw no point in heading out in the mornings. She was not one
to carry an umbrella. She had to wait it out, in the car outside Dunkin’-
Deonuts with the dog in the backseat. Hellish days. Jack Kennison .
didn't call, and she didn’t call him. She thought he'd probably found -
someone else to listen to his sorrows. She pictured him sitting beside
some woman at a concert in Portland, and thought she could put a bul-
let right through his head. Once again she thought about her own
death;, Let it be quick. She called Christopher in New York. “How are .
you?” she said, angry because he never called. /

“Fine,” he said. “How are you?” o

““Hellish,” she answered. “How’s Ann and the kids?” Christbph’ep
had married a woman with two children, and now there was his
“Everyone still walking?” ~ _

“Still walking,” Chris said. “Crazy, hectic.” ‘

She almost hated him then. Her life had once been crazy and hec
tic, too. You just wait, she thought. Everyone thinks they know every
thing, and no one knows a damn thing.

“How was your date?”
“What date?” she asked.
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“With that guy you couldn’t stand.”

“Thgt wasn't a date, for crying out loud.”

“Okay, but how was it?” '

“Just fine,” she said. “He’s a nitwit, and your father always knéw it.”

“Daddy knew him?” Churis said. “You never told me that.” .

“Not knew him knew him,” Olive retorted. “Just knew him from -
afar. Enough to know he was a nitwit.” . B

“Theodore’s crying,” Christopher said. “I have to go.”

And then—like a rainbow—Jack Kennison called. “It’s supposed to
clear off by tomorrow. Shall we meet on the river path?”- '

“Don't see why not,” Olive said. “Six o'clock I take off.”

In the morning, when she drove into the gravelly lot by the river,
Jack Kennison leaned against his red car, and nodded, his hands stay- |

~ing in his pockets. He had on a Windbreaker she’d not seen before,

blue—it matched his eyes. She had to get her walking shoes from the -

~ trunk and put them on in front of him, which annoyed her. Her walk-

ing shoes had been bought in the men’s department, right after Henry

' died. Broad, and beige, they still laced up, they still “walked.” She

stood up, her breathing heavy. “Let’s go,” she said:

“I might want to rest on thg one-mile bench. I know you like to keep
going.” o : : .

She looked at him. His wife had died five months ago. “Tl rest
whenever you want to rest,” she said. o

The river was to their left, broadening at one point, the small island
seen, some of the bushes on it already a bright, bright green. »

“My ancestors paddled their canoes up this river,” Olive said. -

Jack didn’t answer. ‘ » :

“I thought I'd have grandchildren that would paddle up the river,
too. But my grandson’s growing up in New York City. I guess it's the
way of the world. Hurts, though. Have that DNA flung all over-like so
much dandeliqn fuzz.” Olive had to walk slower, to match Jack’s am-
bling stride. It was hard, like not drinking water fast if you were thirsty.

“At least you have DNA to get tossed,” he $aid, his hands still in his

~ pockets. “T won't be having any grandchildren. Or not really.”
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“What do you mean ‘not really’» How can you not really have grand-
children?” ‘ » ’
It took him a while to answer, as she suspected it would. She
glanced at him and thought he did not look his best; something un-
\ pleasant sat on his face, his head thrust forward from his sloping shoul-
 ders. “My daughter has chosen to live an alternative lifestyle. Out in.

N

California.” o

“I guess California’s still the place for that. Alternative lifestyles.”

“She lives with a woman, ]ack said. “She l1ves with a woman the
way others would live with a man.”

“I see,” Olive said. There, in the shade, was the first-mile-marker
granite bench. “Want to sit?” '

Jack sat. She sat. They looked out over the river. An elderly couple
walked by holding hands, nodded to them, as though they were a cou-
ple, too. When the couple was out of earshot, Olive said, “So I take it -
- you don't like that, about your daughter?” ;

