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Chapter 1

			Early in the morning around 7:30, when no one else was up and about yet, was the best time to go down to the beach. The water—this Alan particularly loved—was crystalline, tranquil; he could hear every sound it made lapping at the sand, he could cast droplets from his fingertips and see the circles they made as they fell.

			It wasn’t that he was an early riser; at home, during the school year, he had to drag himself out of bed each weekday morning in misery, and on Saturdays and Sundays—no one tried to stop him anymore—he stayed in bed till twelve or one or two.

			Only in the summers at the lake was it different; he loved this hour, of solitude and peace before anyone else was about, enough to set his alarm clock for way earlier than was needful. He loved the emptiness, purity, the deep shadow on the mountains across the lake, under the morning sun; the clear water, the white pebbles at the bottom that sent up rocking hexagons of light when ripples passed over them; the whole tranquil lake, empty of motorboats, the seeming innocence of wooded shores interspersed with white houses that might, from the look of it, have been uninhabited.

			Except that Treenie—a half hour or so, usually, after he did—had been coming down to the beach, these early mornings, too. She never had before, this early—not till this summer, anyway. She didn’t say why she was doing it. She said she felt like it. She said she wanted to be with him.

			 

			***

			 

			He sat, this morning, on the whitish, furrowed, rough-textured rock that rose from the water a small way from shore, his legs in water up to the calves, hands beside him on the rock.

			He was waiting for her to come.

			That much—in the capacious peace, with not too much space between himself and what he really felt, not too much possibility of self-deception—he had to admit. It was gone—peace, serenity; how he felt about it might be another matter, but the fact—that it was gone—was undeniable.

			He was thinking about her—he might as well admit this, too—all the time now. Not only when he went to sleep...during the night...but even when, his mind still dull and misty, he got up in the morning, even brushing his teeth in the bathroom...Thinking about—crazy things, things that were crazy to think about...Things like her hair; the brightness of her smile; but most of all the moment. The moment that seemed to occur every evening now, when, after her last swim—she always stayed in the water the longest—she would emerge from the lake and, in the late sun, the water glistened down her chest...and their eyes met: both of them knowing, her deep, sparkling, subtle eyes looking right into him and knowing what it was that he felt...

			He sat, now, on the rock. The water near him was in shadow; further out, toward the raft, sun gleamed on it. He saw two fluttery fish drift in, start nosing their way up and down the rock; he shoved water at them with his foot, they flitted away. It was a crazy thing to be happening—this mutual awareness between them, not even pretending anymore to evade, deny it, not pretending to be anything but what—painfully, embarrassingly—it was. But it wasn’t too late to stop it. It was in his power to stop it—the follies, silliness between them. He would just have to distance himself from it, shut it out, turn stony toward it.

			But even as he was—ostensibly—bracing himself in this way, his mouth—unknown to him—was forming into a little grin.

			 

			***

			 

			He heard it—from above, the porch door slapping shut. He was sitting on the rock again; he’d gone in for a swim, to the raft and out past it, where he’d turned over and floated on his back and looked at the bright blue morning sky—knowing that if anything could give him the sense of peace anymore, it was this: effortlessly floating, his whole consciousness just shining dimensionless blue...But now he was back on the rock, hair soaked and water dripping from him; jostling his feet to make the water blur up, then watching while it cleared—over and over, in something like idiotic fascination; absently noting the first, faint and distant, drone of a motorboat somewhere, the first signs of life, some way down the wooded shore toward the south, at the Caulfield cottage—and he heard it, the flat report, from above.

			He didn’t turn to look at her. It was such a familiar progression by now that he pretty much knew, just from the pace of it, where she was at each moment: going down the stoop, out under the birches, down the rude plank steps to the beach. Only as she was nearing the water did he turn and glance, so that their blue eyes met—just that, never “Good morning” or any other words, since they had never been able to trade such amenities with each other—and he took in that she was wearing the light blue T-shirt, the one that—secretly, of course—he thought blended so beautifully with the carrot-colored hair, the white bathing suit and pale legs....

			He heard her sloshing as she waded out; felt—since was gazing straight ahead, into mountain distance—her settle beside him, to his left, on the rock. That, too was standard procedure—she always, for some reason, when they were both sitting on it, was the one to sit on the left side, toward the open lake.

			He saw their legs next to each other, so different—pale, soft, reddish; brown, hairy, knobby—that it was always a wonder.

			He could make out, sideways, that she’d taken some of her hair, from the mass that was flung forward over her right shoulder, in her fingers and started toying with it, as if trying to braid it.

			She tossed it, suddenly, behind her and said, “It’s lousy around here. I’m sick of it.”

			He gazed out toward the mountains, considering this. 

			“Why?”

			“Oh, it’s...it’s too long. It gets on my nerves.”

			“You’re helping to make it lousy.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How am I doing that?”

			“The way you keep fighting with dad all the time.”

			“What about the way he fights with me?”

			“You start it most of the time.”

			“Well, he makes me mad.”

			“Why? He doesn’t do anything to you.”

			“His views make me mad.”

			“He’s entitled to them.”

			“I know. But they make me mad.”

			She said, “So you think I’m a troublemaker, right?”

			“No.”

			“You do.”

			“No I don’t.”

			“God, Alan, I can’t believe how tan you’re getting.”

			He glanced; she was holding her silken arm next to his brown one.

			“See, you have all the luck. I have to be an albino all my life.”

			“You’re not an albino.”

			“Just about.”

			He felt her looking at him. He sat back on his hands, turned slightly away; gazing toward his right foot, the toes of which were vaguely playing with the water.

			“So, Alan. Aren’t you glad I’m not taking my T-shirt off?”

			He spoke, but nothing came out; again: “Why should I be glad about that?”

			“Because then you’d have to get all tense and embarrassed.”

			He heard her continue: “You know there’s nothing wrong with the way you feel about me. You don’t have to be so self-conscious about it. Freud said that’s the worst thing you can do—just repress your feelings. How do you think we ended up in Vietnam?”

			“Huh?”

			“It’s true, Alan. This is a society where everyone just walks around feeling all moral and righteous all the time. Then, we go to some jungle somewhere, and start dropping bombs on all sorts of peasants—oh boy, aren’t we being moral and righteous. We just take out our repressed feelings on them—but don’t worry, it’s all”—her voice turned deep and grave—“to protect the innocent and further the cause of justice.”

			He said, “Where’d you get that from, Charles Reich?”

			She was silent a moment.

			“You know, Alan, I could get very annoyed at that. Since it seems to imply that I can’t think for myself. But. I won’t, because you’re too cute to get annoyed at.”

			He felt her looking at him again. He was slumped further back now, silent; but with a small, painful grin about his mouth.

			“Oh God, you’re blushing. This is unbearable.”

			“Treenie...” 

			“I don’t know how you manage it, Alan.”

			He sighed. “Manage what.”

			“How you manage not to have a crowd of girl friends around you all the time. Like Ross. God, I’m an older woman, and I can hardly resist you.”

			“Treenie.” He cleared his throat, squinted up at the brightness. “You’re making me really uncomfortable. I’m going to get up and walk away from here.”

			“Don’t do that, Alan.”

			She turned, regarded the lake.

			“Now that would be dumb.”

			They both became subdued; heard, at one point—again—the slap of the porch door; otherwise only stillness, the ripples lapping.

			“Well, Alan, the moment of truth has arrived.”

			She said, “Alan.”

			“Yeah.”

			“The moment of truth.”

			“What’s the moment of truth.”

			“Well. I’m going to take my T-shirt off. In another moment...my supple young body’s going to emerge. You better look away.”

			She waited another instant—as if he might respond; then he was aware that she was, beside him, removing it.

			A cool shock to his heart as, to support herself in standing, she put her hand on his shoulder.

			Then just the sudden vanishing as (it was always amazing—he wouldn’t even have tried it) she jackknifed from the rock into three feet of water.

			“Alan!”

			He glanced; couldn’t see well because of the sun, but made out her head, a good deal further out, toward the raft.

			“Alan!”

			“Yeah!”

			“I’m gonna swim across the lake!”

			“What?”

			“I’m gonna swim across the lake! I might not make it! I might sink! You better come grab me!”

			He turned away, scowling.

			“Alan!”

			He shaded his eyes from the sun; she was on the raft now—he could hardly see her in the glare, just her shape....

			“What!”

			“I’m gonna swim across the lake! I might drown! You better come out and grab me!”

			He let his right hand drop beside him on the rock.

			“Alan! I’m doing it! You better rescue me!”

			Then she was gone—she’d dove from the raft, the far side.

			Gone—as if she hadn’t been there at all.

			He said, “God damn it.” 

			He got up; stepped one foot into the water, pushed off.

			He hoisted himself up the little ladder onto the raft; strode—not casually—to its far side.

			She was there treading water, just a small way into the open lake. With her hair hanging wet, he could see the faint freckles, keen brightness of her face.

			Alan sighed, crossed his arms.

			“I’m sorry, Alan. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

			He scowled down at the white planks of the raft.

			“God, you’re cute when you’re mad...I’m sorry, Alan. Really...Alan?”

			“What.”

			“I’m going to go back up. I’m going to make corn fritters, since mom won’t do it. I’m making them for everyone. I hope you’ll want some.”

			“I think I’m just going to stay here now.”

			“Don’t be mad, Alan. Come on...”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2

			The desire for a cigarette; a desire for his wife—whom he’d glimpsed lying on her side toward him, face faintingly asleep, dark cleft above her nightgown...and neither thing attainable: between him and the cigarette, his inertia—and even once he overcame that, the obstacle course of dreary tasks in the bathroom; between him and his wife, her insouciance, the near-impossibility of waking her up—and also—ah yes, that was (or part of it) the dark oppression he felt—the bad blood between them, from yesterday....

			Oppression—and also, something else—elation...something good had happened, too, not simple, but good.

			He lay on his back in the room that—now that the sun had climbed high enough to filter through the birches on the north side of the house—was almost daylight, a ray gleaming through the parting between the shades; splaying—if he had looked at it—leaf-shadow on a patch of wall above his head.

			There it was—rising to consciousness...the thing that had happened.

			The letter...in which Reese Aster, the editor of Talking Point (it—the letter—had been routed to him by the department at Syracuse, Aster having apparently neglected the summer address Lou had provided for him), had replied positively to Lou’s proposal, sent him a few weeks ago, to contribute an article on welfare reform to the October issue.

			 

			***

			 

			It was not—he reflected, standing, dressed but rumpled, blowing smoke, over frying eggs and percolating coffee—not, in objective terms, such a major event. It wouldn’t impart any momentum on his path toward attaining a full professorship; it might even—if anything could have done it anymore—work in the other direction. No, the reasons—for its agitating effect on him—were within him...There was the gratification at, apparently, being valued (“We esteem your work around here,” Aster had written) by the somewhat looser and rangier intellectual world beyond the academy; he’d always felt that was where his true sympathies lay anyway, and if someone like Reese Aster was aware of him, it enhanced his sense of being in an agreeable way...But no, there was something beyond that, deeper than that. Something like an iconoclastic thrill, not unmixed with a faint apprehension but (perhaps because he was, after all, tenured) essentially pleasant. Because Talking Point had, over the past—what was it, five years or so?—moved more and more toward positions that, among the circles to which Lou was supposed to belong, were held in disrepute. 

			To approach Talking Point with a proposal; then affix the name Lou Copland to an article in it—one espousing, moreover, the outré notion that the current welfare system was actually causing more harm than good to the people it was supposed to benefit—this marked a certain crossing of the Rubicon.

			An iconoclastic thrill, yes—he stood blankly a moment, clutching a spatula and trailing smoke, gazing out the open window of the kitchen into the cool crisp light of morning—and also a sense of relief, of escape, of emergence into a light of truth and forthrightness where the fact could no longer be evaded that Lou Copland was not, or not simply, or not in what had become the prevalent way, a liberal anymore.

			 

			***

			 

			A long day ahead of him, serene and productive. The only question—he reflected, stepping out on the porch with his plate and steaming cup—was whether to start the new article, or keep working on his book. He didn’t, of course, have all the research material for the article; but he knew most of what he had to know, and he already felt it popping within him, anxious to emerge. On the other hand, it was good to keep up the continuity with the book.

			Amid these thoughts, he wandered to the front screen; stood and looked out at the morning. He saw much that induced a sense of wholeness, of serene accomplishment in life; then he saw, from behind, Alan and Treenie sitting on the rock.

			Something unaccountable in their attitude, their angles to each other, made him—as he sank into the wicker chair for his breakfast—do so in a slow, bemused way.

			He—they, he and Hettie—were on their third child now, third adolescent (the “thirdness” not at all mitigated by the fact that the first two, Ross and Treenie, were twins), and had assimilated the fact (gazing up, as he ate, with a blank appreciation like Charlie Chaplin or a bird) that at some point, like wind-up dolls or, better, the concoctions of some demented savant, they became self-animated, began to walk and talk and do things whose mysterious sources were within themselves and beyond appeal or scrutiny. Still...that two of them—in the course of going about their peculiar self-willed ways—would turn toward, take an interest in, each other...that was a new twist, a new surprise in a life that was—this, too, you learned—nothing if not full of surprises.

			 

			***

			 

			But driving on the mountain road on the way to Baynes Crossing to get the Times, leaf-sifted morning light flickering on the windshield, the lake flashing blue to his left, he regained the sense of strength and confidence. The day, the long day ahead, was his, would be conducted on his terms. First the Reading of the Times (a rite, for him, hardly less sacrosanct than prayer); then, sequestered with his typewriter in a shady corner of the porch, the work—on the book, or the article, that he hadn’t decided yet—which seemed to go so flowingly in the clear Adirondack air. That was his, and there was nothing that could spoil it for him. There was, of course, no unencumbered life—no life without shadows, dark and difficult things that tried to drag one down from the sunny surface of work and achievement. But it was just as true that there was just one life, one brief time in all eternity, in which to do that work, and—this he’d been learning more and more lately—one had to get tough about it, one had to make a choice, it was either/or. One had to protect one’s space like a fortress under attack.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3

			As if a dark weight were resting on her, so heavy that this one motion—of her eyelids opening—would be the most she could do; with a choice only of continuing to lie there, glum and motionless, or closing them again and sinking back to sleep...

			She continued to lie there, glum and motionless.

			On her side, facing the window, where light was pouring in; eyes cast—to avoid the brightness—toward the dingy wall....

			Gradually becoming aware—or perhaps it, the feeling, was gradually awakening—of that other feeling; in obscure depths of her—of warmth, tenseness...

			Shining I rise...

			So was that it?—when everything else in her went dead—hopes, fears, thoughts, soul, caring—that came alive?...

			She turned—even though, first, she knew he wasn’t; second, it wasn’t relevant—to check if Lou was there; got back slowly on her side again.

			Why not relevant—why not relevant to how she felt?

			Because (she wanted—part of her wanted—to turn over on her front...and press on it...) it was for...for...

			Someone...

			 

			***

			 

			“Lou,” (this was yesterday—yesterday, when it hadn’t gotten to what it seemed, already, to be today) “can I talk to you a minute?”

			He was standing in the doorway, about to go out after coming in to get something; he slowly lowered a cigarette. 

			“What.”

			“Come in a minute. Sit down.”

			It was late morning. Hettie was still in bed, sitting up against the headboard. Her face was puffy, the lines around the mouth deep, corn-colored hair hanging in strings; even this, though, only gave her beauty a sullen, listless cast—a princess, perhaps, morose with confinement.

			Lou shuffled toward the bed; but continued to stand, his whole body exuding strained impatience. “What is it, Hettie.”

			“I can’t talk if you’re standing.”

			Lou sighed; he sank onto the bed—but at one corner, perched equivocally. 

			A moment of late-morning, mountain, musing stillness.

			She said, “It’s not a big deal.”

			He dropped his hand to the bed. “What isn’t.”

			“I don’t want you to get upset because it’s really not...such a thing.”

			He sat, perched, finely sardonic.

			“It’s just that...lately...I find I’ve been thinking sometimes about Steve.”

			Stasis.

			Lou blew out smoke, pensively.

			“That’s it?”

			Hettie’s eyes moved to him.

			“That’s what you needed to tell me?”

			“And that...I was thinking I might want to see him again...you know, to talk about my work and things.”

			He sat rock-still.

			“But you haven’t been writing.”

			“I know...That’s part of why I want to see him. Maybe he could help me.”

			“How would you work that out? From here.”

			“Boston’s closer to here, you know, than to home.”

			“What, you’re gonna go to Boston?”

			“No. I mean, not necessarily. I could take the car for a day, meet him halfway, maybe.”

			She said, “Lou, you don’t have to take this badly. I just want to talk to him. It’s not like with Gayla, where you still get to talk to her.”

			He turned to her—his face that was amicably weary, sandy hair starting to thin back from the forehead, clear blue eyes, stout jowls—and regarded her with a past-all-illusions look. “What do you want me to do, get her fired?”

			“No. But I think you can understand that it’s hard to just blot someone out completely. Without ever even seeing the person.”

			He sighed; dropped his hand on his knee.

			“That’s it?”

			She didn’t answer.

			He stood up—creakily; walked heavily toward the door.

			“Lou.”

			He stopped.

			“I didn’t mean for you to take this badly. It’s not...such a thing. I just have a little yearning to talk to him, you know, after five years.”

			He waited; said again, “That’s it?”

			 

			After supper the three kids (Ross, she noticed, more or less by himself; the other two sidling into proximity) had headed down to the beach; she sank—no one, in particular, had cleared off the dishes, which sprawled in impudent profusion on the picnic table—she sank into a chair and stared out into the silent northern dusk.

			Becalmed birch leaves, white bark in dusk grey....

			God, for a moment of peace—just once, of true peace....

			Lou came out on the porch; she felt, and half-saw, him stand, puffing, and consider her for a moment; then pull over a chair and sink down beside her.

			He, puffing; the two of them, parallel, motionless, stolid.

			He said, “Got a letter today from Reese Aster. Wants me to do a piece for Talking Point.”

			“Sounds nice.”

			More silence.

			He said, “Wonderful, these positive replies that come out of the blue.”

			He said, “That idea you told me about before. Can I ask you why it came up now, in particular?”

			She faintly moved her head. “No reason.”

			She said, “Unless—I don’t know, you won’t like this...Unless it has to do with being cooped up here for too long. The monotony.”

			“Sin sprouts from idleness, something like that?”

			She didn’t answer.

			“Yeah, I get this from Treenie, too. See, I can’t please you people.”

			“Lou, it’s not a matter of pleasing us. Everyone likes this place. But when—”

			“I know, I know, too long. Six weeks is too long.”

			“Well, maybe—”

			“I can’t please you people.”

			She said, after a time, “So did you think about what I said?”

			“About Benedict?”

			“About my idea. Of going to see him.”

			He puffed. “Do I have a choice?”

			“I’d feel more comfortable about it if I thought you were comfortable about it.”

