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ONE

To fine effect, her blue dress had splashed to the floor with the nudge of a single shoulder strap, its faux crystals sparkling like a lake at sunrise. Now the aluminum table against her bare back was ice. Goosebumps weren’t sexy, but there were things she couldn’t control. For example, goosebumps. Maybe he would mistake it for arousal.

While he undressed more slowly, watching her as he removed his moderately expensive watch and placed it on the small portable stand nearby, she listened to the tapping of her nails on the metal table. Then, thinking that would telegraph the impatience she felt, she ran her fingers along the narrow channels on either side of it. They probably had a specific name, these channels. Everything had a name in every language. That was where the blood and other fluids ran, she figured. What other fluids had been here last, and when was that? She shivered, not altogether because of the cold. Oh well, she’d probably never worked under conditions more sanitary than this.

She giggled in her nose, that little kgch that’s nowhere near erotic.

‘What is funny?’ he asked. He had taken off his shoes, placed them precisely next to each other, and tucked a sock in each one. When he stood and turned to her, his look was doubtful.

‘Are you sure of privacy?’ she asked, forcing her voice into a lower register, wanting to distract him from guessing what she thought of this silliness.

‘I locked the door from the inside,’ he said. ‘There’s only one entrance.’

‘You’ve done this before.’

‘Never.’

‘I’m flattered.’

‘But I’ve always wanted to,’ he said. He paused, the tie he had just removed dangling in his hand. ‘Do you have fantasies?’

No. ‘But of course!’

‘Tell me.’

‘I have a fantasy of meeting a handsome stranger on the steps leading to the Sacré-Coeur and letting him control my fantasy.’

He shrugged, perhaps disappointed by her lack of imagination, and changed the subject. ‘You have such a funny accent.’

They liked it when you gave them a little something personal, like people in restaurants who want to show they consider the waiter an equal. It didn’t need to be true. ‘Texas. I was born in Dallas.’

That was enough. He took off his suit jacket and trousers and turned to hang them on a clothing rack she hadn’t noticed when she first entered the room. There were much more interesting things to look at. The silver doors to the refrigerated compartments, for example. She counted nine, three across, three down. How many of them contained bodies? she wondered. Also bare countertops and closed cupboards and drawers that probably contained all kinds of tools you saw on television shows. Scalpels, and frightful clamping things that went unnamed. Everything properly in its place, like his suit. A fastidious man. A cold man. He was unnamed, too, for a while, until she found his name. Once she knew what he did for a living, that was easy to do.

She had met him in Montmartre where she had gone to think. By the time he approached her she had convinced herself that thinking was overrated. But now she was thinking again in that way she could never stop. She was thinking about all the terrible things around her, named and unnamed.

He unbuttoned and hung his dress shirt and that was that. Finally. As he approached the table, she ran her fingertips across those places where the scalpel might cut, her imagination wildly drawing an incision from just below her breasts to her groin. She glanced at him, knowing that, rather than her thinking about her organs being lifted from her body, weighed, and recorded, he thought she was about to touch herself. Being able to read a person’s thoughts made for successful business, and sometimes for survival.

And she thought about what she might do next, to what interesting things this adventure might lead. She needed to feel bad in some new way. The old ways had once seemed cool, but now they were just dull.

Ah, there he went. Lord, the French were easy.


TWO

A few decades later, on a different continent …

Althea Deming sagged on the threshold, Robert’s ashes in one hand and a bag of cat in the other. Feeling dizzy from the shock for which no one had prepared her, she leaned against the open door, afraid of what she could see and terrified of what she couldn’t.

What she could see was gray, black, with sharp edges everywhere.

In this, her former home, she had spent a good part of her life caring for her husband and raising his children. Now, if she hadn’t known they were bringing her here, she wouldn’t have recognized the place.

Renovations, they called it. Deletion, she called it.

Her mouth fell open as her head dipped, in an involuntary mix of grief and anger. She was glad the others were behind her so she could hide these feelings. These feelings were unworthy of her, she told herself. After all, her story wasn’t sensational, unlike the old gothic romances she adored. This was just, as the modern self-help books would point out, a life change or learning experience. Something that happened daily around the world if one had family, if one wasn’t alone.

Then why did she feel as if her tears were building into an explosion?

And why hadn’t anyone thought enough of her to predict this fall-out?

This is what they should call a nuclear family.

Althea pushed through the door and stood for a moment in the once-familiar foyer to get back her balance and her self-respect. She clutched them tightly, Dead Robert and a live cat. They represented the only two things she could still control.