‘T don't like it at all,” Jack said. He raised his chm Perhaps Im
shallow,” he said. = :
“Oh, you're sophisticated,” Olive ahswered,‘ adding, “Though 1
guess in my opinion, that can mean the same thing.” '
He looked at her, his old eyebrows shooting up.
“However, I'm not the least bit sophisticated. I'm essentially a peas-
ant. And [ have the strong passions and prejudices of a'peasant."
“What does that mean?” Jack asked.
Olive reached into her pocket, found her sunglasses, put them on.
After a while, Jack said, “Be honest. If your son told you he wanted
to sleep with men, did sleep with men, was in love with a man, lived
with him, slept with him, made a home with him—do you think, really,
you wouldn’t mind?” ‘
“I wouldn’t mind,” Olive retorted. “I would love him with all my
heart.” \ ' l >
“You're being sentimental,” Jack said. “You don’t know how you'd

feel because you haven't been presented with it.”
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Olive’s cheeks grew warm. There was the prick of perspiration be- /

neath one arm. “I've been presented with plenty”
“Like what?” ‘ . -

“Like the fact that my son married a hellion who moved him to Cal-

ifornia, then walked out on him.”
Statlstically, Olive, that happens all the tlme Fifty percent of the
time.”

“So what?” It struck her as a stupid, unfeeling response. “And what
are the statistics of having a gay child?” she asked. Her feet looked
enormous, stuck out there at the end of her legs. She pulled them in
under the bench.

“It changes. Every study they do says somethlng new. But obv10usly,
fifty percent of one’s offspring do not turn out to be gay.”
“Maybe she’s not gay,” said Olive. ¢ ‘Maybe she just hates men.”

Jack Kennison folded his arms against his blue Windbreaker, stared

straight ahead. “I'm not sure that’s very nice, Olive. I haven't offered a

theory on why your son married a hellion.”

It took Olive a moment to absorb this. “Ducky,” she said: “A ducky
thing to say, * She stood up, and didn't wait to see if he stood, too. But
she heard him behind her, and she slowed enough to walk with him;
she was headmg back to the car.

“I still don’t know what you mean by saying you're a peasant. In this

country I don't think it's peasantry. Perhaps you mean you're a cowboy.”
She glanced at h1m was surprised to see he was sm1hng at her good-
naturedly. “T can see you as a cowboy,” he said.

“Fine, I'm a cowboy.” '

‘A Republican, then?” Jack asked, after a moment.

“Oh, for God'’s sake.” Olive stopped walking, looked at him through
her sunglasses T didn’t say moron. You mean’ because we have.a cow-
boy for a president? Or before that an actor who played a cowboy? Let
me tell you, that idiot ex-cocaine-addict was never a cowboy. He can
wear all the cowboy hats he wants. He’s a spoﬂed brat to the manor

~ born. And he makes me puke.”
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She was really riled, and it tock her a moment to see that he-was |
looking awéy, his expression closed off, as though inside his head he
had backed away, was just waiting for her to finish.

" “God,” she said finally. “You didn’t.”

“Didn’t what?” ' :

“You voted for him.”

Jack Kennison'looked tired.

“You voted for him. You, Mr Harvard, Mr. Brains. You voted for that ’
stinker.”

He gave a small bark of a laugh ‘My God, you do have the - passions
and the prejudices of a peasant.” :

“That’s it,” said Olive. She began walking, at her pace now. She said
over her shoulder, “At least I'm not prejudiced against homosexuals.”

“No,” he called. “Just white men with money.”

Damn right, she thought. '

She called Bunny, and Bunny—Olive couldn’t believe this—actually
laughed “Oh, Olive,” she said. “Does it really matter?”

“Matter that someone voted for a man who is lying to the country?
Bunny, for God’s sake, this world is a mess.”

“That's true enough,” Bunny said. “But the world has always been a--
mess. I think if you enjoy his company, you should just let it go.”

“I don’t enjoy his company,” Olive said, and hung up. She’d never
realized Bunny was an idiot, but there you were. e

It was terrible, though, when you couldn't tell people things. Olive
felt this keenly as the days went by She called Chrrstopher ‘He'saRe
publican,” she said. ‘ ’\

“Well, that’s gross,” Christopher ariswered. Then: “T thought you'

were calling:g, to see how your grandson is.” =

“Of course I wonder how he is. I wish you'd call me to tell me hPW; :
he is.” Where and how, exactly, this rupture with her son had taken
place, (Slive couldn’t have said.

“I do call you, Mom.” A long pause. “But—"
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“But what?”

“Well, it's a little hard to converse with you.”

“I see. Everything is my fault.” |

“No. Everything is someone else’s fault; that’s my point.”