			He regarded—or seemed to—the still evening. “Haven’t things been better since we stopped with all that?”

			She touched a finger to her forehead. “We have stopped with it...I just—”

			“I know. You just want to talk to him.”

			 

			***

			 

			Shining I rise from the starless waters of sleep...

			Still lying motionless on her side—

			What were they?—the words.

			(Words that had risen in her, not summoned, in a way words of that sort hadn’t in a long time...)

			Slowly, lying very still, she traced the words—traced them back to somewhere deep, obscure in her....

			Yes, back to twenty years ago—the poem, and the poet, whom she’d liked then: a time, a self, a poem, impossibly lost, sunk, sealed away....

			Shining I rise...

			Three taps on the door; then the door creaking open.

			“Mom?”

			She pivoted her head. Treenie’s blue eyes (with something watchful, deliberative in them) regarding her—

			“Mom?...I made some corn fritters, for breakfast.

			“Mom?”

			“What.”

			“I made corn fritters.”

			“...That’s good.”

			“Thanks. I was wondering if you’d want to eat any.”

			“Oh...maybe later.”

			“But not now, right?”

			“Hm?”

			“No, of course not. That’s what I hate about this family, mom. You can’t get out of bed. Ross is sleeping off his hangover. Alan’s on strike. Dad’s out getting his paper. What should I do, mom? They’re ready, but no one’s eating them.”

			“You—you can put them in the freezer.”

			“In the freezer? Thanks a lot. I think I’ll throw them in the garbage.”

			—Sun streaming in; and heat, and stuffiness...

			Moistness on her forehead, on her chest—and also, in a depth of her...was that too from the stuffiness, closeness of the room?

			What now—now that this had happened?

			Lying, unable to move, feeling the oppression almost like an actual, physical weight on her arms and legs—

			(Now more than ever seems it rich to die...To cease upon the midnight with no pain...)

		

	
		
			
Chapter 4

			Treenie came to the top step and paused. It was as if her eyes wanted to stop at her ostensible destination—the door to her own room—but, as if towed by something, couldn’t; and slid on till they stopped—dully, morosely—at another door at the end of the small hall.

			She went—passing through a shaft of sun from a skylight—down to that door and paused, regarding it. 

			Treenie’s eyes, as she looked at Ross’s door, had in them a pained glumness, affront; and her mouth was as if something were towing at it....

			 

			***

			 

			In her own room—not too hot or bright yet, since it faced west, overlooking the road—she lay back on her bed, her legs up. 

			On the walls—she was the only one who tried to redeem the dinginess of the summer house with things from home—were a Grateful Dead poster (a clutch of dull-eyed ruffians in tank tops and tattered jeans); a WAR SUCKS poster (eight thick, pink, melting letters on a white background); a kibbutz poster (a round-cheeked, flashing-eyed, blue-beanied brunette plucking an orange from a branch).

			And I think I’m goin’ out of my head...yes I think I’m goin’ out of my head...

			She didn’t even like that song. It was a stupid song.

			The crackle of tires on gravel. That was dad, coming back from buying the paper.

			Dad—who, though he’d already had his breakfast, would have accepted some corn fritters....

			Though it wouldn’t have meant much—in his Times fog, he’d have eaten nuts and bolts if someone offered them....

			The corn fritters, lying in the garbage.

			Why had she done that?

			And I think I’m goin’...

			You have to stop with Alan.

			Have. To. Stop.

			But he’s such a darling....

			She felt it now—the stillness of morning. Felt it for the first time, as if, up to now while she’d been too much in motion, focused on things, it had been waiting for her—to tune in, to hear it.

			She lay with her head on her hands, blankly gazing.

			She got up; went to a dresser where, behind a sea shell collection, there was a small vinyl phonograph and a neat stand of records. She saw, on the window sill, her cactus plant, spider plant, African violets, softly lustrous in the light.

			She lay back on the bed just as the needle slipped into the groove; closed her eyes to the dreamy opening guitar notes of Joni Mitchell’s “I Knew a King.”...

			If only it could always be like this. Herself, alone, with simple and beautiful things that she loved—music, soft light, glowing leaves...

		

	
		
			
Chapter 5

			He heard it—knifing through the late morning as if to announce the end of the pleasanter, gentler, encouraging part of the day, the lapse into long stifled lethargy—the sing of the locust; heraldic, also, of the end of the brighter, clearer phase of summer, the onset of (it was only a few days away now) the slow deadness of August. (It struck him, too, each year, how the locust—a sound he would have associated more with the part of the state where he lived—was found up here in these northern parts, too; as if to say even the northern lightness and purity was not out of reach of its harsh piercing trill...)

			Heard it vividly, totally, because he was lying facedown on the raft, only his ears alert. He’d been lying there for some time, arms outstretched on the planks; feeling the gentle rocking of the raft, the warm sun on his back, the drowsy drone of morning....

			He’d gotten over her. 

			He’d lapsed into this numb passivity because he knew he needed some time in the dark, the voicelessness, to mull, absorb, the big change that, this morning, had occurred. He was over her—done, through with it.

			She was playing with him. He’d known that all along, of course—how it had something to do with her troubled feelings about other people around here, how she was using him to get at people. But he’d seen it this morning—in that angry moment when he’d come to the edge of the raft and she’d been there, treading water a few yards out in the lake—seen it in such glaring plainness that he knew, now, something in him had finally stood up and put a stop to it.

			 

			***

			 

			Even to be able to think of “it”—his feeling for her, for Treenie—in this forthright way was, he knew, a kind of breakthrough. Because he knew that it—this sentiment; yearning; crush—had been with him quite a while now, certainly back before this summer; but had been vague and shadowy, something he pushed into gloom because he didn’t like to look at it. It was (thinking, facedown, on the raft...gently rocking...) because he’d reached, now, such a juncture, such a definite decision—that it was over, deserved to be, had to be—it was because of this, apparently, that he was able to look at the thing so squarely now.

			How it had begun (begun?—not really; there were other moments and flickerings, too, earlier than last summer—such as the time, when he was twelve, he was sitting at the table in the kitchen at home, and she, in beige shorts, stood on a chair to reach for something in a high cabinet—and turned—and gave him that look...) last summer—last summer, when he was fourteen, she sixteen; last summer, when she still wore the purple swimsuit—not yet the white terrycloth one of this summer; but already the looks between them—looks that he denied, consigned to awkward accident, at the same time that they gave him both sharp pain and pleasure—already, too, her making a show of gravitating, sidling to him, especially when Ross (not that Ross seemed to care in the least) was around, her “I bet Alan doesn’t think so,” “I want to go with Alan anyhow”—and his beginning to think about her, up alone in his room during the day...and at night, too: until the time he’d woken up at night, late, with an image of her face and body...and in the darkness and stillness...

			That was in August, toward the end of the stay at the lake; and then they were back home, there was no more beach, no more swimsuit; there was autumn, school, friends, activity; and though her beauty—hair cascading over shoulders delicate in blouses—still struck him at unguarded moments, though she still, from time to time, teased and fooled with him, “it” sank away, he consigned it to the dark of things that were unfortunate and should not be....

			But then there was this summer: the new swimsuit cut in a deep V in the front, clinging at the sides; and the mass of her red hair growing out wild and lovely, thicker and lovelier than ever before; and the early mornings together at the beach, her use, around him, of the damn word “cute”; and her emerging, at evening, from the lake with her eyes sparkling—toward him—and the water gleaming down her breasts....

			 

			***

			 

			Now the locust pierced the late-morning stillness: brought the day to a new key—a key of hard bright truth, bypassing illusions.

			Over. All that was behind him. He could start—sighing; turning at last, wearily, onto his back—start anew, in a new clear-headed life, one not harassed and hampered by feelings toward someone who, first of all, was not a right focus for such feelings, and second, was playing with him.

			On the way to turning over on his back he stopped; peered.

			Yes, that was her—at the Caulfield cottage...it was the Caulfield girl, standing a few feet out in the water—tall, broad-hipped, with dark hair and a dark bikini.

			He’d met her just once—three years ago, the first summer his family was here, when they’d dropped in on the Caulfields to meet them; Alan had seen that they—outdoor, active, practical types—weren’t for his parents; but the main thing for him had been to trade glances with the girl—about his age, darkly silent and pretty...

			This, too, was symbolic! That she’d appear just then!—and there! It meant he was moving on—past Treenie; past his feelings about his sister—to new prospects and possibilities. He would find some way to meet, talk to her—the Caulfield girl—there had to be a way, it couldn’t be that difficult. Though the distance, actually, was too great, it was nice to imagine that even now she was aware of his gaze, and was quietly, shyly reciprocating it.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 6

			She didn’t take a Tofranil. She took one on days—most days—in which nothing at all could induce her to get out of bed except the knowledge that the medicine would eventually lift her mood to a level of low-key, impassive, bearable engagement with the things around her.

			Today, though, there was something—a curiosity, a pull—that got her out of bed even though it was a thing currently out of reach: the one book of poems, Snowfields by Heather Travis, that she’d published five years ago when her life was still extant.

			The book wasn’t here at the summer house, of course—she hadn’t looked at it, cared about it, for years, and wouldn’t have dreamed of taking it with her to here; but the fact, now, that it existed at all, that she would, when they returned home in a few weeks, be able to look into it again, its syllables...this—unlike the other buried feelings that seemed to be awakening this morning, which exerted a force at least as strong in the other direction—of staying supine—this realization had induced in her a restlessness that had won out.

			So that she sat, now, against the headboard—the bed made—picking at two books that, among the ones she’d brought with her in her one carton of ostensible “summer reading,” seemed the nearest available things to her own book: collections by Robert Lowell and by Elizabeth Bishop, poets with whom she’d felt a sort of affinity, kinship, during her own years as a poet. She’d even gone so far as to get dressed—a plaid blouse, denim shorts; what Lou would have called a “farm-girl get-up,” long ago when such things were subjects between them.

			The poems—which in some oblique fashion met her mind, mingled with it, were not entirely accepted by it but unsettled it in some not unpleasant way; the stillness—of her body (thighs held well apart—trying to keep that at bay), the room, the house, the large outdoors beyond the house: this was her compromise with this day, her gesture, this was as far as she would venture into it, as near as she would allow it to her.

			Lou came into the room. In a way both quiet and decisive; he closed the door behind him and—his dully acute gaze taking in the facts, the situation: that she was awake, that she was dressed, that she was reading—looked at her.

			She favored him only the faintest apathetic glance; kept reading, her knees up, book held low.

			“I was thinking”—it didn’t come out easily; he cleared his throat, started again: “I was thinking about what you said yesterday.”

			She moved her eyes more soberly to him now; then back again—but with less pretense of focus—to her page.

			“I was thinking...Why don’t you forget about it. About seeing Benedict.”

			Now she sighed; let the book drop—still holding it, still with her finger in the page; gazed askance, her lips pursed.

			“It’s not...I’m not saying I don’t believe you, Hettie. That it’s just to talk to him. But it makes me uneasy...I can’t help that, I think you can understand that. And I don’t think that’s what we need now...after it took so much, so much to get beyond all of it.”

			Still gazing, she said—almost without moving her lips, as if the words trailed out by themselves—“You’re such a hypocrite.”

			A cool, an impassivity, seemed to settle over him; standing, his hands behind him on the doorknob, he said, in a moment of ingenuous curiosity, “Why a hypocrite?” 

			Now she let go the book and, with that hand, shoved at a yellow lock that had fallen over one of her large, green, striking eyes. “You think you can dictate to me now where I can go, who I can see. And who was it who got it—this thing, as you like to call it—started.”

			He made a baffled exhalation; walked to the window and stood looking blankly at the birches, flickering light, placidity.

			“Who got it started. I can’t believe you’re starting with that.”

			“Yes, Lou,” (swinging toward him now—feeling something else that had been buried awakening—the third entity, she would realize later, in today’s peculiar triad of: sex, poetry, anger) “who got it started. I was attracted to Steve, you know, that first time I talked to him—on the phone, just from talking to him on the phone. But would I have done anything? Oh, no. I would have been the good little wife. The good little farm-girl, the good little fucking country girl. But you, of course, you didn’t have to—”

			“Hettie, cut this—”

			“No, let me talk. You can come and preach and moralize now, and the first temptation you had, what restraint did you have? What restraint did you have?”

			“Maybe I would have had some restraint if I’d had a wife who was giving me the slightest attention—”

			“Oh, don’t give me your crybaby attention routine. I know, you weren’t getting enough attention from mother Hettie, so instead you had to go to mother Gayla and—” 

			“Hettie cut it!”

			They both stopped; she was turned from him, trembling; he was facing her, his back to the window, a little wild-eyed. A late, somnolent bird note cheeped in.

			Lou took a few steps over to the door; stopped, turned and faced her again.

			“You are a troublemaker. We had this thing...I don’t know how many hours of tortuous therapy we went through to put this thing to rest. And we did. We did put it to rest. Not totally, I know that. I know it wasn’t an ideal arrangement between us. But for five years now, it’s been livable—livable, so that at least we have an atmosphere that kids can grow up in, that kids can grow up halfway normally in. And now, one morning—for nothing—for no reason—you start it up again—” his voice faltered in incredulity.

			She sensed him trembling on the verge of what came next—something about her treatment, her therapist—but then backing off from it.

			In a lowered voice, one hand on the doorknob, he said, “Don’t you accuse me of dictating to you. You know I’ve never dictated anything to you or anyone else. If you want to go see him, you know I won’t stop you, and that I can’t stop you, and that if I did it wouldn’t stop you. But if those are the terms, I just want it to be clear that I can’t promise about my ‘restraint,’ as you call it, with Gayla. If that’s the kind of situation you want, fine, but you should just know that I can play too. And I will.”

			She said something into her hand.

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			“What did you say?”

			“Nothing. Leave me alone.”

			 

			***

			 

			People who saw Hettie on the train to Boston on that January day saw something that made them stop and gaze, momentarily disconcerted, even more than was usually the case with Hettie. They saw not just a woman elegantly dressed, with blond hair in a pageboy so silken and perfect one had to check that it was real, large clear extraordinary green eyes, a broad flat face with an exquisitely molded and delicate mouth, exquisite childlike indentation from nostrils to mouth—a face with a startled beauty as of a woodland creature come upon unaware; but they saw all this as if through a haze, as if peering into the dim and elusive lostness that hung about Hettie that day and gave people faint feelings of alarm and unease.

			Hettie sat much of the time with her cheek against the window, clutching her handbag as if for safety; aware of the mood of snow, the slow crossings with bells ringing, the many nameless towns and grey clumps of trees. She had taken, that day, a Tofranil, and it was just enough to lift her from black stasis into a warm swoon, of eerie and inimical faces, of snow and lostness and disbelief.

			 

			Three days earlier, in the late afternoon, in her office at the home for delinquent girls where Hettie then worked as a counselor, her phone had rung.

			“Hello?”

			“Mrs. Copland?”

			“Yes.”

			“Call for you. One moment...”

			“Hello.”

			“Hello?”

			“Hello.”

			“Hello?”

			“Heather Travis?”

			“Yes—speaking.”

			“Hi, I’m Steve Benedict, from Bryson, West Publishers. You sent us a manuscript some time ago.”

			“Yes.”

			“We’re very enamored of it.”

			“P-pardon?”

			“We’re very enamored of it. We’d like to publish it.”

			“Oh—oh...”

			“Hello?”

			“Yes.”

			“We’d like to include it in our list for next fall. That’s if you don’t have any other commitments for it.”

			“No—I...I don’t know what to say...”

			“Comes as a surprise, I gather.”

			“Yes—yes—oh, I—I can’t believe this...”

			“You’re very modest.”

			Hettie sat without saying anything.

			“We think it’s a very impressive collection—very fresh, very vigorous.”

			“Oh, thank you—I don’t know what to say...”

			“We’d like to meet you, if at all possible.”

			 

			Hettie sat there a full ten minutes, stunned. It was snowing out—it was winter. Her girlhood was alive. The deadest moments of her life—the coldest, iciest winter moments—were alive.

			At last she realized what she had to do—she had to call Lou.

			She glanced at her watch—though she knew what time of day it was, where he had to be. 

			She dialed the number of his office at the university.

			No answer.

			That was odd—these were his regular office hours, and he was always in.

			She waited five minutes; called again.

			No answer.

			But this led her to a better idea. She would go straight to the university—and tell him in person. She would surprise him.

			 

			...She wished it would stop—the madness, the yelling, the noise and commotion amid snow. She didn’t know why they built cities like this. She was clutching it in her hand—the piece of paper with the directions for Bryson, West Publishers—somewhere, high, in one of the skyscrapers (she turned dumbly on the sidewalk) around here. She felt it in her—something starting to slip, to go; an ability—not far off—to sink down on the sidewalk and start crying. Better ask someone—that policeman over there.

			Then standing before a wide-open door looking into a (rather bare, plain) office; someone—a prince—glancing up at her from a desk; stopping; pushing back his chair; striding around the desk, with a hand outstretched, up to her to meet her.

			“So you’re Heather.”

			Hettie looked at him and tried to speak.

			“More beautiful than your poetry. That is not—at all—a detraction from your poetry—you’ll understand.”

			She murmured, “Thank you.”

			“This is all—” looking into her eyes—“a little bewildering?”

			“It’s so—” she gestured with her right hand, trying to say something about the city down there; but couldn’t say anything.

			“Come on in, have a seat.”

			He strode back toward his desk; she realized that a chair, across the desk from his chair, was indicated; she started for it.

			“Wait—” he said, stopping, putting out a hand, beside his desk—“I’d like you to meet my associate.” Then—facetiously, as if to someone many rooms away—“Min-dy!!”

			He glowed at her. “My junior colleague. If she’s at all accessible.”

			A door to an adjoining office opened; a short, overweight, Jewish-looking girl walked in, peering behind glasses.

			“Mindy,” said the prince, “this is our poet. Heather—if I may—meet Mindy Ginsberg, my editorial assistant.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” said Mindy.

			“It’s very nice to meet you,” Hettie said, gazing—determinedly—at Mindy.

			“I really love your book.”

			“Oh—”

			“She’s the one who picked you out of the rough,” Steve said. “Is that how you say it? It’s one o’clock, my mind’s addled.”

			“He means,” Mindy said, “that I discovered you in what we call around here the slush pile. Unsolicited stuff. But yours—it was like striking gold.”

			Hettie looked—weakly—from her to Steve. 

			“You look,” said Steve—starting an angular interchange between himself and Hettie during which Mindy melted back into her office—“like you could do with some lunch. And maybe a little quiet, after your trip.”

			 

			Seeing him up close like this, she registered—though it was very faint—that if there was anything, anything wrong at all with the way he looked, it was a slight excess in the direction of thickness of features. He had shiny blue-black hair, parted in the middle and flowing down over his temples to a length that still, in 1965, caused double-takes (people—if they belonged to the vast majority who were not yet aware of what was then already taking shape in San Francisco and Greenwich Village—stared and then thought to themselves, “Oh yeah, the Beatles”). His features—aside from the slight thickness—could only evoke for her the words, then already old-fashioned and mawkish-sounding, “fine” and “noble”: a symmetry, grace, sweetness.