She looked at the walls where the elegant fleur-de-lis paper had been stripped away, replaced by pale gray paint, and she mourned Robert as if he had died seconds ago. She wouldn’t cry, though. There are some griefs too monumental for tears, some trials that crying would only diminish. Her grief was between her and God alone, and it was a grand thing. She lifted her chin and took a deep breath, and forced herself to catalog the other changes to her home.

The robin’s-egg-blue carpeting had been torn up in favor of fake wood flooring. Against the wall to her right, replacing the French provincial side table, loomed a black credenza that repurposed the monolith from 2001: A Space Odyssey. A statue of the elephant-faced Indian god Ganesha at one end competed theologically with a menorah at the other. They reminded her of a Pier One going-out-of-business sale.

With a deep breath, she almost believed she had gained control until she saw in the far corner of the living room the Christmas tree. They had put it up themselves without her. The lights were white, not the multi-colored ones that always made this room so warm and cozy. And the decorations were all large silver and gray balls. Could one actually find gray Christmas decorations? Grace probably couldn’t find any in black, or she would have used those too.

‘Mmmm,’ she said.

The tree was in the wrong place. It was supposed to go in front of the big bay window at the front of the house so people passing by could see it at night.

‘Mmmm.’

The tree was fake. She and Robert had had a live tree every single Christmas of their life together; even his last, when he spent every moment in the hospital bed in the downstairs bedroom and never saw it.

The tree had been put up too soon. She and Robert had always waited until Christmas Eve, honoring the season of Advent by not celebrating the Nativity until the Nativity, when as the final touch, the Baby Jesus would be added to the manger with appropriate solemnity.

Finally, missing from the tree were all the ornaments Hal and Joan had made in their childhood, those lackluster attempts made of dull felt spotted with sequins and glue stains that she had nonetheless so loyally preserved and trotted out every year.

And where were all the ornaments she had gathered from all the countries she and Robert had visited. Althea felt bad.

‘So! How do you like it, Momya?’ Hal said in that high-pitched volume that implies anyone near seventy can’t hear normal conversation.

As if she were too stupid to understand what was happening.

‘Mmmm,’ Althea said. They had let her come in alone so they wouldn’t have to deal with her original shock. Then Grace sent Hal in because she was less likely to be angry at him. Althea knew she couldn’t tell them she was on to them. They would call her a b-i-t-c-h. A grumpy, old, narrow-minded, out-of-touch woman. They would say she was set in her ways.

This was her first warning of what life here would be like, and her first self-instruction: Don’t let them know what you’re thinking. It’s your best defense.

‘I think it’s absolutely delicious,’ Althea said, wrenching her eyes away from the tree, wondering if the whole house was as devoid of color. ‘So much … class. So … understated. Gray Christmas decorations. And look, some of them are square instead of round. Who’d have thought?’

Grace had come up behind Hal. ‘We updated things just a little,’ she said. Althea noted the subtext under her daughter-in-law’s words, partly apologetic, partly relieved that Althea seemed to be accepting how Grace had usurped her home.

Grace went on. ‘You must be dying to see your suite. Would you like to see your suite?’ Repeating the word ‘suite’, as if it would take twice for her to understand. Or convincing her that a ‘suite’ was a very good thing, indeed. The best thing in the world.

‘Love to,’ Althea said, with just a teaspoon of gush. Perhaps the new area they had been adding to the ground floor would be more like her, and would ease her introduction to whatever this futuristic catastrophe was that they called a home. She said, ‘Hal, close the door when you get the rest of my things, OK? Ruth has never tried to escape, but staying at the apartment might have thrown her off.’

Hal obediently closed the door. He was always such a good lad, never gave her any trouble, never once treated her like only a stepmother. Althea bent over, put the pillowcase on the floor and released her grip. Ruth’s face, with its lionesque mane of orange fur poked out, cautious, the case twitching ghost-like where her poofy tail was. Then she emerged, gave her head a shake, sat down, and licked the front paw of her stubby leg as one who was willing to let bygones be bygones. Grace tucked her hand through Althea’s one freed arm and led her and Robert’s ashes off to the left.

There was a new wide opening framed by double doors. Walking through what had once been a wall made her feel disembodied.

‘Ta-da!’ Grace said, one arm flung out in a gesture that seemed less triumphant than hopeful.