It had to be her son’s theraplst who was responsible for all this.
Who would ever have expected this? She said into the phone, “Not I,
said the Little Red Hen.”

“What?” »

~ She’hung up. ’

- Two weeks passed by. She walked along the river earlier than six; so
she wouldn't bump into Jack, and because she woke after just a few

hours’ sleep. The spring was gorgeous, and seemed an assault. Star-

flowers popped through the pine needles, clusters of purple violets :

were there by the granite seat. She passed the elderly couple, who . .
were holding hands again. After that, she stopped her walking. For a
few days she stayed in bed, which—to her memory—she had never
done before. She was not a lie-er downer. :
Chrlstopher didn’t call, Bunny didn’t call. Jack Kennison didn't call.
One night she woke at midnight. She turned on her computer, and

~typed in Jack's e-mail address, which she had gotten back when they

were having lunch and going into Portland for. concerts.
“Does your daughter hate you?” she Wrote
In the morning was the simple “Yes.”
She waited two days. The she wrdte “My son hates me, too.”
An hour later came the response “Does)it kill you? It kills me that
my daughter hates me: But I know it’s my fault.”
She wrote immediately. “It kills me. Like the devil. And it must be

‘my fault, too, though I don’t understand it. T don't remember things
. the way he seems to remember them. He sees a ‘psychiatrist named

Arthur, and I think Arthur has done this.” She paused a long time,
clicked on Send, then immediately wrote, “P.S. But it-has to be my

fault, too. Henry said I never apologized for anything, ever, and maybe
he was right.” She clicked on Send. Then she wrote: “P.S. AGAIN. He

was right.”
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There was no reply to this, and she felt like a schoolgirl whose
crush had walked off with a different girl. In fact, Jack probably did
have a different girl, or woman. Old woman. Plenty of them around—
‘Republicans, too. She lay on the bed in the little bump-out room and
listened to the transistor radio she held to her ear. Then she got up.
and went outside, taking the dog for a walk on a leash, because if he
was loose, he'd eat one of the Moodys’ cats; this had happened before.

When she came back, the sun was just past its peak, and it was a .
bad time of day for her; it'd be better when it got dark. How she had
loved the long evenings of spring when she was young, and all of life
stretched before her. She was looking through the cupboard for a Milk-
Bone for the dog when she heard her phone message machine beep. It
was ludicrous, how hopeful she was that Bunny or Chris had called.
Jack Keﬁnison’s voice said, “Olive. Could you come over?”

She brushed her teeth, left the dog in his pen.

- His shiny red car was in his small diivéway. When she knqcked on the
doer, there was no answer. She pushed the door open. “Hello?” .

“Helllo,‘ Olive. I'm back here. I'm lying down, I'll be right there.”

“No,” she sang out, “stay put. I'll come find you.” She found him on
the bed in the downstairs guest room. He was lying on his back, one’ |
hand beneath his head. ‘

“I'm glad you came over,” he said.

““Are you feehng poorly again?’

He smiled that tiny smﬂe Only soul poor. The body bangs on.”

She nodded.

He moved his legs aside.
down. I'may be a rich Republican, though I'm not that rich, in case you

“Come," he said, patting the bed. “Sit

were secretly hoping. Anyway—" He sighed and shook his head, the
sunlight from the windows catching his eyes, making them very blue
“Anyway, Olive, you can tell me anything, that you beat your son black.
and blue, and T won't hold it against you. I don’t think I will. I've beaten
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my daughter emotionally. 1 didn’t speak to her for two years, can you
imagine such a thing?”
“I did hit my son,” Olive said. Sometlmes when he was httle Not
just spanked. Hit.”
Jack Kennison nodded one nod. v
She stepped into the room, put her handbag on the floor. He didn't
sit up, just stayed there, lying on the bed, an old man, his stomach
bulging like a sack of sunflower seeds. His blue eyes watched her as
she walked to him, and the room was filled with the quietness of after-
noon sunlight. It fell through the window, across the rocking chair, hit
broadside, the wallpaper with its brightness. The mahogany bed knobs
shone. Through the curved-out window was the blue of the sky, the
bayberry bush, the stone wall. The silence of this sunshine, of the world,

- seemed to fold over Olive with a shiver of ghastliness, as she stood feel-

ing the sun on her bare wrist. She watched him, looked away, looked at
him again. To sit down beside him would be to close her eyes to the
gaping loneliness of this sunlit world.