			She also realized—observed the realization rising to consciousness—that his mere presence had done something to her, caused something in her, that had never before been caused in her by the mere presence of a fully clothed man in a public place.

			In the ladies’ room, horrified at the white, chalky way she looked, she’d done things with cold water and makeup; but still been horrified. But she had to go out again; she couldn’t stay there forever.

			The restaurant was indeed quiet—elegant, with mahogany woodwork and Art Deco paintings on the walls. She sat across from him at a table by the window; she didn’t want to look out, at the Boston street, since it might make her nauseous.

			She picked at the menu—with a hand that was white, trembling.

			“Something to drink?”

			She looked up.

			“Oh no—no thank you.”

			She said, “I’m on an antidepressant. Nothing would happen—it would be fine—if I drank. But, I think it would be too much...”

			He sat with his chin on his knuckles, regarding her. 

			“You’re having a rough time, Heather.”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			His eyes were looking through her.

			“These days—these days—have been the most insane—ever—in my life.”

			“Having a book accepted...”

			“Yea—yes—and something else, too...Something else happened...”

			“One beaker full of the warm South, full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene—will that be on the rocks, sir?” said a waiter, loudly, who had come up beside Steve—tall, also young, also with longish, but brown and curly, hair. 

			“Rye and soda will do, McCormack,” said Steve. “He’s a purist”—this to Hettie; but playing a part for the waiter—“dwelling in some South End garret. His pen will get him out of this servitude, or nothing will.”

			“Not for me your Satanic mills, Benedict, grinding out pablum for the lulled masses.”

			“Not till we give you a fifty-grand advance.”

			“That’ll be the day. Something”—his eyes, shifting to Hettie, showed an ever-so-faint ill-at-easeness—“for the lady?”

			Hettie—flashing an anxious, reassurance-seeking glance at Steve—said, “G-ginger ale?”

			“Coming right up.”

			Hettie sat with the right side of her face in her hand; she felt Steve looking at her.

			“So what else was it, Heather?”

			“What?”

			“What else was it—that happened.”

			She sighed; she turned her eyes to him—with something, in the gaze, deeply naive, a childish venture at trust. 

			“When you called—when was it? Monday?”

			“Yes.”

			“I was in my office—in my office...” she drifted off, as if with something imponderable in this.

			“Yes—at work.”

			“Yes—I was at work”—redirecting her bright gaze at him. “Your news—what you told me just—just flabbergasted me. I was so...So after a while, I called Lou—that’s my husband. But there was no answer. No answer...” Hettie was still bedimmed; yet on a wave of energy, of purpose, so that she kept on. “So I went—instead—to the university—where he teaches. I went—to his office—to surprise him—I wanted to surprise him...And there was a woman there...”

			She felt his fingers on hers—warm, brown ones, on her white ones; she looked at him.

			“A woman he knows—and I know...A colleague—Gayla Aramian. They weren’t—doing anything—just sitting. But I-I-I-I, I looked, and I knew—”

			Her face fell in her hand; she was sobbing.

			“Heather”—his hand was on her other hand, the one still on the table—“we don’t have to talk about this here.”

			She stilled herself, but stayed hidden.

			“Heather?” She heard motions, awkwardness, of the waiter arriving with the drinks. “Heather? I don’t think you can talk about this here. We can go somewhere else.”

			 

			“I’m a terrible mother, and wife, I’m terrible, terrible, terrible, I should be dead. I don’t want to live at all.”

			“Heather...Heather...how can you put yourself down as a wife now—”

			“I don’t make any excuses for that skunk. But...I’m terrible...”

			They sat side by side on the bed; she was in his arms, shaking; he patted and stroked her back while she gradually calmed down.

			“Heather...people like you are like mothers—like parents—to an entire society. You’re pure sensitivity. All that you feel, that you suffer, you give us—in the shape of beauty.”

			She disengaged from him; she sighed, sat with her face in both hands.

			Snow rushed down outside the hotel window.

			She shook her head. “It’s no excuse.”

			She said, “I have three children. I have a girl, Treenie...she’s eleven. She’s—she’s like me. I see her, and I see myself. She feels everything, whether she wants to or not. It all floods in on her.”

			“See? You understand her.”

			“Yes, but—I can’t—I don’t know how to talk—even to her...”

			He put his hand on her knee.

			“Steve.”

			She said, “Are you married, Steve?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you have children?”

			“Yes.”

			“How many?”

			He hesitated. “One—two. One; plus my wife’s pregnant.”

			“How—how pregnant—how long?”

			“Six months.”

			They sat there; his hand on her knee, very still.

			“Heather—none of that’s real now.”

			He said, “What’s real is you and me—here. What we feel, here and now. That’s all that matters.”

			As his finger moved up her thigh, she neither resisted nor responded; she watched, as if at a show....

			 

			***

			 

			She lay on her front.

			She couldn’t endure this much longer—she’d have to lock the door.

			Lock the door—as if that were a solution. What if Lou knocked? What if Treenie knocked?

			She could see—strewn to the left—the books: friends, faithful, who had tried, only to be strewn....

			To the right, the clock—and the plastic container with her pills...

			A fresh container—so many pills, little, white, prim...

			She lay there, in excitation, torpor, pique, desolation....

		

	
		
			
EVENING

		

	
		
			
Chapter 7

			In the time that was past late afternoon but not quite evening, Lou sat by the lake. It was—by one of those little unspoken family traditions that develop—“his” time. It was after Treenie and/or Alan had finished whatever afternoon involvement they would have with the lake; it was before supper and before the last trek down for a swim that, usually, some combination of the kids—often all three—would make after supper, at sunset-hour.

			It was a very still time. The water was grey; the sun, over the western mountains behind one, cast flames along it; the mountains across, on the Vermont side, long abandoned by the distant events of sunrise, morning, looked furry and somnolent. The trees along the shore already had the look of a twilit jungle, brooding and becalmed.

			 

			***

			 

			The smoke from Lou’s cigarette trailed away over his left shoulder in the breeze. He felt it now—the approach of thoughts that were somewhat unpleasant, that he wouldn’t, in this deep quiet, be able to deflect...But not quite yet—he hadn’t gotten to them (or they to him) yet. He was still in the domain of the pleasant—how, after that disturbance this morning, he’d somehow managed to return to his work; at first fearing, bitterly, that he was too jangled, but then finding—in his shady corner of the porch, beside the bright leaves and high listening silence—finding that after some time this marvelous setting was able to smooth out even the upset that was in him, restore him to peace and concentration, so that he’d had, in the end, a good, productive day—on the book, not the article (he’d been right about that, too—that it was better to wait with the article for a day; now he felt truly ready, confident, about starting it tomorrow morning).

			No, he felt fine about all that—today’s work, tomorrow’s work; but there it was, now, the dark, distasteful thing—that scene, tiff, with Hettie. Distasteful, because it seemed a little unreal now, ugly in its suddenness, obtrusiveness; but also for another reason—which was what? That, taken aback by the harsh reproach with which she’d countered his sincere, if emphatic, entreaty, he’d let himself sink into righteousness and bluster? that the ring of his voice in his ears now—in quiet retrospect—was too much the shrill, strained ring of someone thrown a little off guard? 

			 

			***

			 

			Not that he could ever, he thought, feel remorse at what had happened six years ago with Gayla. Not remorse—just recognition, understanding, that he’d crossed lines whose crossing was likely to lead—and had, in this case—to trouble, harm...He thought that, in the years since, he’d internalized that lesson pretty well, succeeded in living by it—even though, in a marriage like his and Hettie’s, it wasn’t easy.

			When Gayla first came to the department six years ago, fresh from her Ph.D. work at Stanford, there was an oddness about her that struck everyone and was only mitigated when one learned that she was an immigrant from Armenia. She seemed either trying too hard to be American—with her too-girlish hairstyle, the black hair a thick tent around the head and down, on the forehead, almost to the eyes; or not bothering to try—with her flowery, often low-cut peasant blouses that seemed Old World exotic, devil-may-care romantic, and clashed oddly with a certain primness and brusqueness of manner. She was given the office directly across from Lou’s; apart from pleasantries, he did nothing, at first, except sort of automatically register that a young, rather attractive woman had come to roost across the hall from him.

			So that it was easy for him, in the beginning, to associate what seemed her great friendliness toward him—her very frequent stopping by his office, at first, perhaps, ostensibly for advice but then, more and more undissemblingly, for conversation, contact—to attribute this to some sort of ingenuous Old World sociability still unspoiled by the television culture. Later, when it became undeniable to him that this attention of hers was a matter of attraction, it seemed harder to come up with an explanation—but he imagined it had to do with his solidity and prominence in the department, the attraction of a young woman who still felt herself not-at-home, adrift, for an older man who exuded both stability and a certain élan of success and confidence (he would learn, eventually, that it was those things; together with something about him—his Jewishness—that she associated both with personal warmth and with the romantic-exotic).

			That was the autumn—a rainy autumn, that seemed to subvert clear, determined mental functioning—when, it seemed, Hettie took some final step into some closed-off, impervious self. It had to do, he thought, with her poetry—not only his own antipathy to it (he prided himself on being able to enjoy good fiction, even certain poets like Auden and Frost; but the disjunct, bristling kind of modern poetry that Hettie wrote...well, something deep within him wished it could dare to come out and say he wondered if the fault was in him...) but also how she’d started sending her collection to publishers and was always keyed up about it, running to make revisions, fretting about not-yet-revised versions that had already been sent; at any rate, it was an island to which he had no access. 

			So that it became easier and easier to live in the dimension of Gayla. It had little, it always seemed to him, to do with intent, volition, on his part; something—a mood, a need—had come upon him, and when he realized this it was too late. He’d drifted from one island, which seemed to forbid him, to another where he was welcome.

			 

			***

			 

			The most blustery thing he’d said had been the thing about being able to start up again with Gayla; it caused him, now, prickles of embarrassment, as if Gayla had somehow been able to hear it. It was true, as Hettie had said, that there was still a connection between them, between him and Gayla; but it was a strictly talking, more sober kind of connection (based in no small part, now, on their common iconoclasm within the department: she with her fierce anti-Soviet, anti-Communist attitudes, he with his veering toward illicit territory), with their livelier past—a past of younger, somewhat naive and headlong selves—relegated, by some tacit pact, to an awkward background. And yet—feeling, now, something else he’d been drawing toward: a sullen, bitter resentment—it was a shame, how he’d let himself descend into macho threats; because what he’d really had to say had been, and still was, right: why the hell was she stirring up trouble again?

			Then again (wisps of smoke curving behind him), why should he care so much if she did go and see him? She was lost on her island anyway; why keep up the pretense, just because they maintained a certain convenient—convenient mainly for the kids—living arrangement, that he had claims over her, or she over him?...Yet where would that leave him?—what sort of life would that be? A life spent in work and isolation, so that someone else could enjoy herself? 

			And if the isolation, the need to counter Hettie, became too great—would he have anywhere to turn?

			He stared greyly at the grey lake.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 8

			In the dusk light of the kitchen (outside it was not yet dusk, but in the kitchen with its eastern exposure it already was), Hettie and Treenie, while the main parts of supper were baking in the oven and simmering on the stove, stood making a salad together. Hettie had started working on it alone; Treenie had come through and seen her and, without being asked, come over to help.

			Hettie’s hair was yellow, not too long, and unkempt; Treenie’s was red, almost waist-length, and had an overall order—a symmetry and wholeness—to its wild abundance. Hettie’s face was broad and round; Treenie’s—though this was accentuated by the hair—narrow. Hettie’s plaid blouse evoked, indeed, an older time of farms and hominess; Treenie’s tight blue T-shirt encouraged a different mood. They both wore denim shorts—but Hettie’s were loose, knee-length, and frayed; Treenie’s—though, for her, they were moderate—basically told the story of her pretty, shapely behind. Their standing beside each other made Hettie appear more short and stocky, Treenie more long and lanky.

			Despite the differences, though, there were things in common: impressively large eyes (even though Hettie’s were green, clear, and dull, Treenie’s blue, flecked, and lively); the delicate set of the mouth, pale lips—a general ghostly, impressionistic likeness, with even the yellow and the red (actually something closer to orange) hair having a certain complementarity, as if both cut of the same pristine, glossy, rural stuff.

			“So, you guys going at it again?” said Treenie.

			Hettie, slicing a red onion, glanced up at her; then back down.

			“Really brings back old times.”

			There was only the sound of Hettie’s knife on the cutting board.

			“Actually,” Treenie said, stepping over to rinse a lettuce in the sink, “I couldn’t hear you that much. Dad was the loud one—” as if reminiscently to herself, in a gruff voice—“Hettie, cut it out!”

			Hettie sighed; stood with her hands—one holding the knife and the other the red onion—on the counter, staring blankly through the window toward the porch.

			“Treenie, you should mind your own business.”

			“I do, mom, believe me. I was up in my room. But—couldn’t help hearing you guys.”

			Hettie gazed dubiously at what Treenie was doing. “It would be a lot better if you’d tear that instead of cutting it.”

			Treenie stopped; looked meditatively at her lettuce; gave a small amicable nod. “As you wish, dear mum.”

			As they continued, Treenie said, “Face it, mom, he’s not for you.”

			Hettie’s movements became slow; her eyes cast down, but attitude a listening one.

			“Sure, he’s intelligent. Sensitive, too—he loves his Beethoven, even appreciates some literary works, right? But...for you? Understand someone like you?”

			Hettie came to another stop—again with her hands on the counter—but this time slower, heavier.

			“Treenie...”

			Treenie glanced up at her with something very complex and sardonic—at its deep, deep core, wounded, hurtful—in her blue, flecked gaze. “You don’t mind me talking about things like this, do you, mom? I just start to go a little crazy in this place—I think you can understand. I mean, I just walk around here for two months, looking at these people that I live with for some reason—people who just stare at you, without ever saying anything—and, I don’t know, I just start to lose it a little.” She smiled down brightly at her lettuce.

			“Actually, what I think is that you both probably would have been happier if you just went with Steve and Gayla—”

			“Treenie—” now banging her hand on the counter—“that is upsetting me. I thought you came here to help me, but if you came here to upset me—...”

			Her eyes keenly, reflectively satiric, with a shrug—“So-rry.”

			They continued, silently, a fine agitation in their movements—though more subtle, in Treenie’s too, despite her posturing of cool command.

			Hettie went and checked something on the stove; she stirred, put the lid back on the pot, adjusted a dial. They heard, from upstairs, the dumb thumping of one of Ross’s Rolling Stones cassettes.

			“Mom—” Treenie’s voice was brighter, as if reformed, with the clouds cleared away—“what I really wanted to ask you is what’s been going on with your poetry.”

			In Hettie’s responding there was still the same dull slowness; but something, now, cautiously open—also a trace remorseful, perhaps, at her own outburst. “Nothing—nothing’s been going on.”

			“I mean”—Treenie’s gaze, now, unmistakably honest, concerned—“have you been writing any?”

			Hettie sighed—it was to herself, deep, glum—but also, still, communicative. “Not really.”

			“I read your book.”

			Now a true, deep, mutual silence fell.

			Hettie said, “When did you do that?”

			“Couple of years ago. When I was home from school one day. You were at Rosalynn.”

			Treenie said—with an intent, guarded expression, as if she were stepping from stone to stone in a rapid stream—“I thought it was great.”

			Now the silence became too thick, and Treenie said, “I liked the ones about grandpa best.”

			Hettie said, “So did you find out things you didn’t know about grandpa?”

			“What—you mean his drinking and craziness?”

			“Yeah.”

			“No. I already knew about that.”

			“How?”

			“From hearing you and dad talk about it.”

			“I thought you said you mind your own business.”

			“You and dad talk kind of loud sometimes.”

			Ross came in—large, hirsute, and comically bleary-eyed; wearing a white T-shirt, gym shorts, and slippers.

			“So! You sleep it off yet?” said Treenie.

			Entirely ignoring her, he went to the stove, lifted the lid of one of the pots and peered in.

			“We eating soon?”

			Hettie said, “Ten minutes.”

			Ross put the lid back and turned his gaze—swarthy, moustached, round—at Hettie as if she had just made an outlandish move in chess. “Oh. I guess I won’t shower then. I guess I will after we eat.”

			“Wouldn’t want to take on too much at once,” said Treenie.

			He walked around her; opened the refrigerator and peered in; took out a jar and started mixing an iced tea for himself.

			Hettie and Treenie fell silent.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 9

			Ross, still bleary-eyed, sat slumped, his back to the outdoors and the lake; to his left sat Alan, small, mute; Lou came trudging up from the lake, entered the porch and came and sat heavily at the head of the table, to Ross’s right; across from Ross and to Lou’s right, Hettie turned in her chair to find out what Treenie was doing.

			Treenie stepped out on the porch, carrying a steaming dish of baked bread.

			“Katrina, I told you not to—”

			“What did you call me?” 

			She banged the dish down on the table; turned and gazed wild-eyed at Hettie.

			“Didn’t I tell you never to call me—”

			“Treenie.” Hettie sat with her forehead in her hand. “That’s burning the tablecloth. I said it has to cool off first.”

			Treenie, who had a potholder in each hand, yanked the dish up.

			“I told you never to call me that, didn’t I, mom?”

			“You made your point, Treenie,” said Lou.

			Treenie gazed at Hettie. “So why do you do it?”

			She stalked, carrying the dish, back into the kitchen.

			“I don’t know what’s with her,” said Ross. “You can’t say anything to her.”

			Treenie came back out, tossing hair back over her shoulder; made a loud, angry scraping sound as she pulled her chair in across from Alan.

			A quietude of taking and eating set in. One light burned over the table; dusk seeped in through the screen, the birches rang with crickets.

			Lou said, “Is that a new motorboat the Caulfields have got?”

			“Yeah, it’s nice, isn’t it?” said Ross.

			 “I thought they already had one.”

			“Nah, that’s just a little deal with an outboard motor.”

			Ross said, “By the way, dad, is it O.K. if I take the car tonight?”

			“Again?”

			Ross, with a characteristic, casually dismissive inflection, said, “It’s Friday.”

			“Yeah, Friday,” said Treenie. “Every night’s Friday to him.”

			“You were out pretty late last night,” said Lou.

			“Yeah, well, I slept a lot today.”

			“You’re not drinking when you drive, are you?”

			“Nah,” Ross said. “I might have a beer or two, but, I have a strong coffee, before I drive home.”

			Treenie’s motions were slightly emphatic, exuding great disgust.

			“Guess it’s all right,” said Lou. “Since it’s Friday. But this can’t become a nightly thing.”

			“O.K.”

			After some time, Hettie said, “This casserole has no taste.”

			“It’s good, mom,” said Alan.