The space was enormous. It reminded her of one of those royal European chambers in which a huge bed was lost. There was her queen-size off to the left, and to the right a sitting area with a shockingly large flat-screen television. Plenty of room there for both her love seat and reading/knitting chair that they had bought for the apartment while she was waiting for the renovations to be finished here. Again, renovations. That word only threw in her face the fact that the children had never brought her here to see the progress, or even given her details about what they were doing. Let alone consult.

Even non-family caretakers who didn’t care a lick about you would at least consult.

‘Mmm,’ Althea commented.

They had set up a second tree, nearly as tall as the one in the living room though just as fake. That’s where the missing ornaments had gone. There were the children’s, Hal’s and Joan’s, the felt and clay and oven-baked plastic. And in contrast there were the ornaments that were sacraments of memory. The wooden heart from Munich with ‘Ich Liebe Dich’ written on it, the clear orb with an etching of Notre-Dame, the painted glass miniature of Big Ben. All those wonderful journeys with Robert, the best time of her whole life, even better than when he was getting his kidney dialysis. All of her things sequestered here rather than combined in the living room. It was a segregated tree, separate but equal.

‘We thought having a tree in here with your ornaments would be a nice welcome,’ Grace said.

We thought. Your ornaments. This was the first of what would be a whole life of ‘we’s and you’s’, ‘ours and yours’. Rather than fall to her knees at Grace’s feet and lick her hand gratefully or something equally as fawning, Althea lifted her chin to the side and pretended not to see the tree. It was the only way she had of resisting, of not giving in altogether.

She walked across the room and looked out a door to the side yard. Althea could see a flagstone path that forked in two, one side probably swinging around to the front of the house while the other led to the back yard. They had removed the banks of red bougainvillea that had grown for so many years against the chain-linked fence on the side of the house. Now it was just … fence.

Couldn’t there be just one thing that was right about this place? Oh, couldn’t there be?

Althea turned back to the room, trying not to watch Grace watching her. Well, there you go, something nice to notice. ‘The color is nice,’ she said. Blessedly, the walls were not gray, but green, what was probably called Sea Foam. Pleasant enough, even if the color was evocative of the one used in psychiatric hospitals to calm the patients.

Above all, they wanted her to remain benign, like the cyst a doctor had aspirated from her breast once and thrown away without even bothering to send it to the lab. No threat to anyone. She could live in here and never enter the rest of what used to be her home. Maybe that’s how the kids saw it, too.

She screamed inside. They couldn’t stop her from screaming inside. What they didn’t know about, they couldn’t take from her.

‘The bathroom is just here,’ Grace said, walking sort of sideways toward it while holding out a hand as if to guide Althea there. But here Althea remained obstinate, her wanting to get along at war with her wanting to retain some dignity. She didn’t follow as directed but stood her ground until Grace let her hand drop.

‘I even have a new litter box all ready for Ruth,’ Grace said, giving up on the bathroom and coming back to her. ‘See how we bought a special nook for it, looks more like an end table. I thought it might make a nice spot for Dad’s ash—’

Caught by surprise, Althea fired a look at Grace that stopped the word in its tracks. Althea could tell Grace realized she was telling Althea to put the ashes on top of a litter box. This was a bad thing, most definitely.

‘Shyla will be responsible for scooping it,’ Grace finished, and sighed, trying to redeem herself. Grace wasn’t stupid. Hal might be clueless, but another woman would recognize what pain this caused Althea. Then she thought, maybe she had things wrong; maybe Grace would be the one to help her through this, if only they made the effort, though right now she couldn’t imagine what ‘through this’ looked like. Lord knew Grace was making a real effort and Althea resolved to remain as benign as that non-cancerous growth.

‘It’s lovely, sweetums,’ Althea said, patting Grace’s shoulder. She liked to call Grace and Hal ‘sweetums’ because it showed she was the matriarch and they were the children, no matter how old they got. Unlike other people of a certain age, she defended herself against being treated as a child, and ‘sweetums’ was her rampart. ‘I know we’re all doing our best to be a family.’

‘Yes!’ Grace said, so explosively the corners of her mouth glistened with saliva. ‘We’re going to make—’

Hal interrupted with the bags just then, saving Grace the sadness of finishing the sentence with what Althea assumed would have been something like, ‘—the best of this situation.’

She had never been a situation before.

‘Would you like to rest a little before dinner?’ Grace asked.

Althea intuited that was not so much a question as a suggestion made to a temporary guest. ’T’were wiser at this point to take it. She nodded and turned to the two bags that Hal had placed side by side on her bed, with her red treasure case on top, gesturing as if she would unpack them.