“God, I'm scared,” he said, quietly.

"She almost said, “Oh, stop. I hate scared people.” She would have
said that to Henry, to just about anyone. Maybe because she hated the
scared part of herself—this was just a fleeting thought; there was a
contest within her, revulsion and tentative desire. It was the sudden
memory of Jane Houlton in the waiting room that caused Olive to walk
to the bed—the freedom of that ordinary banter, because Jack, in the
doctor’s office, had needed her, had given her a place in the world.

His blue eyes were watching her now; she saw in them the vulner-
ability, the invitation, the fear, as she sat down quietly, placed her open
hand on his chest, felt the thump, thump of his heart, which would
someday stop, as all hearts do. But there was no someday now, there
was only the silence of this sunny room. They were' here, and her
body—old, big, sagging—felt straight-out desire for his. That she had
not loved Henry this way for many years before he died saddened her

- enough to make her close her eyes.
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* ‘What young people didn’t know, she thought, lying down beside
this man, his hand on her shoulder, her arm; oh, what young people did
not know. They did‘no‘t know that lumpy, aged, and wrinkled bodies
were as needy as theif own young, firm ones, that love was not to be
tossed away carelessly, as if it were a tart on a platter with others that
‘got passed around again. No, if love was available, one chose it, or
didn’t choose it. And if her platter had been full with the goodness of
Henry and she had found it burdensome; had flicked it off crumbs at a
time, it was because she had not known what one should know: that.
day after day was unconsciously squandered. '

And so, if this man next to her now was not a man she would have
chosen before ‘this time, what did it matter? He most likely wouldn’t -
have chosen her either. But here they were, and-Olive pictured two
- slices of Swiss cheese pressed together, such holes they brought to this

union—what pieces life took out of you.

" Her eyes were closed, and throughout her tired self sWept waves of
gratitude—and regret. She pictured the sunny room, the sun-washed ~
wall, the bayberry outside. It baffled her, the world. She did not want

to leave it yet.
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A Conversation with Elizabeth Strout
and Olive Kitteridge

Random House Reader’s Circle sat down with Olive Kitteridge and Eliz-

abeth Strout in a doughnut shop in Olive’s hometown of Crosby, Maine.
A N i N

Random House Reader’s Circle: Thank you both for meeting with

us. This is such a treat.
Olive Kitteridge: Well, it’s strange, I'll say that.
Elizabeth Strout: It’s lovely to be here, thank you.

RHRC: Ms. Stroﬁt, our first question is for you. Which characters

were the easiest for you to write?

ES: The easiest character to write about was Olive herself. She is so vi-
brant, so powerful in her desires and opinions, she came to me fully
formed and with little trQuble; Whenever she walked through a door,

took a ride in her car, or walked along the river, I felt lucky to follow her.
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Harmon, the hardware store owner, was also easily available to me,
though in a very different way. His quiet sadness helped me see him,
made me feel for his situation. Louise Larkin came to me clearly; as did
Jack Kennison, and Angela O’Meara. And the steadfast Henry, of course.

OK: Wi, you were following me? | knew it. I don't know why you felt
so compelled to write about me. There are far more interesting people

in Crosby to talk about.

ES: 1did talk about‘them, Olive. But the truth is, you are the most fas-
cinating to me. You are ferocious and complicated and kindly and

sometimes cruel. In essence, you are a little bit of each of us.

RHRC: That is gorgeously said, Ms. Strout. Is there something about
Olive’s complexities that made you decide to write about her through a
collection of related short stories, as opposed to a novel? What was it

about this format that worked best for you?

"ES: I chose to use this form primarily because I envisioned the power -

of Olive’s character as best told in an episodic manner: I thought the

~ reader might need a little break from her at times, as well.
OK: A loréakvfrorn me? .

ES: Well, Olive, you are a force to contend with. Besides, I also love
point of view, and thought it would be interesting for the reader to see
you from different sets of eyes in the community. You are Olive, but
you are also a member of the town, and therefore your role, in its many

permutations, could be revealed by telling the story of you in this way.

OK: Well, speaking of the community: Were the single folks in Crosby
just plain boring to you, or do you enjoy telling the secrets of old cou-
ples who've been married so long that no one even thinks, they have se-

crets anymore?