			After some more time, Treenie said, “So, dad, your boy’s dragging the war to Cambodia.”

			A silence fell; the crickets rang clearer.

			Lou slowly set his fork down.

			“Treenie,” he said, “can you tell me what’s wrong with that statement?”

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“No. Because there’s nothing wrong with it.”

			“Can we please—” said Hettie.

			“First of all,” said Lou, “he’s not ‘my boy’, as you well know. Second of all, did you read the article in the Times about it?”

			“Yes,” Treenie said, with a fine ire, “I read it.”

			“You did?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then you know that the situation’s not so simple as you put it. ‘Dragging the war to Cambodia’.”

			“Can we please not—” said Hettie.

			“No wait, Hettie,” said Lou. “She threw out a little accusation here. She should be ready to back it up.”

			“It’s totally inexcusable to spread the war to another Asian country,” said Treenie. “It’s only because of our American racism that we’re doing it.”

			“Whoa, whoa,” said Lou. “You read the article, right? So you know the situation. The U.S. forces in South Vietnam are in a process of retreat. In this respect Nixon is keeping his campaign promise and doing what the liberals claim to want. Now while we’re in this process, the North Vietnamese start using northern Cambodia as a staging ground for attacks against us. Lethal attacks, in which U.S. soldiers are dying. Now, what is Nixon supposed to do?”

			“First of all, we shouldn’t be there anymore at all. If Nixon was truly committed to ending the war like he said he was, dad, he would have pulled out our troops as soon as he took office. Second—”

			“Hold it, Treenie—” said Ross.

			“Can we please not at the table—” said Hettie.

			“You know in the real world,” said Ross, “you can’t just pull the plug—”

			“Would you please let me finish,” said Treenie.

			“Nixon couldn’t just say—”

			“Let her finish, Ross,” said Lou.

			“Thank you,” said Treenie. “I was just going to say, before I was so nastily interrupted, that first of all, we shouldn’t be there anymore at all. Second of all, I don’t think a few of our soldiers getting killed is an excuse for getting a whole other Asian country embroiled in a war. A peaceful, innocent country of people who want to tend their crops and be left out of our imperialist wars.”

			“O.K.” (Hettie sank her head into her hand), “let me take the first point,” said Lou, quick, agitated. “Ross is right, Treenie. Nixon inherited a situation where there were half a million American troops in Vietnam, put there by two Democratic presidents. To say he should have just yanked them out—apart from its logistical feasibility—just shows no sense of the reality of international politics, not to mention the moral aspect of just abandoning the South Vietnamese to be overrun by the North. As far as our soldiers being killed, pardon me but I’m surprised that you seem to take an almost flippant attitude toward that. As president and commander in chief, Nixon has the highest responsibility—”

			“But dad, I’m talking about getting a whole country involved in a war—”

			“But see, you’re assuming that something’s going to happen that hasn’t happened yet and need not necessarily happen. And as usual, you’re whitewashing the North Vietnamese of all responsibility, as if it wasn’t they who have infiltrated their troops into northern Cambodia in the first place—”

			“See dad, it’s just one little excuse, one little reason after another—”

			“Treenie,” said Alan, “he can’t just let American soldiers get killed—”

			“You go in for this too?” Treenie shot at Alan (though her eyes, when they contacted his—though she may have wanted them to be just fierce—also had something still and dull in them).

			“As usual,” said Lou, “the North Vietnamese and their Soviet backers are perfect angels in everything they do, and it’s always we in reacting to them who are the culprits—”

			“We in reacting, we in reacting. We in passing the Gulf of Tonkin resolution, we in sending troops in, we in pouring more and more troops in as if we’ve gone insane and the whole fate of the United States depends on this tiny corner of the world where people just want to lead peaceful lives, we in making sure that there’s a full-scale war going on and thousands and thousands of people are dying and we’re napalming babies—”

			“That’s a cliché—”

			“I don’t give a damn if it’s a cliché.” Treenie was starting to rise from the table. “It’s a cliché but it’s the truth. It’s because you people here are yourselves part of a corrupt society that you can’t see past your noses and can’t see the truth. Sure there’s always one more little reason, one more rationale, everybody has his little logic, but you can’t see that the result is death, death, death of innocent people, as if that’s just, oh, another little detail, a little irrelevancy. God, I don’t know why I have to live in an insane family where people believe in Nixon and his lies. I’m sick of you people, sick, sick, sick of you, I hope I never see your faces again.”

			Treenie, screaming now, slammed her chair in, stomped off the porch and slammed the kitchen door—which bounced and shuddered out, squeaking—behind her.

			After a while, Ross said, “She’s probably on the rag.”

			“Ross, that is vulgar and sexist,” said Hettie.

			“Sorry.”

			“That is a vulgar thing to say. I don’t want things like that being said at the table. I want you to take it back.”

			“I take it back.”

			“She’s just been swept up in this damn hysteria,” said Lou. “A whole country that’s decided to flagellate itself.”

			No one replied to this; they all, gradually, resumed eating. 

		

	
		
			
NIGHT

		

	
		
			
Chapter 10

			Ross patted his hair, gazed into the mirror, and ran the comb through his hair—guiding the comb with his left hand hovering over the knuckles of his right hand—again. There was a knock on his door.

			“Yeah!” he said.

			The door opened; he glimpsed, through the mirror—with no change in his expression—Treenie come in. He kept peering and combing as he heard her—with a sigh, loudly so that the springs creaked—plop down on his bed behind him.

			“You’ll never comb out those Jewish curls.”

			Ross dipped his comb in a cup of water beside him on a shelf; lifted the comb again and, with a look of intense, peering scrutiny, resumed.

			“What do you want to get it wet for?” said Treenie. “You want to look like some greaser?”

			“Treenie,” said Ross, “anybody ever tell you you talk too much?”

			“People have told me. Mostly they were big, dumb jocks who had nothing to say themselves.”

			There was nothing but night for some moments as Ross—entirely insouciant to her—slowly continued. It—night—had come soon after the meal on the porch, which had occurred on the late side; so that there hadn’t been time for a dusk swim in the lake—which had darkened in gloomy solitude.

			Ross—reaching over again to dip his comb while his left hand patted absently at his left temple—said, “You oughta give dad more credit than you do.”

			“I give him a lot of credit.”

			“He’s a smart man, you know.” Ross carefully guided the comb. “He’s studied these things a lot. A lot more than you have.”

			“Oh, yeah, studied it all, in a library in Syracuse, New York. He must know all about it.”

			“Yeah, well, you oughta listen to him, give him more respect.”

			“So, Ross, what does this mean? What are you going to do when the draft notice comes? Go off to the jungle and kill gooks?”

			Ross set the comb down; gave his hair a last peering once-over; turned and faced her. He was big, swarthy, thickset; for certain relatives and other people who had little to say, the complete contrast between his looks and Treenie’s always provided a talking point. It was true, though, that Ross looked different not only from Treenie but from everyone else in the family. His limbs—imposingly present now in the T-shirt and shorts—were muscular and covered with dense black hairs; his moustache and small, dark, bright eyes gave his face a faintly comic, solemnly intent look. He stood now with his back to the mirror: to his right was a Rolling Stones poster, with Mick Jagger in the forefront grimacing into a tightly clutched microphone; to his left the window, a small rectangle of black through which night air and sounds drifted.

			“First of all, I don’t think that’s going to happen. But if it does, yeah, I’ll do what I have to do.”

			Treenie sat back on her hands, her eyes richly sardonic; her legs parted to an extent that, though not inadmissible, showed her sleek inner thighs and was disruptive of balance.

			“I can’t believe this. You really would do that? Hey, Ross, there’s a gook creeping up outside the window. Right down there in the yard. Better get down there with a gun and defend America.”

			“Yeah, Treenie, well I’m tired of you making other people sound racist. Just”—here his voice trailed into a mutter—“because they don’t agree with you.”

			“Yeah, well I’m glad to say I won’t be around here to see this great event of soldier-boy Ross going out on his great gook-killing expedition.”

			“No? Where will you be?”

			“Me? In Kibbutz Gan Shmuel, in the Sharon Plain.”

			“That right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Treenie”—Ross paused; glanced behind himself for something to lean on; set his elbow upward to the right on the shelf, which held only a football trophy he had won and a photograph of his girl friend in Syracuse; bent his left leg at the knee and regarded her intently—“I was meaning to ask you about that. Now, let me get this straight. When we—America—use force, we’re fascists, racists, and imperialists, right? Now, when Israel does it—they’re noble idealists. Right?”

			“You might have noticed, if you ever looked at a map, that the situations are different. Israel is surrounded by real enemies right on its borders. It doesn’t send troops to some distant jungle to beat up on peasants. Israel is a progressive society that still puts human values over capitalist values. That’s what the kibbutz is all about, Ross—it’s the most progressive framework there is now in the world.”

			“And what makes you think you can go there?”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You’re not Jewish.”

			“Who says I’m not Jewish?”

			“Jews. Your mother’s not Jewish, so you’re not. That’s the Jewish rule.”

			“No, Ross. That’s Judaism’s rule. Orthodox Judaism. If you knew anything about it, you’d know that Israel is much more progressive and tolerant about these things. Especially the kibbutz.”

			Ross—keeping his gaze trained on her—dropped his right arm down from its not too comfortable perch; folded his arms together, shifted his weight to his right leg.

			“Does dad know about this?”

			“About what?”

			“That you’re going to Israel.”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I didn’t tell him. I’ll be eighteen then. Why do I have to tell him?”

			A lull dropped, as if this question were imponderable. Treenie had gradually been moving her right leg up, and now was hugging the knee: an expanse of shiny white thigh. From this pose she made a magic, soft gaze at Ross; who remained stolid—one might have thought a little too stolid, as if he were forcing it, but it was hard to say.

			“You’re not always one to tell people things yourself, Ross.”

			“What do you mean by that?” Ross said dully.

			She slid her gaze to the photograph on the shelf.

			“That’s a cute picture of Marcie.”

			Ross said—with a pretense of casting his gaze rightward—“Yeah. It is.”

			Treenie moved her soft, clever, glowing gaze back to him. “Where you going tonight?”

			“Where do you think?”

			“Out with Jodie?”

			“Course.”

			“Out...with Jodie.” She said this with a sighing pensiveness; stretched elaborately and sat back—her legs wide—on her hands again, regarding Ross richly.

			“Does Marcie know about Jodie?”

			Ross said—with a downward, resentful inflection—“No.”

			Treenie made a sound with her tongue.

			Ross—at last unsettled, his eyes clouded—said, “I’m not married to her, am I?”

			Treenie seemed to consider this. “No. Not married to her. But Ross—a little honesty?”

			Ross made a dismissive gesture; but shifted uncomfortably.

			“I mean, if you just went out with her once or twice—why tell her, right? What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. But...you’ve been going out with Jodie all summer.”

			“Yeah, well. So what.”

			“So what?”

			“Yeah.” 

			“So you don’t owe Marcie anything at all?”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“What kind of relationship is that?”

			“Is what?”

			“Where you act like a complete bastard behind someone’s back.”

			“Treenie—”

			“Like father like son.”

			“Oh, Christ.”

			He flung his arm; bolted and went and stood at the window, leaning on the sill.

			The silence was thick, tense, fraught; again the night came in: with a car going by outside on the road, with the crickets, its own silence.

			“Know what you need, is a shrink. That’s what you need,” said Ross.

			 Treenie was sitting forward on the bed now; looking laterally at Ross, but silent, with a still, muted expression.

			 “You just go around here criticizing people and...bugging people. I really don’t know what your problem is.”

			Treenie said, “Want me to get out of here?”

			“No.”

			“I can just leave.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			Ross looked over his shoulder at her, with a gaze that seemed to take in—openly—her sexiness, sleek legs; then back out the window.

			“You didn’t want me to come in here at all, did you.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“That’s not what we do around here, right? Someone’s room is—off limits.”

			Ross sighed, dropped his forehead into his hand.

			“I don’t mind you coming in here, Treenie. I don’t mind talking to you. But—I just don’t like when you start making all this trouble.”

			There was more silence, and then Treenie said, in a strange voice, “You and I used to be so close.”

			Ross dropped his head in his hand again; said, “Oh, Jesus.”

			Treenie said, “When those awful things happened with mom and dad...you helped me. You held me up.”

			After some moments, Ross said—but it sounded very strained, forced—“You helped me too.”

			“Now,” Treenie said—as if to herself, in distant wonderment—“you don’t even talk to me.”

			Ross turned to her—a dark, strained, painful look; stared back out the window again, tapped with his fingers on the sill.

			“I’m not intellectual like everyone else around here.”

			“You don’t have to be intellectual just to talk.”

			He made a motion, with his head, of reasonable assent; tapped on the sill, didn’t speak.

			“But you don’t care about me.”

			“Treenie—”

			“You only care about girls you can fuck.”

			Now Ross slapped his hand on the sill; turned and took a couple of helpless steps; looked at Treenie; dropped both elbows onto the dresser across from the window, his head into both hands.

			Treenie said—she was sitting strangely, meekly forward now, turned a little away from Ross—“So you’re fucking Jodie?”

			Ross turned her a helpless, crazed look.

			“And Marcie, right? You’re fucking both of them.”

			“Treenie—I don’t see what it matters—”

			“And Louise. You did it with her, too.”

			He seemed momentarily checked, baffled—

			“And the other two. At Kenny Lane’s party. Liz Carmody told me about that.”

			Ross put his head in one hand now; made a short, hard sigh. “You oughta go for some help. There’s nothing wrong with it. You’ve got a lot of things bothering you. You oughta...get some help for it.”

			She stood up; the sound the bedspring made seemed expressive of futility, giving up.

			She turned to face him—her stance meek, limp; even her sexiness, for a moment, seemed forlorn, pathetic.

			She said, “I’ll get out of here now.”

			Ross looked at her hopelessly.

			When she was opening the door, her back to him, he said, “Treenie.”

			She paused.

			“I—Jesus...”

			She looked over her shoulder at him; opened the door and went out.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 11

			Alan sat looking at himself in the mirror. He’d been doing it—his back to the wall, feet draped over the side of the bed—for so long that one would have thought it was out of vanity, takenness with himself; but it wasn’t really that. He was very good-looking—with his thick, lustrous brown hair, a wave of it down on his forehead; graceful eyebrows, blue eyes at once mild and probing; mouth both delicate and firm—but what he felt about that was a perpetual amazement: he didn’t have himself figured as the sort of person who would be handsome, and his staring into the mirror was actually an ongoing, futile project of overcoming that amazement.

			It was about 9:30. He’d heard Ross leave for yet another night out; he’d heard the porch door open and shut a few other times—as if, more than usual, people were taking walks tonight. Beside him, facedown on the bed, lay the book he’d been reading until some minutes ago. The night air in the room was cool now; out there was the Adirondack night, dark, cool, and thrilling....

			There was a knock on his door; he knew, from the softness of the knock and from the fact that he hadn’t heard anyone else come up the stairs, who it was, but he called out, “Yeah?”

			The door pushed open; Treenie peered around it, with a bright timorousness. She came in; pressed the door shut behind her.

			“Hi.”

			“Hi,” Alan said.

			She’d taken a shower—she looked fresh, her hair softly radiant; she’d changed into a loose, horizontally brown-and-white-striped polo shirt and loose, bell-bottomed blue jeans.

			“Am I bothering you?”

			He shrugged. “No.”

			She kept standing there, her hands behind her, regarding him with a gentle glow.

			“I’m sorry about this morning.”

			He waved his hand.

			“I didn’t mean to get you upset. I’m sorry I acted like a jerk.”

			He said, “Well...”; sat back on his hands, stretched his legs before him, sighed.

			There was more silence—a tentative, listening silence; and then Treenie—moving slowly, her fresh jeans rustling—went and sat in a chair across from him, several feet down from the mirror. Aside from the bed, the chair, the mirror, and the dresser on which it stood, there was nothing at all in the room; Alan had never in his life put a poster or anything else on his wall, and—despite his great fondness for outdoor beauty—was completely indifferent to interiors.

			Her eyes fell on the book beside him. “What’re you reading?”

			He glanced down, as if in surprise, at the book. “Oh, uh—Siddhartha. By Hermann Hesse.”

			“Oh. I read that.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. No, wait—it was the other one—Narcissus and Goldmund.”

			“Yeah? What’d you think of that?”

			“I thought it was great.”

			“Yeah. I want to get to that one too.”

			She said, “Was I awful before?”

			He glanced up at her; she was looking away, not at him. “When do you mean?”

			“At supper.”

			“Oh...Nah, you weren’t awful.”

			“Just sort of.”

			“Nah...Look, Treenie, it’s not like dad’s a fan of Nixon, or of the war. I think he just tries to look at the specifics of what’s going on.”

			She said—a faint rancor stirring—“I do that too.”

			“I know...People just disagree sometimes.”

			There was a lull; the same silence, actually, from before, as if they hadn’t yet infringed it.

			She looked at him softly, and said, “So are you going to tell me how you manage it?”

			He stared at her. “Manage what?”

			“Manage not to have a lot of girl friends all the time.”

			“Oh.” 

			His eyes dropped; he toyed with the edge of the blanket.

			“I don’t know...Do you have a lot of boyfriends?”

			“No. But that’s different.” 

			“Why’s it different?”

			“Because. I don’t want the guys in my class. But you...you do want the girls in your class.”

			He waved his hand.

			“Some of them.”

			“Some of them.”

			“Like Kathy Valchik.”

			He looked at her—an expression vaguely guilty, as if he’d been caught at something; but also not entirely displeased at being caught.

			“That was a long time ago. Last fall.”

			“I saw you hanging around with her so much in study hall.”

			Alan—he couldn’t hide it—had been deeply, intensely reached now; he shifted on the bed, stretched, suppressed a grin.

			“Yeah, well...we were sitting next to each other. There wasn’t anything else to do.”

			“So did you ask her out?” 

			He moved his shoulder; turned a palm inside out.

			“You did, right?”

			“Yeah. Once.”

			“So what happened?”

			He looked straight at her. “She turned me down.”

			She pondered him. 

			“Why’d she do that?”

			He sighed. “I did it wrong.”

			She waited. 

			“I...called her on a Friday night for this dance that started at eight. I called her...at six. Two hours before the dance.”

			She smiled beamingly. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“I know...it was explained to me afterwards, by these other girls. You have to give her time and all that.”

			She looked at him with rich, beaming love and appreciation. 

			“That’s your problem, Alan. You have a lot to give to other people. A lot. But you don’t know how. You don’t know how to bring it—across the gap—to someone else.”

			Alan sat back on his hands; his mouth was firmly set, in his eyes an alert, ironic light.

			Treenie put her face in her hands, sighed.

			“I’m acting like I’m your shrink. Actually, I’m the one who needs a shrink.”

			Silence—in which they both felt, and felt each other feel, the silence of the house—contained in the greater silence of the night—but the silence of the house foremost, all that was dark, obscure in it.