‘There are good hangers all ready for you in the closet,’ Grace said, turning to go, and then turned again. ‘Could you use some help? Shyla’s not—’

‘No, thanks. It will give me something to do.’ That sounded just too pitiful. Changed to the more positive and honest enough, ‘I mean, this is all so new, I’m overwhelmed. Want to take it slowly.’

Althea watched as Grace sounded like a contestant on the Family Feud game, who would simultaneously pump her fist and stomp her feet while yelling, ‘Good answer! Good answer!’

Grace actually said, ‘Oh, we eat at six,’ turned again to go, and turned back again to speak. Althea was put in mind of those verbal punches thrown in movies. The character starts to leave. Turns back. Says something pithy or cruel. Leaves, finally. End scene. She had always found those scenes comically contrived and here was Grace, actually doing it. If Grace continued to swivel like that, Althea might have one of her vertigo attacks.

‘Are you sure you’re OK? After the trip?’

The ‘trip’ was a twenty-minute ride from the apartment at Ocean View (which had none, being about a mile west of the beaches), the elder community where she had been living during the ‘renovations’.

‘Relax, sweetums,’ Althea said, putting up a hand as if that would stop Grace from turning and turning. ‘I’m not a total invalid.’ It was a joke between her and Robert when he was ill, to pronounce the word in-VAL-id, like a coupon past its expiration date. ‘I’ll be here looking in the closet for those good hangers.’

This time Grace stayed turned, and left her alone.

So, Feeding Time at six. As they got older, and especially as Robert’s health failed, they had always eaten at five thirty. She wasn’t rigid, but that didn’t stop her stomach from rumbling just now. Althea glanced around at the ample space and wondered, if this were to be the only room that was truly hers, where a small refrigerator of her own might go. Or if she was to share the huge refrigerator that was probably in the kitchen. Or if she might be given a small compartment in it for just the food she was allowed to eat.

Robert was a man, so of course he would never have thought through these details when he and Hal made the agreement resulting in this state of affairs. It wasn’t their fault. That was Grace’s responsibility, and Grace had failed to think of amenities.

Realizing she had had her arms wrapped around Robert’s urn since she had put Ruth down, Althea finally set it down on the nightstand next to the bed and turned to the suitcases. The smaller one contained a half-burned squat lavender-scented candle in a glass jar, which she put next to the urn. Could not remember where she had packed the matches. Oh well, there was time. There was nothing but time. She would unpack later, maybe even tomorrow. Use some of those good hangers. Hal would move the suitcases before she went to bed and, if he didn’t, the bed was plenty big enough to allow her to sleep on one side leaving room for Ruth.

Althea ran her fingers over the old-fashioned child’s suitcase, red plastic made to look like a reptile’s skin, with two latches. Tomorrow she would find a place for all the keepsakes in this little case that had been in the closet in her apartment. For now, she only removed her rosary and her St Joseph’s missal, which she carried across the room to the little table next to the armchair. The red suitcase on the floor next to the bookshelves they had built along one wall. They had even put her books in, which had been kept in a storage unit this whole past year. She sniffed them and couldn’t detect mold.

All mixed up, she noticed as she drew her nose away, Dorothy Eden next to Phyllis Whitney with Mary Roberts Rhinehart nowhere to be found. She would arrange them properly another time. She had missed her old friends, all those young women finding true love with the laird of the manor after suspecting him of wanting them dead. A whole bookcase full of happy ending.

Sound traveled easily from the family room/kitchen area to here at the front of the house. Althea could hear Grace make a tired old joke about Althea ‘letting the cat out of the bag’, and Shyla giving a disagreeable howl of laughter. That was another thing Althea would have to contend with again after so many years, the shrill voices of young women.

Althea would have to learn to force laughter, even when it was at her own expense. She could just see it coming. To show them she could hear them talking about her and didn’t care, Althea laughed as loudly as she could. ‘HA HA HA HA HA!’ No one in the history of the world had ever laughed as loudly as Althea laughed just then. Then she watched the laughter roll out of her mouth in great hoops, into a scream turning her vision red.

She had to admit she was rather prone to indignation.


THREE

Moments after she showed Althea to her room, but long before she suspected mayhem, Grace sneaked into the master bedroom upstairs, put her glass of wine on the nightstand so it wouldn’t slosh when she fell back against her pillow, and called her mom on her iPhone.

Fiona squinted. ‘You look like you’re in your bedroom. Why are you whispering?’ she asked after they exchanged greetings.