A Reader’s Guide | 277
ES: Olive, I'm not sure it’s fair to say that the single folks of Crosby
were boring to me. And I also think about half the population of thls
country is married. Therefore, to write about this town would neces-
sarily entail writing about married couples. There are also a number
of stories in this book that do not include married people. Angie
O'Meara was single all of her life, and she was hardly boring to me.
Nor was the tortured Kevin Coulson. And Rebecca is young and single,
and her story was compelllng to me. And Julie, who runs away—it
looks like she may be single for a while, dependlng on what Bruce de-
cides to do. A :

Do I enjoy telling the secrets of old married couples? I adore k
telling the secréts of old married couples. A marriage is always a
source of great drama for a fiction writer. It is in our most intimate
relationships that we are truly revealed, and this is why, perhaps, I
chose to write about a variety of married relationships. It was not a
conscious decision. And besides, who doesn'’t like learning a good
secret or two?

RHRC: We sure do. In fact, we're just dying to know—Mrs. Kit-
teridge, Ms. Strout—is there a reason doughnuts are so prominently -
featured in these stories? ‘

OK: That's the truth. You seem to make note of every one I have—or
that Bonnie craves, for that matter!

" ES: I think Olive was the one who suggested meeting in this doughnut

shop where we are now. And why not? Look around. Olive comes from
a time and place where doughnut shops abound. She loves the comfort
of food, and doughnuts are a source of comfort to her, as they are for
many people. She’s not entirely careless about her physical well being,
but the doughnuts represent a certain heedlessness in her desire to ap-

pease her appetites.

OK: So, do you have a predilection toward doughnuts, too?
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ES: Oh, don't be defensive, Olive. I know exactly how pleasing a good

doughnut can be.
RHRC: Don't we all?

OK: But before we get off the topic of secrets: What did Angie
O’'Meara tell you about her affairs? Who knew?

ES: Ah, you see, you like a good secret as much as the next person.

Poor Angie, she did not have an easy time of it.

OK: Did you suspect that Angie was the one causing the bruises on -

her old mother in the nursing home?

ES: Well, that’s up4to the reader to decide. But Angie suffered in that
affair with Malcolm Moody for years. She didn't think she deserved
muéh better until the very end of the story when—whether or not any-
one knows—she decides her dignity can still be salvaged by moving

away from the role of the “other woman.”

OK: Has Suzanne been in touch with you at all? I wonder what that

no-good woman is up to these days.

ES: I have no idea what Suzanne is up to, but hopefully she is saving
lives by encouraging people to have their colonoscopies. By the way—

I think you may be due.

RHﬁC: Mrs. Kitteridge, we'll change the topic, as you seem a bit un-

comfortable. Ms. Strout, may we ask where you got the information
" about Henry and—
OK: Yes, ]ust wait a minute here. What were you msmuatlng about
Henry and Denise T hibodeau?
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ES: I was not insinuating anything, Olive, and you know that. Come
now, you're an intelligent woman, and you don't flinch from the truth.
You surely know that in the course of a long marriage it is not unusual
for a husband or a wife to develop a crush on someone else, as you
yourself did. If Henry needed to feel important in a way that you could
not (at that time in your lives) make him feel, he is only human; that
he would be drawn to someone who needed him is not unreasonable.
He did not act on this, and you did not act on your own attraction to
another. For all your problems, you and Henry were very good friends,
and you loved each other as best you could.

RHRC: Yes Mrs. Kitteridge, we are all very sorry for your loss. Mr. ‘
Kitteridge was an amazing man. Did you notice any changes in yourself
after Henrys death?

OK: When your husband of many, many years dies, you see nothing for
a long while. There is anguish and terror. And then you may see your-
self in a book. , .

ES: What did you notice about yourself, seemg your life in writing
thls way? '

OK: THat I'couldn’t control everything. I didn’t think I could, of course.
But I still saw that—that things happen that you can'’t control. That you
can go on. Amazing, really.