			She said, “How do you feel about people here?”

			He eyed her—she still had her face covered—and said—in a voice not really inquisitive but cautious, probing—“How do you mean?”

			She sighed; dropped her hands to her thighs; gave him a worn, bleak look. “How do I mean...how do I mean...I wish I knew how I meant...well. Just how do you feel—about them.”

			He clasped his knee with both hands; turned slightly sideways.

			“About them? Hm. O.K., I guess...Ross is O.K. I mean, I don’t have much in common with him, we’re not close, but...he’s O.K. We get along. Dad...I like dad. I think he’s a good guy, really intelligent...strong beliefs...As for mom. Well.”

			She waited.

			“Well. We don’t have a mother. I guess...I don’t really know what’s wrong with her. I mean, once it wasn’t this bad...it was never great...But...I just assume that someday I’ll be able to talk to her. Maybe in a few years. When I’m older.”

			“You’re so calm, Alan.”

			Their eyes met again—his a little abashed; hers with a dull, bleak wonder.

			“I can’t be calm—not about this. That’s really why I came in here tonight—because you’re calm. I know I’ve been all...uptight...I don’t know why. And being with you, it’s so restful...it’s the only thing that makes me feel that way.”

			Alan regarded her.

			She said, “Do you mind?”

			“Mind what?”

			“Me coming in here like this—talking to you like this.”

			“Of course not. Why should I mind?”

			“No, it upsets me, Alan—the way it is here. Maybe it’s because I’m older than you. I’m only going to live here another year. After this year—I don’t want to ever live here again. I mean, I’ll keep seeing people—I want to be able to see you a lot...But—I mean—I’ve been living with these people, and it’s like—I don’t know them—they don’t know me—they don’t know who I am...”

			“I guess being in the same family doesn’t necessarily mean that you’ll be close with people—that you’ll have things in common.”

			“Maybe that’s true with Ross, he’s just a jock...No, it’s...Alan, are you calm about what happened here five and a half years ago?”

			Alan sighed—sharply, tensely; he held fast to his knee, gazed off in a somber way.

			“I don’t really think about it.”

			She considered him, watchful.

			“I wasn’t really that aware of it—I mean—maybe I shut it out, I don’t know. Also my room was further away. I wasn’t as aware of it as you guys were.”

			“How could you not be aware?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean—of the kinds of things they were screaming at each other...” 

			Alan sighed again. “Look, Treenie, it was a long time ago, wasn’t it?”

			He looked at her; her gaze was round, blue, and curiously lit.

			“I mean—they’ve stopped—a long time ago. Haven’t they?”

			“How can you say that?”

			“Say what?”

			“That they’ve stopped...They’ve never stopped. They—it goes on every day. You don’t feel it? What’s between them? They’re not a married couple. They’ve never forgiven each other. Just because they don’t—scream, curse, break things?...” 

			Alan pursed his lips.

			“I guess you’re more sensitive to these things than I am.”

			Treenie put her hands over her eyes; sat way back in her chair with her legs out straight; sighed.

			Alan sat, immobile, on the bed; beside him his book, its cover shiny in lamplight.

			This time, when she let her face come out of hiding, the soft light—that tried to rise through cloudy glumness—for Alan was in her eyes again.

			“See? All I do is bother you...even when I try not to.” 

			“You’re not bothering me.” 

			“I’m talking about all kinds of upsetting things.” 

			“I’m O.K.” 

			She looked fondly at him.

			“Poor Alan. You could be so happy, just, reading, and enjoying things. If you could just be left alone.”

			He sat back with his arms folded, one foot extended.

			“Well.” She smiled. “It’s getting late. I should leave you alone.”

			He looked at his watch. “It’s not so late.”

			“Yeah, but you have to get up bright and early.”

			He looked at her. “I don’t have to.”

			“No...But you want to, right? You like to.”

			“I guess so.” 

			“You love your hour of quiet down there by the lake...till I come and wreck it for you.”

			He flung his hand and said, weakly, “You don’t wreck it.” 

			She regarded him gently.

			“Well—I’m going to leave you to your happy solitude.” 

			She got up; she stayed silent. 

			Standing with one hand on the chair, she said, “They had a fight just today, you know.”

			“Yeah? When?” 

			“You didn’t hear...You were still down at the lake.” 

			“What was it about?”

			“I don’t know—couldn’t hear that well. But I have a feeling it was the same old thing.”

			She moved slowly to the door; as if afraid, in the silence, of breaking something.

			“Alan?” she said from the doorway. 

			“Yeah?”

			“I just want you to know that...I’m really, really glad that you’re around here. If you weren’t...I don’t think I could bear it.”

			“Thanks.”

			She said, “Well.”

			She said, “Night.”

			“Night.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 12

			A silence hermetic, listless...as if all that had ever been here—light, noise—had been a play of fantasy; and this was what was, all that really was...

			Only this...

			The moon, which had come up over the mountains across the lake, had no shape—no shape for which there was a name: it was more than half, yet not full: a moon without identity, without knowledge of self because there was no self to know: that cast wan rays over the water less real than nothingness, negation....

			Only this...It was always only this...

			Yes—and about the moon, too; there would be words about that moon, too, if she didn’t prevent it; she felt them, down there, before she could hear them....

			Hettie stood by the lake, in the darkness. She’d been here awhile—she didn’t know how long. The darkness covered, obscured her...even if, within it, she was the sole unquiet thing. She was unquiet. It hadn’t gotten any better during the day—only, all the time, more and more intense. It was a terrible, desperate feeling—because there was nothing to be done with it, about it. The idea of going to see him—so hopeless, abject...where was he? did he know who she was anymore?

			The moon has lost her memory.

			Someone else’s words, at least. She didn’t want words—of her own—to rise. It alarmed, frightened her. That was finished, behind her. She didn’t want it to start again—the anxiety, the struggle. She didn’t want to be compelled to make every syllable perfect; and then never quite to believe it, always to be nagged by voices that said: That’s not quite it, if you’d waited, concentrated, a little harder....

			 

			(The moon has lost her memory.

			A washed-out smallpox cracks her face,

			Her hand twists a paper rose,

			That smells of dust and eau de Cologne,

			She is alone

			With all the old nocturnal smells

			That cross and recross her brain...)

			 

			She thrilled to the words—their druggedness, lunacy. A bad sign—a sign that her own words were near...

			Lou. There was a potent thought—one that could distract her mind from this path it was on, that she didn’t want it to be on. Lou. Damn him.

			Her anger rose—almost choking her, blinding her (an escape, however momentary, from both Eros and the muse)...The stupid way he’d approached her—again, on the porch, after the meal—only this time it had been later in the evening, and she’d been seeking peace—almost succeeding—in black leaves in rich silver...That old, asinine, galling tack he sometimes took in such situations: we have to rise above our troubles, we’re adults, and there are more serious problems that we can best confront united...And what was the stupid, asinine, idiot “problem” that he’d raised? Alan and Treenie. That they (as if she weren’t already aware of this) were “too close,” spending too much time together, in the water together—as if that were a problem: two people having love and affection for each other, “too much” of everything that was good...

			 

			It was always only this:

			A dead lake

			One cracked moon crawling over Vermont

			 

			Bad words—words she didn’t want, or need. “A dead lake” was itself dead. “Cracked moon” wasn’t even hers—it was from the other, the other one’s poem. (“Crawling over Vermont,” though, was something—even if it sounded like “Moonlight in Vermont”...)

			Stop. Leave me alone.

			To return her to life—was that the idea?

			What life?

			For years now she’d been living in a shadowland, removed from life though not quite death—veering sometimes, if anything, toward death; feeling that, if the right moment came, she could easily step over into it...that there was no hurry, but she would be ready for it, if the moment came....

			I don’t want to return to life. I have no life to return to. There’s no Steve—a daydream, a fantasy. A married man, with kids—who knew how many by now?...living somewhere, oblivious to her. This—this problem, this...hunger...she could take care of it. She could do it with Lou, if she had to, or by herself. She could do it behind a locked door. She could do it as many times as she needed to quench, numb, drown, deaden it...

			Leave me alone. I don’t want words to come to me. For what?—so I can craft, shape, hone them—for whom? the void? ...So they could suffer a fate like her first book—which, after making a “splash”—exactly two good reviews in “name” periodicals; a tremor, a rumor, among the cloistered literati—had sunk utterly out of sight? Yes, a “splash”—the splash of a stone hitting the water before it sank to the bottom. 

			She is alone...

			She stood there, her arms crossed as if it were cold—even though it wasn’t cold at all, the air sweetly soft like liquid....

			The moon had risen high enough that it could see itself in the lake. The one in the lake was just as inchoate, insubstantial, as the one in the sky: they could gain nothing by gazing at each other.

			I thought it was great.

			Treenie.

			Treenie said: I thought it was great.

			No. Not great. It’s dead. It’s sunk in the mud at the bottom of the lake.

			Treenie also said: I liked the ones about grandpa best.

			She smiled. Yes Treenie, so now you know? You know about grandpa and that night? 

			She kept smiling. Those were my favorites, too....

		

	
		
			
Chapter 13

			Ross sat back on the seat, eyes closed, shirt still open, breathing deeply and slowly. Beside him Jodie was making the fast, fastidious motions of wiping the stuff off her hand with tissues from the glove compartment, tossing the tissues out on the grass.

			She came over and lay her head on his chest. He held her, letting his fingers rest in the curve of her flank, skimming the soft flesh there.

			They were in a little turnoff from the road to Baynes Crossing, where kids from the area sometimes came in cars at night. Tonight they were the only ones here. Sometimes the police came, to check the cars for booze or drugs or just give the kids a hard time; but Jodie was pretty good at mollifying them if they did.

			He rested his head back, eyes closed. The windows were open on the cool night. The crickets sounded from the woods. He could have felt so happy now—so perfect...if.

			If.

			He ran his hand gently over Jodie—trying, actually, to smooth out, calm, his own mind. He felt her clinging to him. She was a small but voluptuous girl with a big mane of frizzy black hair. He’d met her in the drugstore in town, a day or two after arriving here for the summer. He’d seen her behind the cash register, and been pretty sure she’d say yes if he asked her out. He was usually right about those things—he had a good instinct. He knew he wasn’t handsome, but virile-looking in a way that, combined with his nonchalant manner, girls of a certain type—the type with the still, wondering look in their eyes, which Jodie had had—were very drawn by. 

			She raised her head, looked at him and said, “What’s wrong?”

			“I don’t know. What’s wrong?”

			She lowered her head to his chest again; nestled her hand where his ribs were. Above her, Ross stared somberly forward. 

			He was feeling...that he didn’t want to be anywhere, now, in the world, but here, with Jodie. He couldn’t imagine being—wanting to be—anywhere else. He tried to think of Marcie, but felt nothing—could barely remember what she looked like. It was, of course, a good feeling—a soft, beautiful one, this feeling of wanting to be with Jodie; but he hadn’t asked for it. He’d thought she’d just be a girl for some fun in the summer—just that, and no more.

			He’d known, of course, this past week or so, that it was changing—turning into something deeper. He’d be just spending his time during the day—up in his room, or down at the lake; and he’d turn around—and there she was, her face, her sweet way of looking at him. It hadn’t helped, of course, when they’d gone to Jodie’s friend Diane’s house last Saturday night—with Diane’s parents up in Montreal for the weekend, and Diane smilingly leaving just as they arrived. But he hadn’t thought about it, what was happening—he hadn’t let it trouble him. He was having a perfectly nice, enjoyable summer—he didn’t see any need to spoil it by thinking about things. He just assumed things would work themselves out.

			Until.

			Until she—his weird, crazy sister—had to start pestering him with that stuff...

			He said—feeling a little bad about his gruffness to Jodie before—“I guess I’ve just been thinking.”

			She became still, alert. “What have you been thinking about?”

			“Well...” he sighed. “There’s not really that much of the summer left.”

			“No...When do you go back?”

			“Twentieth of August. That’s three weeks from now.”

			“Three weeks...it seems like such a long time...for you and me to be together. But it’s not, really.”

			“No. It’s not.”

			He sat silent; she slowly, pensively disengaged from him, sat back on the seat again.

			He said, “I’m thinking...about what that’s going to be like.”

			She felt the floor beneath her for her bra; found it, lifted it slowly.

			“I think about that too...But Ross—it’s Friday, we’re having such a nice time. Do we have to now?”

			“When else will we?”

			“I don’t know.” She slowly got into her bra.

			“Jodie—” he rubbed his forehead—“uh...when we first started going out together, I admit I saw it as something casual...just, you know, that we’d have a nice time, you know...just...that.”

			She’d become very still.

			“But...uh...what can I say, kid, I feel like, uh...well, I feel like I got to care about you a lot.”

			She sat motionless.

			“Like I got to care about you a lot,” he said, as if reviewing this to himself.

			He said, “So, I’m thinking—I mean, I don’t want to spoil our night here or anything—but, like, I don’t know, I can’t help thinking, like, what it’s going to be like, you know...when I go back.”

			“You mean—going out with other people?”

			He sighed. “Not necessarily, I mean—yeah, well...I mean, that’s part of it.”

			After a few moments, she said, “You want to, right?”

			“What?”

			“Go out with other people.”

			“Not necessarily, I mean...it depends on what you want.”

			“What I want?” she said. 

			“Yeah, I mean—”

			“But that just shows what you want.”

			“Huh—why?”

			“If it depends on what I want—then as far as you’re concerned, we should go out with other people.”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“Then why did you ask me what I want?”

			“Because I want to know.”

			“You want to know what I want?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I want us to be faithful to each other.”

			They were quiet for some time. She felt for her shirt on the floor; lifted it up. 

			She said, “Unless, like—at Diane’s house—that didn’t mean anything to you.”

			“It meant a lot to me.”

			“But not that much.”

			“Of course it did—”

			“Why don’t you just take me home.”

			“Jodie—Jesus...”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 14

			Lou sat reading on the porch. Above, a couple of moths swarmed obsessively around the light bulb. Lou was smoking unconsciously, the smoke drifting up in vague wisps.

			Lou only half glanced up as the door pushed open; Treenie walked slowly out on the porch.

			Treenie went and stood by the table; she absently ran one finger along its top.

			She said, “Do you know where mom is?”

			Lou looked up; down at his book; up again.

			He said, “She went for a walk.”

			“A walk?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Where?”

			“Probably down to the lake.”

			Treenie, standing by the table, had turned only her head toward him, but kept her gaze on the floor; now she looked back down at the table, as if it held some message.

			Lou, who was sitting with one leg folded over, looked down uncomfortably at his page; burrowed down further in the chair, resumed reading.

			“Is she all right?” Treenie said.

			Lou looked up—a single brusque motion. Treenie was watching her finger trace something on the table.

			“Of course she’s all right,” Lou said. “Why shouldn’t she be all right?”

			“Well, I don’t know, dad...Sometimes I worry about mom.”

			Lou scowled. “She’s fine,” he said. “She said she was going out for a walk.”

			He looked back down at his book; Treenie shoved hair backward, turned and faced him.

			The moths hummed around the bulb.

			She said, “You know—dad.”

			He looked up at her again—this time in an almost businesslike way, weary but forbearing.

			“You know—I don’t think it’s too great around here.” 

			He sighed; closed his book, set it on a wicker stand beside him; sat back and regarded her.

			“One gets that impression.”

			She gave him a blue, pensive look.

			He said, “Next year you’ll be eighteen, you won’t have to come up here and suffer like this if you don’t want to.”

			Treenie said, “I don’t mean that.”

			He squinted and puffed. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean—” her breath caught.

			Lou’s face showed the faintest alarm, on-guardness; his right hand lay still, holding the smoke-trailing cigarette.

			“I mean,” she said, “that if you and mom—...If you and mom stayed together for our sake—for Ross, my, and Alan’s sake—I think that’s pretty stupid.”

			Lou responded to this by sitting still a few seconds; then crushing out his cigarette in an ashtray on the wicker stand.

			He looked at her. “How do you know that’s what we did?”

			She said—hardly moving her lips—“I just have a feeling.”

			He considered this gravely.

			“You know, Treenie, you have a lot of accusations to make against other people.”

			“You’re not answering me.”

			“You didn’t ask a question.”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“No, you didn’t. You made a statement.”

			“All right.” She flicked hair back. “Did you and mom—stay together—just for our sake. There, that’s a question.”

			Lou mulled a few moments.

			“To an extent, yes. Though it’s very hard to talk about motives—it’s not simple.”

			“Since the answer’s yes, I just want to say that it’s a real drag living with the two of you, and you weren’t doing me any favor.”

			Lou seemed to ponder this equably.

			“Do your brothers feel that way?”

			“My brothers...One of my brothers is a big, dumb clod who doesn’t feel anything about anything. The other one...is an escapist who just reads and keeps his head in the clouds so he won’t have to know about all this garbage.”

			“So they don’t feel that way.”

			“I don’t really know how they feel. If you want to know, ask them. I’m talking about the way I feel now.”

			“The way you feel.”

			“That’s right.”

			“I guess you feel you’d rather have lived with one of us alone.”

			She looked at him with her mouth firmly set.

			“Yes, I would rather have.”

			She said, “Even if it was mom.”

			She looked at him some more, then said, “In fact I would have preferred that.”

			In the silence, he took out and lit a cigarette.

			He said, “To each his own.”

			She seemed on the verge of something, her lip trembling; abruptly she turned and went and stood by the screen, looking out at the night.

			There was a silence, in which Lou smoked. He didn’t make a move toward his book.

			Treenie said, “How long did you say mom’s been out?”

			“I didn’t say, but...an hour or so.”

			“An hour or so?”

			She turned and looked at him with a strange, steely expression.

			“An hour or so?”

			Lou sat back and puffed; he looked defensive, vulnerable. “What’s the big deal?”

			“What’s the big deal.”

			She said, “She’s been out there an hour—and you just...”

			Treenie stalked off—but not out the front porch door; she recrossed the porch, went in through the door to the kitchen. 

			 

			***

			 

			In there, she stood silent.

			She didn’t expect to hear anything from out there—from the porch. But she wanted to be sure.

			There was nothing.

			She went as quietly as she could—once a floorboard groaned loudly—down the short hallway to her parents’ bedroom.

			The door was ajar; a light on.

			Pushing the door so she could pass, it creaked; she glanced over her shoulder, but it was perfunctory, derisory.

			In the room, her eyes fell on the night-table beside the bed, on her mother’s side. It was the lamp over the bed that was on; the night-table was shadowy, vague.

			Treenie approached, rounding the foot of the bed; she peered.

			It was there—the container.

			It was full.

			It’s full—she’s all right. Nothing can have happened.

			She stood there—found herself unable to move.

			She looked at her parents’ bed—the headboard, the two pillows.

			She sobbed sharply; clutched her face and sank down on the bed.

			“Oh, God,” she whispered after forcing it to stop.

			She looked warily at the door; dabbed vainly, bitterly at her eyes.