‘I don’t know how sound travels in the house yet.’

‘So how’s it going so far?’

‘It’s terrible. She doesn’t like anything.’

‘Come on, she must like something. When did she get there?’

Grace looked at the time on her phone, and laughed in spite of herself. ‘Oh, about fourteen minutes ago.’

Fiona laughed too. ‘Are you sure you’re not being a little sensitive?’

‘She doesn’t even like the Christmas tree. Who doesn’t like a Christmas tree?’

‘How can you tell? Did she say something?’

‘No, but she makes this funny “mmm” sound.’

‘I say “mmm” when I’m eating sushi. It’s a good thing.’

As Fiona spoke, Grace could see the dark wood cabinets of her mother’s kitchen moving in the background. Then it stopped as Fiona balanced her phone against what Grace knew was likely the coffee canister. Her face went off screen for a moment. ‘Keep talking,’ Fiona said. ‘I’m just getting this.’ She held up a bottle in front of the screen and popped the stopper.

‘I’m pretty sure she does it when she disapproves,’ Grace said, raising her glass.

‘Mmm.’ Fiona disappeared again, and came back with a glass, which she filled halfway and clinked against the screen in a toast.

‘I shouldn’t have put the tree up before Thanksgiving. But I wanted to for the housewarming party.’ Grace heard a bit of childish whine in her voice and did her best to adult. ‘I admit she and Robert always made a big deal out of not decorating the tree until Christmas Eve because you’re not supposed to celebrate Christmas during Advent.’

‘You’re not? Who’s you?’

‘Everyone. Pagans, I guess.’

‘That’s a fine thing.’ Fiona sipped. ‘I remember now, someone talking about that in front of your father, and he thought it was funny that Christians copied the pagan tradition of bringing a tree into the house for the winter solstice. Now they criticize the pagans for not Christianing right.’

Even on the small screen of her smartphone, Grace could see that shine in her mom’s eyes, that ready-to-cry look she got whenever she talked about Dad, who had been gone a few years now. And Grace knew how to respond, not trying to wrangle Fiona from her grief by changing the subject. ‘Remember his Job Joke?’

Fiona laughed. Of course she remembered. Barry had three jokes that he’d tell at least once a year. When he did that, Fiona and Grace – and anyone else who loved him – would laugh like they were hearing it for the first time, because somehow you were hearing it for the first time. Knowing the punchline only made it funnier.

The Job Joke had to do with Job suffering all his trials, his children dying, losing his home, his business, his health. Even his wife says he should kill himself. So Job cries up to the Lord, ‘Why, God? Why me?’ And the Lord answers, ‘I dunno. Something about you just pisses me off.’

Now Fiona’s teary shine had turned to a twinkle. ‘So you’re saying …’

‘I confess. Maybe something about Althea just pisses me off.’

‘That’s my Froot, gettin’ real.’

‘I don’t like living in someone else’s house, Woomy.’

Fiona paused, and Grace silently thanked her for not saying she could see this coming. Instead she said, ‘You two need to talk, that’s all. Maybe she feels the same, that it’s not her house. You going to church on Christmas?’

‘Of course. We’ll go to St Mark’s. Keep the Catholic in the house happy.’

‘Speaking of passive-aggressive.’

‘Can’t help it.’

‘You’ll make it your own, I promise.’

‘At least this room. Oh God, they slept in this room.’

‘Try not to think about it.’

‘Great. Gotta go finish dinner.’ Grace kissed her fingertip and touched it to the X on the screen.


FOUR

Ruth wasn’t in the room. Ruth was usually a good cat, but as Althea had said to Hal, in new surroundings who could tell what mischief she might get into?

Althea went into the bathroom intending to quickly wash her hands, and forgot about Ruth as the enormous extravagance of the bathroom hit her. There was a double sink before a wide mirror with a beveled frame that was also mirror. Why would they think she needed two sinks? A shower with a see-through-glass side. Even fully clothed and alone, the idea made her feel indecent. The floor sloped down from the shower entrance so that a disabled person wouldn’t have to step over anything. And not only a shower, but next to it a tub, the kind with a door that one entered, and a seat to sit on, and handles on each side to help in standing up.

For gosh sakes, look at that bidet! It was as if they’d used Robert’s money to wipe their bottoms. Althea shuddered at the waste. With a house built in the Floridish style popular in the Sixties, she and Robert had always had what they needed, but they were thrifty, too. That’s why there was so much money left after Robert passed, intended for Hal, and care for Althea. Apparently Hal had not learned thrift from his father. Or was all this profligacy Grace’s doing?