- RHRC: Amazing indeed.

i

OK: You know what else is amazing? Thisv book. It may be the strangest

thing that ever happened to me, reading this book, but I thought it was
pretty damn good. Still, I never thought to compare the two Kevins— .
you know, Bonnie’s boy and the Coulson kid. Did you write them so
similarly on purpose?
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ES: Weil, I guess I don't see them as similar. Kevin Coulson was a very
depressed young man with a particular and extremely difficult family
history. Bonnie’s son, Kevin, came from a family that functioned far bet-
ter, and he had an easygoing relationship with both his parents. If he
was made a bit nervous by his young wife and her strict vegetarian be-
Jiefs, well—that is hardly a large problem. Certainly nothing as large as

what Kevin Coulson faced.

OK: Irﬁagine not eafing carrot soup because the base is made from
chicken stock. I hate that kind of foolishness.

RHRC: Mrs.. Kitteridge, our-next Question is for you. Which of your

students do you remember the best?

OK: Oh,l had a young girl years ago. Tense as a witch. Beautlful girl.
She'd often have tears in her eyes. She'd come speak to me after
school, and just stand there with tears in her big pretty eyes. She told

me, eventually, what was going on. But I'm not going to tell you.
ES: Which of your students reminded you most of yourself?

OK: The ones who were mad. I don’t mean crazy-mad. I mean angry-

mad. The ones who had some spit and vinegar to them.

RHRC: Interestmg Ms. Strout, do you see any of yourself in Olive? In
Henry? In Chnstopher>

ES: [ actually see myself in all my characters. In order to imagine what
it feels like to be another person I have to use ‘my own experiences and
responses to the World 1 have to pay attention to what 1 have felt and
observed, then push these responses to an extreme while keeping the
. story within the realm of being psychologically and emotionally true.
Many times after writing a story or a novel, I Will'vsudd'enly think, oh,
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I'm feeling what (for example) Olive would feel. But in fact, the
process has worked the other way around.

RHRC: What do you think is the best thing about Olive? Do you think
she’s aware of how people in town perceive her—especially before
Henry's illness?

[ES: I think Olive is partially aware of how people in town perceive her:
But there are different perceptions of her, remember. To some, she is
insightful and likeable. To others she is bossy and contentious. I think
to some extent she believes that she doesn't care what people think of
her, but I also think that she does care. She is easily wounded, as when
her first daughter-in-law insults her new dress. And she is fiercely
proud of her New England ancestry. I think she may not understand
that her relationship to her son is as possessive as it originally is. But
the best thing about Olive is her forthrightness, her ability to eventu-

~ally see more and more of herself. While she is, like most of us, blind

to aspects of herself, she does not shy away from things she begins to
perceive about herself; she is willing to strive after the truth. This
makes her commendable, I think.

OK: Yuh. That’s ducky. Duck soup.

RHRC: What do you hope your readers get out of reading Olive’s
story—or stories, as they are?

-

ES: [ would hope that my readers feel a sense of awe at the quality of

. human endurance, at the endurance of love in the face of a variety of -

difficulties; that the quotidian life is not always easy, and is something
worthy of respect. I would also hope that readers receive a larger un-
derstand_irig, or a different ﬁnderstanding, of what it means to be
human, than they might have had before. We suffer from being quick
to judge, quick to make excuses for ourselves and others, and I would -
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like the reader to feel that we are all, more or less, in a similar state as
we love and disappoint one another, and that we try, most of us, as best

weican, and that to fail and succeed is what we do.
i PI .
RHRC: Thank you both so much for your time. This was really—

ES: Before you go, Olive, may [ ask if you think Patty Howe was trying
to kill herself? Because there might be some confusion abouit that.

“OK: Why in the world would Patty Howe be trying to kill herself?
She has a lovely husband and is looking forward to a family, and she
was picking him flowers. She also has a nice, smart mother, and if
she V_vas careless in getting too close to the edge of that drop-off, well,
‘accidents happen frequently on these jagged coastline rocks. Kill

herself? You're crazy.

ES: But don't you think there are maybe a lot of suicidal thoughts—
or suicide attempts—for a small town like Crosby? Why do you think
that is? ' / »

OK: You may be the writer, Elizabeth, but I think it's a wacky question,
and I'll tell you something else—it’s none of your damn business. Good-

bye, people. I have a garden to weed.

Questions and Topics for Discussion

1. Do you like Olive Kitteridge as a person?

2. Have you ever met anyone like Olive Kitteridge, and if so, what sim-

ilarities do you see between that person and Olive?