			In the little bathroom off the room, she pressed the light switch minutely, as if this might make a noise; she peered morosely at her face in the mirror, wiped and dabbed at her face with tissues.

			She stopped and peered again.

			It looked all right—maybe like she was a little strung out. Were her eyelids puffy?—they were, but just a little; who would notice, in the nighttime darkness? Anyway, who looked at her?

			Going to switch off the light, she stopped; she returned her gaze, slowly, to the mirror.

			Beautiful...

			A beautiful face...

			Three sensitive, beautiful people in the family: mom, me, Alan.

			But Alan...is too calm. He can’t understand mom.

			Only I can—she has only me.

			Mom needs me. 

			 

			***

			 

			Going out through the porch again, he didn’t glance up at her—or only for a split second; she didn’t look at him.

			She could already see, over the trees, the stars; but when she came out to the plank steps, the night opened over her, huge and breathtaking. She went soundless down the steps. She loved the feeling of being absorbed into the night. She almost jumped when she realized that someone was coming up the steps toward her.

			They both stopped.

			Treenie peered. “Hi.”

			“Hi.”

			After some moments, it was her mother who went up another step or two, stopped almost level with—slightly below—her.

			Treenie said, “Where were you?”

			“...What?”

			“Where were you?”

			“Oh...” she glanced vaguely behind her. “Down...down there.”

			“Everything O.K.?”

			“Yes—fine.”

			Treenie peered, but she couldn’t see her well.

			“Mom...I—I just...”

			Her mother stayed still, watching her.

			“I just want to say—um...like, if you need someone...if you feel like you need someone to talk to...uh—like if something’s wrong...you can talk to me. You know? I don’t mind.”

			Her mother seemed like she wouldn’t answer; then said, “Thanks, Treenie.”

			“It’s O.K.”

			“Thanks, Treenie.”

			They stood there.

			“I have—” her mother gestured vaguely—“to go...”

			“I have—”

			She started up the step; paused.

			“Bye.”

			“Bye.”

			 

			She rolled her jeans up to her knees; then waded out through the warm water. When she came to the rock, she circled around it—to its farther side; sat there, where she’d sat this morning.

			She put her face into her hands and cried into them. Not like before; but softly and steadily.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 15

			When Hettie saw the light coming from the porch, she maintained a hope that someone had just left it on—that there was no one sitting there. Then she saw that Lou was there.

			She entered the porch; she wanted to walk through without saying anything.

			Lou said, “Where were you?” and she stopped.

			“Down at the lake,” she said without turning to him.

			“You all right?”

			“Yes. Of course I’m all right.”

			She started to go again; then he said, “Did you see Treenie?”

			“Yes—just now, on the...”

			“She was looking for you.”

			Now she turned—partially—toward him. “Looking for me?...Why was she looking for me?”

			“I don’t know. You’d have to ask her.”

			She saw him consider her—her face, her body.

			She went again toward the door; he didn’t stop her.

			 

			It was dark in the kitchen. She went and stood by the telephone, on the wall by the freezer. She put her hand on it.

			Damn...

			If he could just have been in the bedroom. Then she could have taken the receiver out to the porch—if he heard anything, and asked, she could have said it was...Rosalynn, her therapist.

			No, he had to be out there, able to hear everything.

			It’s good that he’s out there.

			It’s a crazy idea anyway.

			She kept her hand—shaky, sweaty—on the phone.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 16

			Alan lay with his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

			He hadn’t resumed reading—though he’d intended to.

			He’d thought—after she left the room—that he’d just need a few minutes to sort of shake off the conversation, get his concentration back. That was usually how it was for him after conversations. He’d even reopened the book, found his place and wedged his finger there, in anticipation.

			But that had been a while ago—a half hour; and he wasn’t even touching the book anymore....

			He’d thought, after she went out of the room: what a pleasant, fitting ending to this long day, a day of decisions and changes. That she’d behaved toward him—exactly as he would have wanted her to behave toward him: as a sister, a friend, someone to talk with; but without teasing and embarrassing him. He felt honored, too, that she seemed to regard him as so worth confiding in—honored, and a little puzzled, since it hadn’t seemed to him that he’d had much to say in reply to her outpourings. But this, in any case—the situation with his sister—seemed squared away. He could move on, now—move on to real possibilities...maybe the Caulfield girl; but if not her—if there really was no way to establish contact, strike something up—then, in September, which was really just around the corner now, he’d have all those other possibilities, all those girls in his class....

			Those were his thoughts: going on a smooth track toward the resumption of his reading; except that they hadn’t got there.

			Or rather, they had—and if he’d had only thoughts in his mind, he’d have been fine.

			But there was also an image.

			Her laughing face; her bright hair...

			So he had continued lying there, eyes cast toward the ceiling.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 17

			She heard him come in; the light went on, and she felt him see that she had been lying there, clothed, though the light had been off: twisted, half on her front half on her side, facing the wall.

			She felt him lie down on his back beside her.

			He said, “Had a talk with Treenie before.”

			She said nothing.

			“She seems to wish we’d broken up.”

			Hettie mumbled something.

			“What?”

			“She said that to me before, too.”

			They lay there. Outside it was night.

			“She says she’d rather have gone with you. If we’d broken up.”

			She moved her head toward him.

			“With me?”

			“That’s right.”

			“What is she, crazy?”

			“That’s what I thought. But I didn’t say it.”

			She moved her head back down.

			She heard him get up on his elbow.

			She felt his hand on her arm.

			“Lou.”

			His hand stopped.

			“Not now, O.K.?”

			He lay on his back again.

			He got up on both elbows.

			“Sorry. Very sorry I disturbed you.”

			He rose brusquely from the bed. She heard him enter the bathroom.

			She lay there.

			Why didn’t you just let him...

			She heard a steady hiss—the water—the shower.

			He was taking a shower.

			She got up—slow, wary—on one elbow.

			 

			“Hello. Could I have the number for information for the Boston area?...Thank you.

			“Hello. I’d like the number for Steven Benedict...Steven—Benedict...I think it’s Bayberry Drive, but I’m not sure. It might have changed...That’s probably it...Thank you.”

			She stood in the dark kitchen.

			Her hands were trembling, sweaty; her gut cold.

			She breathed deep—once, twice.

			No reason to be so anxious—she was just making a phone call. A phone call. A friendly phone call.

			The shower was still on.

			You are calling Rosalynn. You were feeling low, so you called Rosalynn.

			She dialed in the almost-dark—in the light from the moon, outside. She hadn’t needed a pen and paper. The number—the voice of the operator—stayed in her mind.

			It was buzzing. It wasn’t too late. She could still turn back.

			“Hello,” said a woman’s voice—bouncy, cheerful.

			“Hello—”

			“Hello. Who’s this?”

			“Hello. Could I speak to Steve, please?”

			“Just a minute.”

			Voices...

			“Hello?”

			“Hello—Steve?”

			“Yes—who’s this?”

			“It’s Hettie.”

			“Who?—I’m sorry, I can’t hear you. Who’s this, now?”

			“Hettie.”

			“Who?”

			“Heather.”

			“Heather—Heather...Oh, boy. Heather.”

			“I’m sorry—”

			“What?”

			“I’m sorry—”

			“What? Listen, Heather, I can’t hear you too well. It’s kind of late, but that’s O.K. We’ve got some people here. Listen, I want to go upstairs, O.K.? Then I’ll be able to hear you better, O.K.? It’ll just take a minute. So just, uh, hang on, O.K.?”

			“O.K.”

			She stood again in the darkness—the phone in her clammy hand....

			The water had stopped—from the shower....

			She made her way, carrying the receiver, to the porch. 

			She closed the door, tortuously, on the cord.

			She turned and faced the porch.

			She saw the night, the stars....

			She glanced warily toward the bedroom.

			Rosalynn...

			The voice was talking in the receiver. Voice. Talking.

			She clutched it to her ear.

			“Wh-what?”

			“What?—hello?”

			“Hi—Steve?”

			“Yeah. Just a minute, Heather...Nancy!...Nancy!...Will you hang up down there?...Will you—...Heather. Wow, this is—this is something.”

			“Yeah, I...”

			“Where are you?”

			“Where am I?”

			“Yeah. Where you calling from?”

			“Oh...that’s a long story.”

			“What. You in jail?”

			“No—” she laughed. “No, I’m—at this damn cottage. On Lake Dumont.”

			“Lake Dumont. Oh yes, I know it...What are you doing there?”

			“Well, I’m—here, with the hubby and kids, I guess.”

			“Same hubby?”

			“Oh yes...same kids, too.”

			“That makes sense.”

			“Yes. It does.”

			“Heather. Wow, it’s been so long.”

			“Yeah, I—”

			“You writing?—”

			“What?”

			“What?”

			“Go ahead.”

			“You been writing much?”

			“Oh...No, I haven’t. Not at all.”

			“Heather. Why not?”

			“Well—I stopped doing that.”

			“Stopped.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Why on earth did you stop?”

			“Well...I was discouraged.”

			“Heather. There was an opening with your book, and you didn’t take it. You needed to start arranging readings. You could have kept it current.”

			He said, “What?”

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“Yes...Listen, Heather. I can’t talk too much longer. I have all these people downstairs, and...”

			“Yes—I understand.”

			“What?”

			“I understand.”

			“Yeah. Heather, listen. Can I ask why you’re calling?”

			“Well...” she said. “I was thinking...I was wondering if maybe we could get together.”

			“Oh...Hm. What did you have in mind?”

			“I don’t know—maybe in Boston, maybe...halfway...”

			“Yeah. Well, Heather, I’m not too sure. I should tell you I’ve remarried.”

			“Oh—”

			“Yeah. As of six months ago.”

			“That’s—Nancy?—”

			“What?”

			“You said—Nancy?—”

			“Oh, yes, that’s my new belle, Nancy.”

			“That’s really nice.”

			“Yeah—well, Heather, it’s great. It’s been really great.”

			“That’s great.”

			“Yeah. So, in terms of you and me getting together. I don’t know, Heather. Let me be honest with you, O.K.? It might not be too comfortable for me now. I mean, in terms of having to explain who you are to Nancy...I don’t know.”

			She said nothing.

			“What I would really like is to find out how you’ve been doing, Heather. Just—how you’ve been doing. I’m not sure what we can...Well, how about this. You could call me at work during the week.”

			 “Oh—yes.”

			“I’m with Little, Brown now—I’m not with Bryson, West anymore. You could call me there. To tell the truth, Heather, it isn’t too comfortable your calling me here, at an hour like this. But during the week—you could just call Little, Brown and ask for me.”

			“Oh—yes.”

			“What?”

			“Yes—I’ll do that.”

			“Good. Fine. So, Heather—”

			They were both silent.

			“It’s been really nice hearing your voice again.”

			“Yes—”

			“It’s good to be in touch.”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. For now, I’ve really got to run. It’s nice hearing from you. And Heather.”

			“Yes—”

			“You should really be writing.”

			“Oh—”

			“Yes, you should. So—take care.”

			“Bye.”

			 

			***

			 

			She stood for a long time, face pressing the screen, clutching a beam above her.

			The lake...the soft darkness of the lake...

			All she would have wanted...

			But Treenie might be there...

			Damn.

			After a little more time, her mouth curved into a strange smile.

			Yes, daddy, I’m ready...Yes I’d like to go for a walk now...

		

	
		
			
Chapter 18

			She would have liked to stay there all night. It was, she was sure, past midnight already—totally silent, the lights off in most of the cottages; the moon almost straight overhead, the lake around her a phosphorescent glimmer...She could have surprised Alan when he came down in the morning: the look on his face when he saw her there on the rock....

			She got up; the water made a little sound. Her toes sank deeper in hard mud, it oozed up between them. She looked around—still wanting to stay there, stay motionless. She sighed—both resolute and regretful. Light glimmered on the water.

			 

			***

			 

			As black and still in the house as if it were long abandoned. Why were they like this, these people? Why not leave even a single light on? Why did they think that, once they had turned in for the night, the world ceased to exist?

			She took, before going up the stairs, her sandals off, to be extra quiet. The touch of the cool wood made her toes curl. How she hated this old, creaky, dingy place.

			 

			In the bathroom, she did what she could about her drawn, puffy eyes—which didn’t seem to be much. But then she decided it didn’t look so bad—dull and sullen, almost like a female Jim Morrison.

			Then she considered her clothes.

			Why had she chosen them—her loosest shirt, her baggiest jeans?

			Because of Alan. Because I didn’t want him to be even a touch uneasy, uncomfortable.

			But why had she wanted to avoid that? 

			Because—he was verging—on getting angry with me, fed up, rebelling. So I had to reassure him—pacify him—make him docile again.

			What’s wrong with me?

			In her room, she easily picked—it seemed the obvious choice—her yellow blouse. At first glance it was nothing notable—but once the light hit it, they all gawked; they could see it all. Also there was the option of tying it, in front, above her waist—she’d see about that when she got there.

			She let drop, to the floor, the jeans that were loose, baggy; pulled on, strenuously, jeans that were tighter than her skin...frayed at the bottom, which looked great over the sandals.

			One more look in the mirror over her dresser.

			Dull, sullen...sultry redhead...look at that face. Wasn’t that one hell of a cool, mesmerizing face.

			 

			***

			 

			Up on the road, the first car that zoomed by was in the wrong direction—north, toward Lake Placid, Massena, Canada...Why didn’t she catch something in that direction? Up in Canada there were communes—with American kids, fleeing the war and corruption. She could start a totally new life—totally leave this behind her. After a few days she could call them, let them know she was all right, so they wouldn’t suffer unduly. She could start a new, pure, and beautiful life. Why didn’t she do it—now, when she had her chance, when it was so easy?

			Because I must really be, at heart, just a straight, conventional person. Because, much as I hate it, I’m all tied up with this fucking family. Because whatever it is, this struggle I’m in—whatever it is I’m trying to break through, smash to pieces—I can’t just turn my back on it, fly away. Because freedom for me is just a dream—something in me is already wrecked, corrupted, doesn’t know how to take it when it’s laid out shining before me.

			She stood beside the road, across from the opening of the dirt driveway that led down to the summer house. Woods towered over her; over them, a mountain—it had a name, Crow Mountain or something like that. She’d seen it, crossing the road—looming up, blacker than black, a few stars over it.

			This was crazy. There were no more cars coming. She should just go back inside, forget about this.

			Those were just woods, next to her. Why did she feel like there were murderers in them? That was how they’d polluted—already—her mind. You see things that are totally pure, peaceful—trees, mountains, night sky—and what do you think of? Murderers. No trust. All hate, fear.

			A car was coming—from the other direction, the north. At first she could only hear it, since the road up there was full of bends; then started seeing its cloudy beam at intervals. Then suddenly it was just ahead; she squinched up her eyes, put her thumb out, it roared past and it was dark again. But it was stopping, now—up ahead.

			She dashed up—went around to the driver’s side.

			“Good evening.”

			“Evening.”

			“I’m just going down to Bayne.”

			“Hop right in.”

			 

			“Can I ask why you’re going to Baynes Crossing at this time of night?”

			“Oh...just...hang around.”

			“It’s a dump, you know.”

			“I know.”

			She couldn’t make out much—a straight, shadowy presence, hands seeming to grasp the wheel delicately, toward the top.

			 “Whom do I have the pleasure?”

			“Pardon me?”

			“What’s your name?”

			“Treenie.”

			“What kind of name’s that?”

			“I don’t know, it’s...a name.”

			“Like Trini Lopez?”

			“No...It’s spelled differently.”

			“How’s it spelled?”

			“T-r-e-e-n-i-e.”

			“Well that’s...different.”

			He said, “My name’s Lee.”

			He said, “You’re not from around here, right?”

			“Nope.”

			“On vacation?”

			“Right.”

			He sighed. “I’m from around here.”

			He said, “Much to my sorrow.”

			“Why sorrow?”

			“Well...I went to school down at Wake Forest. Got an M.A. In geology...Came back up here. It was like...it called to me. Can you understand that?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And now...” He raised his hands; dropped them on the wheel. “It’s like...I’m stuck. There’s nothing doing up here.”

			He said, “You sure you want to go to Baynes Crossing? It’s just...a few drunks, this time of night.”

			“Yeah. I’m sure.”

			He cleared his throat. “I’ve got some nice hash we could smoke. At my place.”

			“That’s all right.”

			“Just...a little conversation. A little company. That would be fine.”

			“I’m sure. I’ve got friends I’m meeting.”

			They’d come, now, to the place in the road where views of the lake—between dense patches of pine sometimes with old, hulking houses—began opening up to the left: she saw it black and silent, shafts of moon—at intervals—in its depth.

			“Ever been up here in winter?”

			She stirred. “In winter? No.”

			“Gets real cold, you know.”

			She said nothing.

			“Thousands of deer starve, every winter. The herds eat up all the bark on the trees, till there’s none left. The weaker ones just...”

			He gestured with his hand.

			It’ll be over soon—just a few more minutes.

			“That’s how I feel, Treenie. Like the deer in winter.”

			Say something to him.

			“Have you thought of moving somewhere else?”

			He sighed. “You see, that’s just it. I’m like the deer. I feel like it’s my natural habitat.”

			He said, “I hate it, but I’m attached to it.”

			“Well, I can understand that.”

			“Sure you don’t want to smoke some of that hash with me?”

			“No, that’s all right.”

			They drove on in the dark. 

		

	
		
			
Chapter 19

			It became unbearable at about a quarter to one. He was breathing peacefully, had been for an hour or more. Still, she was careful: lowered it gently—the initial touch unbearable—to her hand; let it sink softly onto her hand, worked her hips—slowly, tremulously—like a little girl....

			It had seemed that it was gone. That there was nothing, now, nothing left: black stasis; the sense, as she got into bed, of being toward the far end—the gloomy end—of the shadowland...

			Wanting only void, nothing...yet feeling minutely, torturously alert to the night out there—its sounds, its being...

			It’s because you haven’t had a pill.

			I haven’t?

			No (said Rosalynn), not since yesterday. Your system is disrupted now. Take one—it will steady you.

			I don’t want to.

			No?

			No. Whatever this is that I’m in—I don’t want to just snuff, cancel it. 

			And as she lay there—sunk in Lethe, yet torturously alert—it started to come back. But not for him anymore (because he was banished, blackened, buried)—not for him...so that, having nothing, no one, to be for anymore, it was just itself—what it was when it was just itself....

			There was one fantasy—

			Yes—

			That I used to have—

			Do you still have it?

			What?

			Do you still have it?

			Yes I do—sometimes—

			When?

			What?

			When do you have it?

			When I’m with Lou—and he wants me to respond—and I have no response to him—none at all—

			Lay there, so still, that her mind went away...out through the walls, down, down to the lake. The moon shone into the lake. It filled the lake with its weak, misty light...but the lake stayed gloomy. The moon’s wan rays drifted and were lost in brooding depth....

			It’s on the farm—in Michigan—

			Yes—

			I’m lying—lying in the dirt, next to the barn—

			Yes—

			And my father’s there—and my two brothers—

			Where are they?