She thought again about Ruth.

Washing and drying her hands on a towel as thick as a duvet, Althea shook herself mentally and, seeing herself in the mirror, fixed a wisp of hair that had come away from her coiled braid and sweated against her right cheek, making her look somehow beaten. With a deep breath and a lift of her chin she mustered her courage and emerged from her room.

‘Ruth?’ she called softly, her timid voice cracking in the foyer. Unlike some women she knew, she did not have a voice like a fishwife. ‘Ruthie?’

Her home’s interior decor had been Victorian. It could have been in Dorset rather than Delray. Althea knew that the gaudy striped chaise lounge accented with roses and the oval antique portrait of Jenny Lind was a statement of her individuality rather than taste. But she loved the romance of it. Althea had been able to recline on the chaise lounge and muse how she had been the poor orphaned English teacher who was now married to a rich widower. Or pretend to be a spunky cripple like Elizabeth Barrett Browning.

Conversely, this was all so antiseptically tasteful. Couldn’t there be just one thing right about this place? She wondered if they had kept the king-sized bed that graced the upstairs master bedroom that Grace and Hal now occupied. The one she had shared with Robert for thirty-two years. She lifted her head and recalled that the bedroom would be above her, up those stairs that remained from the original structure.

As if her torso contained a magnet that drew her, Althea’s whole body wanted to climb those stairs to see what they had done up there. She knew she could do it, but she had been forbidden. For safety reasons, they said, in the car on the way here. And if she defied them, what reason would she give? So that she could go into the bedroom that once had been hers? That wouldn’t go over well with the kids.

‘Ruth?’ She called up the stairs that crawled into a gloom uncustomary for sunny South Florida.

They had probably got a new mattress, destroying the old one before she could see it.

At least that was kind of them. She had raised Hal to be thoughtful that way, and Grace had always been the same whenever the family got together. Grace always made the birthday cakes. Yes, Hal could of course have done that because he was a baker, but Grace would make a comment about ‘the plumber at home’, and Hal would shrug and smile, as if he had objected but to no avail.

She cleared her throat. ‘Ruth?’

‘She’s in here!’ came Grace’s voice, with what sounded like the forced cheerfulness of a hostess to a guest who was not a friend. Althea made her way to the voice which stood in the kitchen. No, not a kitchen, but a vast cavern that extended from the kitchen to a dining area to a family room beyond. It was so big Althea could barely make out the time on an antique clock at the far end, over the wall-mounted television. Althea lifted her hand in that direction, imagining Robert’s presence. They had knocked out the wall to the bedroom to create that family room, in the place where Robert’s bed had been in the last year of his life.

This area already looked lived in, magazines fanned haphazardly on an end table, couch throws askew. Understandable because they had moved in two weeks ago, so that her own move was the final phase. At least that’s what they had told her. Or maybe they’d been here longer than two weeks. All the pictures had been hung. By pictures, that meant family photographs rather than real art. Especially that Shyla On Display grouping on one wall of the family room, thirteen photographs, one for each year since her birth. They must have been hanging precisely that way in their former home in Eau Gallie up the coast. It was all very bourgeois. Althea had never been to that house, as they always came down to Delray to visit her and Robert. There was no likeness of Robert on that wall, let alone herself.

Possibly because she was literary, Althea was more observant than most. With Grace turned away from her, exuberantly (or was it ferociously?) ripping up romaine lettuce at the kitchen counter and throwing the leaves in a salad spinner, Althea had an opportunity to indulge her curiosity unnoticed.

Of course there were the usual accoutrements of this kind of setting. All the small counter appliances, looking shiny and new, as if their older relations weren’t good enough for these surroundings. One of those knife blocks that had all possible conceptions of ‘knife’ poking out of it, including a sharpener and set of kitchen shears. Knickknacks, like the refrigerator magnets picked up on various trips around the country (not outside of it), treasured enough to bring along. Another sign of more than two weeks in the house. The garbage and recycle bins sat to the right of the sink, the latter with the lid cracked open with several wine bottles protruding.

Sitting on one of those granite-topped islands was an edible fruit arrangement, decimated except for a pineapple flower or two, with a note next to it that said, ‘Happy Housewarming!’

It was easy to see what this would look like in a novel. It would look like they had already had the housewarming party some time ago, and not invited her. Either they thought she was too stupid to notice, too old to care, or they didn’t have enough sensitivity to destroy the evidence.