3. How would you say Olive changed as a person during fhe course of.

the book?

\
i

4. Discuss the theme of suicide. Which characters are most affected

(or fascinated) By the idea of killing themselves?

~S. What freedoms do the residents of Crosby, Maine, experience in

contrast with those who flee the town for bigger “ponds” (California,
New York)? Does anyone feel trapped in Crosby, and if so, who? What

outlets for escape are available to them?
K I

v
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6. Why does Henry tolerate Olive as much as he does, catering to her,

agreeing with her, staying even-keeled when she rants and raves? Is

there anyone that you tolerate despite their sometimes overbearing be-
i

havior? If so, why?

7. How does Kevin (in “Incoming Tide”) typify a child craving his fa-
ther’s approval? Are his behaviors and mannerisms any way like those
of Christopher Kitteridge? Do you think Olive reminds Kevin more of
his mother or of his father? - ' /

8. In “A Little Burst,” why do you think Olive is so keen on having a
positive relationship with Suzanne, whom she obviously dislikes? How
is this a reflection of how she treats other people in town?

9. Does it seem fitting to you that Olive would not respond while
others ridiculed her body and her choice of clothing at Christopher

and Suzanne’s wedding?

10. How do you think Olive perceives boundaries and possessiveness,

especially in regard to relationships?

11. Elizabeth Strout writes, “The appetites of the body were private

battles” (“Starving,” page 89). In what ways is this true? Are there “ap-
- petites” that could be described as battles waged in public? Which

ones, and why?

12. Why does Nina elicit such a strong reaction from Olive in “Starv-

ing”® What does Olive notice that moves her to tears in public? Why

did witnessing this scene turn Harmon away from Bonnie?

13. In “A Different Road,"’ Strout writes about‘Olive and Henry: “No,
they would never get over that night because they had said things that
altered how they saw each other” (p. 124). What is it that Olive and
Henry say to each other while being held hostage in the hospital bath-
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room that has this effect? Have you experienced a moment like this in
one of your close relationships?
14. In “Tulips” and in “Basket of Trips,” Olive visits peopleiin difficult cir-

cumstances (Henry in the convalescent home, and Marlene Bonney-at

" her husband’s funeral) in hopes that “in the presence of someone else’s

sorrow, a tiny crack of lighf would somehow come through her own dark

~encasement” (p. 172). In what ways do the tragedies of others shine light

on Olive’s trials with Christopher’s deparﬁure and Henry’s illness? How
do those experiences change Olive’s interactions with others? Is she
more compassionate or more indifferent? Is she more approachable or
more guarded? Is she more hopeful or more pessimistic?

15.In “Sh‘ip in a Bottle,” Julie is jilted by her fiancé, Bruce, on her wed-
ding day. Julie’s mother, Anita, furious at Bruce’s betrayal, shoots at him
soon after. Julie quotes Olive Kitteridge as having told her seventh-
grade class, “Don't be scared of your hunger. If you're scared of your
hunger, you'll just be one more ninny like everyone else” (p. 195). What
do you think Olive means by this phrase? How does Olive’s life reflect

this idea? Who is afraid of his or her hunger in these stories?

16. In “Security,” do you get the impression that Olive likes Ann,
Chr\iétopher’s new wife? Why does she excuse Ann’s smoking and
drinking while pregnant with Christopher’s first child (and Henry's first
grandchild)? Why does she seem so accepting initially, and what makes
her less so as the story goes on? ‘

. 17. Was Christopher -justiﬁed in his fight with Olive in “Security"’? Did

he kick her out, or did she voluntarily leave? Do you think he and Ann
are cruel to Olive? ' ' :

18. Do you think Olive is really oblivious to how others see her—
especially Christopher? Do you think she found Christopher’s accu-

sations in “Security” shocking or just unexpected?
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19. What's happened to Rebecca at the end of “Criminal’? Where do
you think she goes, and why do you think she feels compelled to go?
Do you think she’s satisfied with her life with David? What do you

think are the reasons she can’t hold down a job?

20. What elements of Olive’s personality are revealed in her relatjon-
ship with Jack Kennison in “River”? How,does their interaction reflect

changes in her perspective on her son? On the way she treated Henry’ '

. On the way she sees the world?

PHOTO: © JERRY BAUER
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