			Wh-what?

			Where are they? Where are they standing?

			Next to the barn—

			And what are they doing?

			Looking at me—

			Feeling the warm tremulous tautness in her hips, the tiny sweet touch, the wet on her hand, the warm soft burrowing...

			My pants are down—

			Yes—

			And I’m—pressing it...

			Yes—

			Back and forth—

			Yes—

			And they’re—

			What are they doing?

			They’re—they’re laughing—

			Who’s laughing?

			All of them—dad and—Mark and Cliff—

			Why?

			What?

			Why are they laughing?

			Because—of what I’m doing—

			A rumble starting, deep within her—seeping warm, now, onto her hand—the motion soft, dull, witless—

			Does something else happen?

			Something else?—

			In the fantasy—

			No—

			Nothing?

			Nothing—except—sometimes—

			Yes—

			Daddy turns—to the barn—

			Yes—

			But it never gets past this point—

			But if it did...

			If it did—daddy’s—getting something—

			Yes—

			What is he getting—

			He’s getting—the whip—

			The whip?

			Yes—

			How do you feel about that?

			About that?

			Yes—

			Good—

			You feel good?

			Yes—

			Why?

			Because—I want him to—

			Yes—

			To—

			Yes—

			To—

			Yes—

			Thunder rocking in her now...rocking...Because—Reeling in the abyss 

			...I’m dirt I’m garbage I’m trash...

		

	
		
			
Chapter 20

			Her shirt gleamed yellow when she passed under the light, and the louts hunched at the bar raked her with their eyes—every one of them, in his dull hoggish way, trying to see through the shadowy bra to her nipples. She realized then that she’d forgotten about tying the shirt in front, giving them her flat belly to drool over...oh well.

			Even though she’d never seen her before, she recognized instantly the bitch who was her brother’s girl friend. She knew, somehow, that that was Jodie. She—Jodie—was to the left facing her as she approached, with her frizzy black hair, her bare skinny arms on the table, her tits, in the red tank top, hovering over the table like a heavy red sack. Well, now she knew what her brother saw in the little bitch. She wished she, herself, had worn something tighter, since she could almost—not quite—match the little tramp.

			As she came up beside the booth, she saw her brother, too—bent, at that moment, with both hands clutching a beer mug and saying something, in keen jollity, to the girl; who, for her part, had noticed her, and kept glancing rapidly between Ross and herself.

			Then Ross, too, dumbly realized that someone was standing beside him; sat back, looked up, and gazed at her in open-mouthed befuddlement.

			“Treenie.”

			“Hiya.”

			“What are you doing here?”

			She shrugged. “It’s a free country, isn’t it?”

			He looked mutely at Jodie; back up at her.

			“How’d you get here?”

			“How? Oh...I hitched.”

			“Hitched?”

			“Yeah.”

			He looked again, in dull entreaty, at Jodie.

			“Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

			Again he looked up at her—slow, studied, glum.

			“Oh, uh...yeah. This is Jodie. Jodie, this is my sister Treenie.”

			“You’re Treenie?” said Jodie.

			“Nice to meet you,” Treenie said.

			“I was starting to think you guys were, like, a fantasy Ross made up. I didn’t think you were like, real anymore.”

			“Yeah, you can never be sure with Ross.”

			Ross shot her a look.

			“Hope you guys don’t mind if I pull up a chair. I don’t want to be, like, a fifth wheel or anything.”

			“No, go right ahead,” said Jodie.

			She backtracked a little to take a chair from a table. The guys at the bar kept leering at her. God, what a dive. 

			What am I doing here? Why didn’t I just stay home? What the hell is wrong with me?

			“I was just saying to Ross,” Jodie said as Treenie set her chair at the head of the table, between the two of them, and sat in it, “I can’t believe you guys are twins. I mean, he told me you didn’t look anything alike...but, God.” 

			Treenie said—eyeing Ross, who was sitting with his chin cupped in his hands—“I don’t know, maybe we got switched around in the nursery or something. Huh, what do you think, Ross?”

			“I wouldn’t know.”

			“Actually—” swiveling her gaze to Jodie—“I look a little like my mother. Ross, though...he doesn’t look like anyone. I bet he’s the one who got switched.”

			“No,” Jodie simpered at Ross, “I don’t think so.”

			“Treenie,” said Ross, “can I ask you something?”

			“Sure.”

			“Why did you come down here tonight?”

			Treenie mused. “I don’t know. I was bored.”

			“Bored?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Do you know what time it is?”

			“Uh—not exactly.”

			“It’s quarter to two.”

			“Quarter to two?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So? Why can’t you get bored at quarter to two?”

			“Don’t you guys ever say anything nice to each other?” said Jodie.

			Treenie smiled at her. “Not too often. We’re a weird family. Aren’t we, Ross.”

			“Huh?”

			“Aren’t we a weird family?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Her eyes fell on Ross’s beer mug, which was almost empty, foam strewn on the sides.

			“So, Ross, you keeping the old beer down to a minimum?”

			He looked at her. “What’s that supposed to mean.”

			“Our father’s worried,” she said to Jodie, “that Ross might be overdoing it with the beer there. I mean, he’s trusting him with the family car and all. But Ross tells him...oh no, dad, nothing to worry about.”

			“Oh, he doesn’t drink that much,” said Jodie.

			“No?”

			“No—” glancing at Ross—“just a beer or two.”

			“So Ross, you’re real honest?”

			“Huh?”

			“You’re an honest guy, right? Count on Ross.”

			“Treenie...”

			“Hey, aren’t you guys under age?”

			Jodie said, “What?”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be eighteen to order booze? You’re not eighteen, are you, Jodie?”

			They both sat silent, confused.

			Ross muttered, “It’s all right...Her brother used to work here.”

			Treenie stared at him.

			“Yeah?”

			She grinned from Ross to Jodie.

			“Hey, I’m gonna order something then.” She regarded Jodie. “It’s all right, isn’t it?”

			Jodie shrugged. “Sure.”

			Treenie looked over her shoulder at a girl who was wiping tables nearby. Treenie called her over and ordered a milk kahlu’a.

			Treenie gave them a look of serene satisfaction.

			“So, Jodie, you live in Bayne?”

			“Yeah. Not right in it—outside it.”

			“Out in the country?”

			“Yeah.”

			“What’s it like living out here?”

			“Oh, it’s all right.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah...I’ve got some nice friends.”

			“Doesn’t get boring?”

			“No...not really. We keep busy.”

			The girl came back, set Treenie’s drink in front of her. She looked at Ross.

			“I get you another beer?”

			“No, that’s O.K...maybe later.”

			“How about you?” she said to Jodie. “I get you anything?”

			“No, that’s O.K.”

			She nodded, walked off agreeably.

			Treenie sipped delicately from a straw. Ross and Jodie regarded each other across the table.

			“So,” Treenie said, licking her lips, “Ross tell you about his wild life in Syracuse?”

			Jodie, uncertain, looked from Treenie to Ross and back again. “Yeah.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah...drinking with the guys.”

			“With the guys? What about with the girls?” 

			Treenie smiled paternally at her.

			“It’s all sort of big groups, you know, where everybody’s friends with everybody. We all know each other for years.”

			“Oh, yeah, we have that too,” said Jodie.

			“Of course sometimes a guy and a girl pair up.”

			“Oh, yeah, sometimes.”

			“Right, Ross?”

			Ross stared dully at her.

			“Like Ross and Cindy Stafford. Did Ross tell you about Cindy?”

			Jodie glanced at Ross.

			“Treenie—” said Ross.

			“They’re just friends,” Treenie said quickly. “You know, they spend a lot of time together, but...” 

			 “Jodie, we’re friends,” said Ross. “Cindy and I are just friends.”

			Treenie looked at him. “I said you were friends.” She looked at Jodie. “I don’t know what’s the matter with him, he’s, like, nervous or something.”

			“We have that,” said Jodie, her gaze fluttering toward Ross, “guys and girls who are just friends.”

			“Oh, it happens a lot.”

			“A lot.”

			Treenie sipped again from the straw, eyes cast meditatively forward.

			“Then,” she said, delicately relinquishing the straw, “there’s Liz Carmody.”

			She looked brightly at Jodie.

			“Ross and Liz are really good friends. I know that’s all they are—Liz is my friend, too.”

			Jodie stared mutely at Treenie.

			“Course I bet it’s hard for Ross. Liz is really good-looking. God, those miniskirts she wears.”

			“Treenie,” Ross said, banging on the table.

			Treenie looked, as if startled, at Ross.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Treenie, why don’t you mind your own business.”

			Treenie turned a taken-aback look on Jodie.

			“I say something wrong?”

			She stared in bewildered innocence.

			“I was just talking about girls that Ross is friends with. You don’t mind that, do you, Jodie? You don’t expect him not even to be friends with girls, do you?”

			“No,” said Jodie.

			“You probably have guys that you’re just friends with, don’t you?”

			“Yeah,” said Jodie.

			 “I don’t know what the big deal is, Ross.” She gazed at Ross. “I didn’t say anything about Marcie, did I?”

			“Treenie, shut up or I’ll smack you.”

			“Whoa-hoa!” said Treenie. “Violent. You hear that, Jodie? Bet you didn’t know he’s violent.”

			“Who’s Marcie?” said Jodie.

			“Well, Ross?” said Treenie. “Why don’t you tell her?”

			“Jodie, don’t listen to her,” said Ross. “She’s just a blabbermouth who mixes into other people’s business.”

			“I want to know who Marcie is,” said Jodie.

			They stared at each other.

			“Marcie’s his girl friend,” said Treenie.

			Ross—gripping the curls—sunk his head in his hand.

			“Is that true, Ross?” said Jodie.

			Ross—his harried face emerging—said, “Jodie, I was trying to tell you about it before. In the car. I was going to tell you about it.”

			“Before? In the car?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You were going to tell me about it?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Isn’t that a little late?”

			“Jesus,” said Ross.

			“Have you slept with her, Ross?”

			“What?”

			“I said have you slept with her.”

			Ross stared at her.

			“You’re not answering, so I’ll assume the answer’s yes.” 

			Jodie started preparing to go.

			“Jodie—wait—” said Ross.

			“Treenie,” said Jodie, “can I ask you something?”

			“Sure.”

			“Why did you want me to know about this?”

			Treenie looked levelly at her.

			She said, “Because I hate liars.”

			She said, “Because I don’t want women to get screwed anymore.”

			As Jodie got up, Ross rose in tandem.

			“Jodie, wait. Let’s go someplace where just you and I can talk.”

			“Leave me alone, Ross.”

			“Jodie—you don’t know what I was going to say to you before—I was going to—”

			“Forget it, Ross.”

			“Jodie—”

			He squeezed out of the booth, grim pursuit on his face.

			He took a couple of steps; but she was already gone, down the aisle, out the door.

			He turned; came back and stood over her.

			For a moment she thought he was going to grab her hair; he banged his fist on the table.

			“You’re violent,” she said.

			“You’re damn right I’m violent.”

			“I’m getting out of here.”

			She started getting up; people over at the bar were looking now.

			“Don’t know who the hell you think you are,” he said.

			She stopped and looked at him.

			“Who the hell—who you think—” he couldn’t continue.

			She walked out of the place, staring straight ahead, feeling stillness around her.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 21

			Of all those nights, that was the only one that he wasn’t—he wasn’t—It’s a good memory? Yes. It was after midnight—I don’t know when exactly. It was one of those clear ice-cold January nights with the stars, the stars glittering on the snow. I heard him come in—late. I heard him clomp around the kitchen.

			There wasn’t, despite the hour, even a touch of cool in the air. But the night, now—this deep, pure night, with no one about—was clear and perfect: motionless. The stars had come into their own: impassively blazing. The moon—behind her now, over her shoulder, starting its descent toward New York mountains it would melt into at dawn—cast, into the lake, a pillar of white fire, still and shimmering.

			I knew—I don’t know how I knew, because he’d never done it before—I knew he was going to come into my room. When he came in I was lying very still under the quilt, like I was asleep—but I was very awake. His booze smell filled the whole room. He came and stood by the bed, like he was considering, trying to decide. Just stood like that. I lay like—like I was frozen—my thoughts, my mind. Then he said it—very softly: Hettie...

			You see—nothing I do makes any difference (she’d said, before, to Rosalynn, when she was still in her bed).

			You’ve had a long, trying day.

			No—it’ll always be like this. 

			Hettie—you need rest—don’t try to think now.

			The moon had started to come in the window, making wan shadows in the room. Her hand was wet—sticky. All she had to do was get up, go and wash it; but she couldn’t. She was wide awake. It was as if what she’d done before—it, that—had been a last clearing away of cobwebs, of impurities, a last clearing of the path to total minute sentience.

			It took a while before she realized that the silver sawing in her brain was—crickets—crickets that were outside. The moon—whose white face beamed in now, dimly suffusing the room—the moon, too, was outside. And the lake—down there, with no one there now, no one at all—was outside. It was when she thought about what was outside—a huge, silent, majestic world that took no cognizance of her, in which she didn’t count—that she smiled.

			I sat up—sharply, too sharply—I felt like I’d given myself away—my act that I was sleeping. He said: Do you want to go for a walk? He was standing there—hulking; with his booze breath. I said—my voice was shaky; I was sitting up against the headboard; I had on a flannel nightgown, with a little tie at the neck—I said: Where? Again he got quiet—like he had to consider this a long time. Then he said: Outside. He said: It’s nice out—it’s a nice night. I said: O.K. He said: Just for a walk. I said: O.K.

			The mountain night had a great brooding presence, a great insouciant peace. The moon shed a pallor, a hush; the lake might have been a phantasm, nonexistent, or the rim of an endless sea. Only sometimes, from the deep woods along the shore, a night sound; or something, faintly, moved on the water.

			I was still shaky, scared, shy. It was lovely out, cold and glittering. I only wore, over my nightgown, my robe, and my coat over that. I was shivering—teeth chattering—I don’t know if he knew, but...he had his arm around me...or maybe it was to steady himself. We walked like that, in a crystal void...That’s what I called it, in my poem about it.

			Steve was my secret friend—for years.

			Yes.

			He was—a secret I clung to—a hope—that someday, sometime, I’d call him—

			Yes.

			So now, this is my friend.

			No, Hettie. It’s your friend—if you take just one.

			I can’t take one. If I take one, I’ll—

			Then maybe you should call me.

			Call you?

			Yes—you can go back up—and call, on the porch. Like you did before.

			But—so late—

			Didn’t I say that if ever you were in a crisis, you could call me anytime?

			But I’m not in a crisis.

			You are in a crisis.

			No, I’m not. For once I feel some happiness—some peace—so why do you say I’m in a crisis?

			We came to the pond—the ice pond—I saw it spreading, luminous, before us. I knew we were going to walk out on it—and I wasn’t scared, even though normally I was. Even though it was known to be totally safe, frozen solid—my brothers would monkey around on it all winter—I always felt—like it might break, like I might fall...But now I didn’t feel that. My memories, at this point, get very vivid. The way our feet made a different, softer sound than they had crunching on the hard snow...the smell of the soft, powdery snow that was on the pond. I felt like the pond was endless and I wanted us to keep walking and walking....

			She stood, transfixed, gazing out at the black lake. She hadn’t put her hand in the water yet, but she knew how it would feel: soft, temperatureless, lovely. Words, even now, were stirring in her, like submerged, circling fish. She wanted to keep them down there; yet there, now—all she could do was watch—they were rising to the surface: He leads me beside the still waters....

			She smiled.

			He leads me beside the still waters....

			He led me to a place that was far from shore—it really was, and now, at night, when you couldn’t see well, it was even more so...It was so quiet—it was like a different dimension—like he’d taken me to a totally different place—just the stars burning down and the snow bluish-bright around us—

			She stood like that, transfixed, abstracted, for so long that when she did remember the container in her hand, it came back to her like a sweet surprise, and she moved quickly to open it. The cap turned light and fine in its groove, and then, just like that, fell out into her palm.

			It was like I had no will. You have to understand—Yes—that it was the only time—of all the times that he came back, late, like that—that he wasn’t—crazy, terrible...So when I felt his fingers in my hair—smoothing down my hair—Yes—it was like I couldn’t—I had no—

			She knew then that it was the same dimensionless place—out there on the lake—as on the ice pond, under the January stars, long ago in Michigan. She knew that, once arrived in that place, she had never left it; never had a desire or need to go anywhere else. Far, far out on the shimmery surface...

		

	
		
			
Chapter 22

			The strangeness of the place—its blackness, muteness, emptiness, alienness to her—came upon her only gradually; at first it had been just a recourse, a refuge from the lostness and bewilderment she’d felt after leaving the bar. She had known, ever since they started vacationing here, about the park beach in Baynes Crossing, had wandered down here once or twice out of curiosity to see the clustered families, leering kids, prancing dogs; but she’d never taken any particular note of the place. Nor had she when—after finding herself, past two in the morning, standing on the dark street, stranded, nowhere—when, after that, she made her way down the long slope of the park, gloomy under trees, to a bench, sat in it and sunk her head in her hands. She observed, listened, while her mind kept running through the scene at the bar, up to the moment where she’d made her revelation—seeing that there was something about that event that her mind couldn’t get past, couldn’t absorb, but too numb and spent herself to try to understand what it was.

			And then a shift, a key change—and she looked up, and found herself alert to the place she was in: the gloom, the somberness of the trees, the utter, dead calm, the glint of moonlight (the bench was along a low wall overlooking the beach) on the lake up ahead. She glanced around once—saw the banked blackness of high, dense leaves.

			She sighed; sat forward, primly, like a little girl being attentive.

			I did that—what I did—for you. I know you don’t care—that you’ll probably never even know about it—but you see, I do things for you even if I know that you don’t know or care about them. Because you can show me in a thousand, thousand ways—a thousand, thousand things can happen—that show me—that you don’t—...but I won’t accept it. I’ll always keep trying.

			Then she heard—after hearing her mind run through that—only stillness.

			Nothing.

			This is how I end up, no matter what I do?

			Nothing.

			In that total stasis, she discerned, finally, the deeper shadow—man-shaped shadow—up ahead on the beach.

			Someone was sitting there.

			She felt something almost too subtle to be fear—a cool flush along her limbs.

			Her mind said: Just get up. Just walk away quietly.

			She didn’t move.

			“Treenie.”

			It was a statement—edged with inquiry.

			“Hi.”

			“Sorry I didn’t say anything. You seemed—preoccupied.”

			“That’s all right.”

			After a while, he said, “Mind if I join you?”

			“No.”

			“What?”

			“No—it’s fine.”

			She could see better now in the gloom—well enough to see that he got up with a slow, self-absorbed deliberateness; moved toward her like a shadow. He slipped light and catlike up the wall; came and stood—loomed—over her.

			“You O.K.?” he said.

			“Sure.”