Grace turned toward the island suddenly and caught Althea staring at the edible arrangement. ‘The couple who helped us with the move brought that,’ she said, watching for Althea’s reaction.

Why a need to explain unless you felt guilty? And why feel guilty if you’ve done nothing wrong? Althea wanted to mention they must like wine very much, all those bottles for just four people, and did they fall down much as they were bringing in the boxes? But she kept that thought to herself and merely smiled at Grace’s lie. After all, it was meant to be kind.

‘Would you like some?’ Grace said, and then tried not to grimace as she noticed the browning edges of the bananas and how the pineapple had grown a bit too yellow and hard.

Not deigning to respond, Althea turned when she heard soft singing behind her. Shyla knelt next to a low wooden trestle against the right wall in the family room area. Ruth sat on the trestle, watching.

Most of the table was taken up with a cage, open at the top. Althea smelled Shyla’s pet turtle, a mixture of reptile, wood shavings, and dried food. And strawberries. She prided herself on her sense of smell and taste. Hearing, too, all her senses were still very sharp. Ruth was staring into the cage, but at least not in stalking pose, rather upright and attentive, watching Shyla lure Gonzo out of his tiny thatched hut at one end of the cage.

Althea couldn’t see the turtle at first because Shyla was in the way, and Shyla was very large. She chided herself for thinking that word, large. Shyla wasn’t fat, she was just tall like her father and very broad across the back from all the swimming she did.

‘Bit of a hulk, really,’ Robert said.

Althea didn’t dare to so much as move her eyes in the direction of that voice. Stifling a gasp, she felt that feeling associated with the sound of it, a delicious tickle of silk running over the surface of her brain. This was the answer to her question: Couldn’t there be just one thing right about this place? Robert.


FIVE

Too bad that Shyla didn’t have any of the genes that gave Althea a long slender neck, revealed rather than hidden by long hair. Rather than sporting one of those hair helmets like many other women her age, Althea defied convention by keeping it long and in a braid that coiled neatly at the back of her head during the day. Also the sloping shoulders of a gothic heroine, and a trim tummy for which other women her age paid thousands. The tum was due to marrying children into her life rather than giving birth to them. Robert would tell her she had the body of a teenager. Well, that wasn’t altogether true anymore. Her arms had grown crepey, no matter how often she creamed them. Good thing Robert had to take off his glasses before they made love. Althea’s eyes misted with a sudden wrench of longing.

If she kept thinking about that she would certainly break down in tears, so instead Althea looked out the wide sliding glass doors that stretched across the far side of the room. Modern brownish-red pavers had replaced the old cement patio. They had even put in a new pool, removing the kidney-shaped one that she and Robert had often made love in when they were younger, and replaced it with a rectangular one in which Shyla could do her laps. They did everything for that child, Althea thought, what amounted to coddling. Althea had never coddled Hal and Joan. It must come from Grace, what they called a helicopter mom.

‘They swab her spit so she doesn’t have to swallow,’ Robert said.

‘What?’ Shyla said, looking over one of her large shoulders and up at her grandmother.

‘What?’ Althea answered.

‘I thought you laughed,’ Shyla said.

‘I did. Look at Gonzo,’ she said, who had lumbered out of his house and was munching on the strawberry that Shyla held. ‘His lips are red. As if he were wearing lipstick.’

Then Shyla laughed, too, not a howl like before but a lovely girlish giggle. Just right.

Althea looked at Shyla from a different perspective and with the first glimmer of something positive. Maybe she would be a positive influence on Shyla, maybe even her friend.

Grace called Hal in from the garage where he had been making room for Althea’s car, and made them sit at the table. She told Althea where to sit, at one end. Hal sat at the other end, and Grace faced Shyla across the table. This is how it would always be, Althea supposed, their assigned seating à la cruise ships. She thought it was gracious of Grace to give up her end spot as a place of honor.

Also dinner was just fine, a passable tilapia Veracruz, with diced green olives and bell peppers, though a little too high in sodium. One thing at a time, Althea thought. She would speak about this privately to Grace later rather than criticize her cooking in front of the others.

Shyla plowed through her meal in unladylike fashion and then focused on her cell phone. Again, Althea decided to wait a while before telling her that ladies kept their elbows off the table and didn’t hunch those broad shoulders over their plate as if afraid someone might take it.