			He waited another moment—in a fine ambivalence; then sat—down to her left, not too close.

			He said, after a while, “So. You see your friends?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So. Where are they now?”

			“They went in.”

			“But not you.”

			“Nope.”

			He sighed; sat forward with his hands clasped. She could see, in silhouette, the one feature she’d noticed as she was getting out of the car, in the lit street: the goatee. 

			“Yeah...why go in, when you’ve got—this.”

			He said, “Nice here, you know?”

			“Yeah, it is.”

			“I come down here a lot in summer...Never could sleep in summer.”

			“No?”

			“No...the night, you know, it’s too alive.”

			He waited; she said nothing.

			“Once I’m here...then I want to wait, you know, till it gets light...Gets really beautiful here, you know, the sunrise.”

			He said, “It’s just so pure and lovely, Treenie...lake’s sparkling...you think, you know, just three hundred years ago, there wasn’t anyone here but the Indians. Just this total—serene purity...all the time.”

			He said, “Anything serene and pure like that—gets destroyed.” He looked at her. “That’s the way of the world, Treenie.” He kept looking at her. “You’re still pretty young. I don’t know if you know that yet.”

			“I know.”

			They were quiet awhile.

			She said, “Lee, can you do me a favor?”

			He seemed to take this in, mull it.

			“What is it?”

			She said, “I have no way to get home. I...have no way to get home.”

			They sat quiet.

			He said, “Seems like I’ve been doing you a lot of favors.”

			He turned to her. “To tell the truth, I don’t know what you were doing hitchhiking by yourself there. After midnight.” He kept looking at her—intensely; she sat rigid. “I mean...I did you a favor by picking you up. Not that...not that it’s so risky around here. But...we’ve had a few incidents. A few years ago, we had some.”

			She said, “Thank you for picking me up.”

			He stared forward again—toward the lake, the moonlight on the water.

			He said, “So now you want me to take you back.”

			She said, “I’d appreciate it. I—I don’t know anyone around here.”

			He sighed—curtly; gazed down, brushed his knee with his hand.

			He said, “Suppose I do give you a ride back.”

			He said, “Would you do something for me?”

			She said, without moving, “What do you want me to do for you.”

			After a time, he said—in a voice as if he were trying to control it—“Would you let me kiss you?”

			She said, “I don’t know you, Lee.”

			He turned to her—his head still down, toward his knees.

			“I said kiss. I didn’t say anything else.”

			He said, “Just—your arm. Your upper arm.”

			He said, “Let me kiss your upper arm, and I’ll give you a ride home.”

			She said—in a voice small and thin, that she seemed to hear from a great distance—“All right.”

			His hands—unbuttoning her sleeve, rolling the sleeve up her arm—were deft, delicate. His mouth on her arm was sudden, warm.

			She closed her eyes.

			His teeth towed at the flesh. She sat back; she was breathing.

			He moved toward her.

			“Lee.”

			He stopped.

			She said nothing.

			He was brushing her hair back; his mouth on her neck...

			She got up, so sudden that her shoulder hit his jaw; she went and stood with her back to him.

			He said, “Jesus...I would have stopped. You didn’t have to...slam me.”

			He said, after a time, “Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.”

			“No—never mind.”

			He said, “Something wrong?”

			“I’ve just—” she sighed.

			She said, still standing with her back to him, “I’ve just had a very long, depressing day.”

			She heard him say, “Know the feeling.”

			She turned around; she couldn’t see him well, obscure on the bench.

			She said, “I have to go away from here. It’s not you. I just—have to be alone.”

			“Where you going to go?”

			“I don’t know, just—somewhere.”

			He said—as she was going slowly, guiltily up the slope—“There’s a bus that passes through at 4:15. On the way to Montreal.”

			He said, when she was a little higher, “Just tell him you’re staying a few miles out of town. I’m sure he’ll give you a lift.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 23

			He stared a long time at the table—the disarray of beer bottles, glasses, ashtray with peanut husks, the highball glass half-full with white—before he realized, understood, that he couldn’t sit at it anymore. It also registered—like an addendum, a rider, without affect but duly noted—that he would have to pay for his sister’s drink.

			So he went to the bar—dazed, dimly aware that he was doing something vaguely theatrical. There was still an atmosphere of people being roused from sluggishness into a hope, expectancy, of drama, sordidness; but it was already subsiding, resolving back into routine. He glanced at the bartender and, in a dark mutter, asked for a beer. 

			The bartender, with whom he was on ceremonially cordial terms, eyed him once or twice and then, as he was making his way through the beer, said, “Spat with the old lady?”

			Ross looked up at him. “Huh? Yeah.”

			The bartender looked at him, as if weighing whether or not to keep talking to him.

			“Who’s the other girl that was with you?”

			Ross brought his gaze to him again. “What?”

			“The other girl. The pretty one. The redhead.”

			“Oh. That’s my sister.”

			The bartender stopped talking to him.

			He sat there like a grim machine, drinking. Ordinarily he didn’t overdo it with beer; he didn’t like the heavy, woozy feeling it gave him. But tonight was different. It didn’t seem to be making him drunk—he felt the same; but he kept downing one after another. A voice in him said: Ross, what are you doing? You’ve got to drive dad’s car. Go home, get some sleep; tomorrow you can think this over. This, that you’re doing now, isn’t doing any good. But the voice didn’t help.

			 

			***

			 

			The air out on the street, after the smoky bar, was fresh and cool; he breathed deeply of it, felt his pulse speed up. He knew he was drunk, but it didn’t seem that way; it seemed like he was just grim, stony. He glanced around, half expecting to see Treenie somewhere; but there was no one on the street, just the silence, the pine-smell coming down from the mountains. Well, the hell with her; it was her problem.

			He knew, though, how drunk he was from how long it took him to find the car; and then from how long it took him—fumbling through them, trying one after the other—to find the right key. The car was facing south, away from the direction of his family’s summer house; but when he started it and pulled out into the street, he didn’t swing it around. He kept going in the same direction it had been facing.

			 

			It was at the base of a mountain—almost built into the mountain; perfectly modern, like a house in a development—but transplanted to here, the middle of nowhere. He’d always wondered about these places—who could live in them, why. She’d explained: her father was a veterinarian, the main one for the whole surrounding area; he did pretty well. They were perfectly normal people who liked modern comfort. These weren’t such wild boondocks out here as he thought.

			He brought the car into the driveway almost at a crawl; closed the door with mincing care. He stood straight—and waited out a surge of dizziness. He breathed deep—once, twice. He looked around.

			The stars shone down—brighter than he’d ever seen them. Huge, black, and still. The pine-smell was even sweeter out here. What the hell was he doing here?

			What are you doing, Ross? Are you crazy? You want to wake up her whole family? What are they going to think of you? If you still have any kind of chance, you’ll ruin it if you do this. Come on, you’ve never been a crazy kind of guy. What are you doing? Get back in the car; go home. Then tomorrow you can think this over.

			As his mind ran through that, he was staring—as if something about it transfixed, dumbstruck him—at the house.

			He could go around back, try throwing pebbles up at her window.

			But could he really talk to her—from down below? What if someone heard?

			Or, he could go up and ring the bell. Mr. Henning, at least, was away at a conference. But what if Mrs. Henning got scared? What if she called the cops?

			He kept looking, transfixed, at the house. 

			He started walking; stopped, to steady himself; then continued, across dewy grass to the flagstone path. He wondered where Maggie was. Well, he was lucky, actually—if she wasn’t out here.

			There was a doorbell and a knocker.

			He rapped, twice, with the knocker.

			There was Maggie—inside, erupting in fierce high yaps.

			He put one elbow on the mailbox and leaned his head in his hand.

			What was he doing?

			Was he crazy?

			Go back to the car—quick, now.

			A light went on inside. Maggie was still barking. 

			The light overhead went on; then the door swung open, and a flashlight beamed in his face.

			“Ross.”

			“Mrs. Henning—”

			“Ross Copland. Hush, Maggie. Hush. Ross. What’s gotten into you?”

			“I’m sorry, I can—”

			Maggie, now, had recognized him, and started prancing and yapping about his knees.

			“Down, Maggie, down—”

			“It’s all right—” he leaned over to pat Maggie, who started licking his shoes and jeans ecstatically.

			Although she’d lowered the flashlight, and although he didn’t want her to know how drunk he was, in standing back up he had to rub his eyes fiercely, blink dazedly at her.

			“Ross Copland. What’s gotten into you? Do you know that it’s four in the morning?”

			“Yeah, I—I’m sorry, I can explain.”

			She was a broad, hefty woman, wearing a pale blue robe; with her dark hair unkempt, her face deeply lined, she looked a lot older than during the day.

			“You see, Jodie and I had a fight tonight.”

			“Don’t I know it.”

			He said, “Yeah, Maggie”; he bent over and stroked Maggie, who seemed to be settling down, nestling onto his shoes.

			“How do you think Jodie got home tonight?” she was saying as he straightened up—slow and careful this time, so that he only had to blink once or twice.

			“Oh, yeah—”

			“Called me at two in the morning. Almost scared me out of my tree.”

			“Oh, yeah—you see, I would have given her a ride home.”

			“I’m sure you would have, Ross.”

			It was reproving; but there was also something a little exploratory, open—edged with sympathy even—in it, and he said, “I’m really sorry about this, Mrs. Henning. I know it’s really late. Uh...see, what happened tonight was just a misunderstanding, and—I feel like—if I could just talk to Jodie—maybe if I could just—talk to her...”

			She regarded him.

			“You want me to ask her to talk to you, is that it?”

			“Yeah...I’m really sorry about this.”

			“I don’t think she will.”

			He looked stolidly at her.

			“I can ask her, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

			“I’d really appreciate it—if you’d just ask—”

			She stood there a moment longer—unkempt, weary; then turned silently.

			He was alone again.

			He looked down, toward his feet; said, “Yeah, Maggie.”

			Maggie stirred, whimpered; nestled more snugly.

			He sighed, rubbed his forehead. “Oh, Jesus,” he said. “Oh, Jesus.”

			What am I, nuts?

			I am nuts. I’m nuts about that girl. Nuts about her...Jesus.

			Mrs. Henning was coming back—he heard her.

			He knew from her face, before she spoke.

			“I’m sorry, Ross.”

			Ross dropped his hand on the mailbox.

			“Just to talk?”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “Whatever you did, it offended her pretty badly.”

			She said, again, “I’m sorry, Ross.”

			“Well,” he said.

			“You get yourself some rest. Things might look better for you tomorrow.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “Well, thanks, Mrs. Henning.”

			Turning to go, he forgot Maggie, who sprang up with a pained yowl.

			 

			***

			 

			He drove with a glum, bleak expression. When the T-intersection loomed ahead—left, north, to Baynes Crossing; right, south, toward the lower Adirondacks—it simply didn’t register on him, as if he could keep going straight, right into the lake. When he did, at the last moment, realize it—that he was driving straight into the trees beside the water—he braked and swerved wildly to the left; the car skidded, whipped around and slammed frontally into one of the trees.

		

	
		
			
DAWN

		

	
		
			
Chapter 24

			She pressed open the door and entered, almost as softly as, a few minutes ago, the dawn had started to enter, seeping through the slats.

			He turned sharply and gazed toward her.

			He could just see her, standing by the door.

			“Treenie?”

			She said nothing; she came over, softly, and sank, silently, onto the edge of the bed.

			Sitting against the headboard, he looked at her in bafflement.

			“Treenie—what’s happening?”

			She said, “You’re awake.”

			“Yeah, I...I couldn’t sleep. I thought you were Ross...I thought you were Ross coming back.”

			She sat—silent, long-haired, inert.

			He said, “Where were you?”

			“I was in town.”

			“In town?...Why? What were you doing?”

			She shook her head. “I can’t talk about it now. I’ll tell you sometime, but I can’t—talk about it now.”

			They sat in the dawn.

			She said, “Alan...will you hold me?”

			He sat perfectly still.

			He said, “All right.”

			He kept sitting still.

			He moved aside the sheet; peered over at the floor, saw his T-shirt lying there and moved his hand toward it.

			“Alan.”

			He stopped.

			“Don’t...Don’t put it on. You don’t have to.”

			He paused; drew his hand back.

			He moved his feet over—with tremulous slowness—to the floor; levered himself down beside her.

			Sitting beside her, he put his left arm around her.

			He pressed her to him.

			She said, “Hold me, Alan.”

			He brought his right arm up, and—tremulous—encircled her with it.

			She sunk her head to his shoulder.

			Holding her with two arms, he hugged her hard; he crushed her to him.

			His left hand—his finger—touched flesh where her shirt had ridden up on her left side; sprang away as from a shock.

			“Alan,” she said, “touch me there.”

			Trembling, he brought his fingers back—laid them on the flesh.

			He moved them on her skin.

			He shut his eyes tight; crushed her to him.

			Her hands came up, to his chest; they were pushing, pressing him.

			He opened his eyes, perplexed.

			She pressed him, lightly.

			He let go, released her.

			She was undoing her buttons.

			He got up; went and stood by the wall, his back to her.

			He heard the soft motions.

			“Treenie, this is crazy.”

			“Treenie, we can’t do this.”

			She said, “Alan.”

			She said, “Come back.”

			“Treenie—”

			“Alan. I have my bra on. It’s all right.”

			She said, “I have my bra on. It’s all right.”

			He turned.

			He still couldn’t see her well.

			He went back—trembling; sank down, slowly, beside her.

			He looked at her.

			He reached—more slowly, gingerly this time—his arms around; touched her.

			He embraced her; moved his hands everywhere, under the strap, up to her shoulder, her neck.

			Her hands came around and held to his back.

			He whispered, “I love you, Treenie...I think about you all the time.”

			She reached back; took his right hand, held it, softly, till it stopped moving.

			She brought it around—the gentlest-possible contest, she guiding, he resisting—and laid it just under her collarbone.

			They looked at each other.

			“Treenie,” he said, “we can’t.”

			She said, “Move it down.”

			She said, “Move it—Alan, sweetheart.”

			He moved it down; shut his eyes.

			He moved it—into the cleft, up the other side, up to her shoulder, pulled down the strap.

			She said, “Kiss me, Alan.”

			He opened his eyes.

			He looked at her.

			He brought his lips to hers.

			While they kissed, she made a light, soft motion; the bra fell like silk, a leaf.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 25

			The first thing that puzzled him was why he had woken up at all. It was starting to get light—but just faintly; and ordinarily he didn’t wake up till much later.

			He was lying on his side, facing the wall. He knew he was in the summer house; he knew it was Saturday. He knew that unpleasant things had been going on, with people around here...but that his work was going well and his mood overall was good.

			Yet something was different....

			What was different?

			Gradually, his mental sense of something being different resolved into a physical sense—of weightlessness, of there being weightlessness where there should be weight, substance.

			He turned suddenly.

			She wasn’t there.

			He frowned.

			There was just the linen—with the sheet cast aside; and a thin beam of dawn light through the shades....

			He peered toward the bathroom.

			“Hettie?”

			But there was no light coming from the bathroom.

			He lay back—on the pillow, his hands behind his head.

			Of course, she’d been so moody—she was probably taking some walk. Not that she ever took walks at this hour. She used to, once—but now for years all she wanted every morning was to sleep as late as possible.

			Lying there, still another thought—idea—settled upon him.

			He got up—much more slowly—onto his elbow; peered toward her night-table.

			It wasn’t there.

			Not there at all.

			Which wasn’t—he reflected, lying back down again—necessarily bad. She might just have put it somewhere else. She didn’t always keep it there.

			He decided, though, that he should at least have a look around.

			 

			She wasn’t in the house—he checked the kitchen, the living room, the porch, and was answered only by the dawn stillness.

			Outside the light was murky; birdsong came resonant from the dim trees. He didn’t feel alarm—just a quieter sense that something seemed to be wrong: she wasn’t anywhere. Well, she was probably down at the lake; she’d been there, in the evening, a long time.

			Descending the steps, he saw, down below, that a mist had come up over the water, the mist faint, the water a color that reminded him of the opening of Debussy’s La Mer. 

			He saw, when he came in sight of the beach, that she was not there: it was empty. Yet he kept going down the steps.

			He moved soundless across the sand; came and stood, in the resonant dimness.

			Empty.

			So where was she?

			Then he saw it—lying just at the edge of the water.

			 

			Coming back toward the house, holding the container in his hand, he saw that the car was not in the driveway. So he does lie to me, he thought. He deceives me.

			He went in through the porch, to the kitchen, and dialed the police.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 26

			“I’m sorry, dad,” Alan moaned into the pillow. “I’m sorry about this.”

			“No, wait,” said Treenie. She sat up, clutching the sheet to herself. “Look at him, he’s all horrified. He’s all horrified now. But what you did was all right, right? 

			What you did was fine.”

			“Treenie, stop—”

			“No, no, Alan, wait. If he can stand there all horrified I can give him a piece of my mind, too. Just wait a minute. You’re all horrified now, and do you know why it is? It’s because we love each other. It’s because you’re seeing two people who love each other. You don’t know what that is, do you? You’ve never known what it is. Not for one, single, solitary—”

			“Treenie do you see what I’m holding?”

			She stopped.

			She was up on her knees, pressing the sheet to her chest, breathing hard. Alan, beside her, was sprawled on his front, wearing only boxer shorts.

			Treenie looked at what Lou was holding.

			“Where did you find that?”

			“I found it—” said Lou. “I found it down by the lake.”

			“Down by the lake?”

			“Yes.”

			“Oh, God,” said Alan.

			“And—you haven’t done anything, right? You haven’t called the police or anything.”

			“I called, the police.”

			There was only the sound of Treenie’s breathing.

			“You happy now?” said Treenie.

			Lou stared at her.

			“I said, are you happy now.”

			“Treenie, stop it, for God’s sake—” said Alan.

			“Let go of me,” Treenie said.

			She climbed off the bed and stood, holding the sheet to herself.

			“So, you finished your little job that you started five years ago?”

			“Treenie—” said Alan.

			“No, no, no,” she said, shaking her hand harshly at him. She kept looking at Lou. “Oh, I know she wasn’t easy to live with. I know it wasn’t exactly a marriage made in heaven. But there are other ways to handle it, right? You could have gone for therapy. You could have gotten a divorce. But no. You had to go behind her back. You had to rub her nose in it, right?”

			“Treenie, shut up,” said Lou.

			“I’m not shutting up. I’m not shutting up till I say what I think of you. I hate you. I hate your guts. Don’t you two-time my mother or I’ll kill you, you son of a bitch...Oh, God...Give me that thing...Where is she? Where is she? Where is she?”

		

	
		
			
EPILOGUE

		

	
		
			
Epilogue

			The sun edged over the mountain, cast a glittering flame of itself over the water. The scene was tranquil, timeless; except for the cottages that dotted the shore, the place could have been uninhabited, pristine. The police car pulled into the long gravel driveway, made its way carefully down it; from the outside the house looked perfectly sedate, as if part of the larger peace.
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