Grace and Hal chatted about work and divvied up responsibilities for various chores. Nothing personal or interesting. Althea thought she would need to bring her own conversation to the table in order to be a part of it. Otherwise she would be ignored, as most elderly people were, except for Robert. He would never allow others to ignore him, no matter how old and feeble he got. Even when he went into a coma he commanded attention, if only from the hospice bed on the site of the current family room. Althea grieved that she was the only person sitting at the table who would think about the proximity of Robert as he was dying, but the proximity was comforting too.

After dinner (Grace refused her offer to help clean up, said that was Shyla’s job), Althea asked for some matches.

‘What for?’ Grace asked.

‘For a candle,’ Althea said, fighting back against the question you’d ask a child.

Grace opened one of those kitchen drawers that become a mess no matter how little time you’ve spent in a home. She dug around and came up empty. ‘Sorry. I’ll get some when I do the grocery shopping,’ she said politely enough.

‘Don’t give it another thought. I’ll get some when I’m out tomorrow.’ Althea refused an offer to watch Dancing with the Stars in the family room, with the family, and said she’d prefer to turn in and say her rosary. She summoned Ruth, who followed her into her suite.

As she walked past the staircase, out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed someone descending. Her breath caught in her throat and she stared at the man coming slowly down.

It was him. Not just his voice now but really him.

He walked past her, not as if he didn’t see or dismissed her, but as if it was just another day they had been sharing before he grew too ill to get around the house by himself.

Althea moved numb feet into the grandmother suite without speaking, and kept herself together until her door was closed. Then she went to the bed and sat down on the edge, facing the box of Robert’s ashes. Ruth jumped into one of the open luggage bags and curled up.

Althea hadn’t seen Robert again since she moved out of the house prior to the ‘renovations’. Perhaps this was the only place he could be. From now on she would need to be very cautious. The first thing one learned from visitations such as his was the danger of sharing them with people who can’t understand.

That silken mixture of cold and soft, pain and pleasure, glided over the flesh of her brain again as Robert sat down next to her on the bed.

‘I hate you,’ Althea said, and started to cry on her outside, but quietly so no one could hear.

‘Darling, don’t cry,’ Robert said. ‘I simply cannot stand it when you cry.’

‘Well, it’s your fault I’m unhappy,’ Althea said. ‘All your life I gave you your way. You chose my dinner at restaurants, we attended your church, we even socialized with your and Clare’s friends. When we had …’ but she couldn’t say that word. ‘Loving. Now you’re gone, and here we are, everything is still your way.’

‘That will change, I promise you,’ Robert said. ‘You’re the perfect wife and mother.’


SIX

‘Did you hear something?’ Grace stood under the air-conditioning vent in the bedroom. ‘You’d think in a house like this. Or is it just having someone new in the house?’

Hal grunted.

‘Well, it only took three minutes to piss her off,’ Grace said to Hal’s back as he brushed his teeth in the master bathroom. It wasn’t decked out like Althea’s downstairs. Grace didn’t care. She didn’t need a Jacuzzi in the tub and would only be tempted to soak bras in a bidet. What they’d done in Althea’s suite was all about Taking Care of Althea. Not that Grace resented that part. It wasn’t like it was her money.

Hal spit. ‘Was she upset?’ he asked.

Grace felt herself doing a Shyla eye roll.

‘What did she say?’ Hal asked.

‘Nothing. And she noticed the edible arrangement. Was it so bad of me to not want to wait for a housewarming? Jan was going on a cruise and couldn’t make it another time. Plus it was good to have Althea’s bed for overnight guests.’

‘You don’t have to explain again. Where do you keep that ointment for burns?’

‘Under the sink on your side,’ Grace said. ‘Actually, five.’

‘Five what?’

‘If you count from the time she walked in the door, to the time I suggested she could put your dad’s urn on top of the cat-litter-box hidey-thing.’

‘Ouch.’ Hal grinned as he usually did when he wouldn’t or couldn’t communicate in a meaningful way.

Grace did not grin back. ‘It’s a lovely little wooden table. The entrance is at the back so you can’t even tell it covers a litter box. Did you see the way she walks through the living room turning her head away from the tree? Or let me know that she saw the wine bottles in the trash?’

‘I did not,’ Hal said.

Are all men this way? ‘I think she hates everything. She didn’t even comment on the colors we did her room in, and she chose them!’

‘I heard her say she liked it,’ Hal said.

‘You don’t know. Men are too plain-spoken to understand passive-aggression at its finest. Women know women. What’s underneath what’s said. What goes unsaid.’

‘Oh, do you mean like when I ask you if something is wrong and you say “nothing” in a high voice?’

Grace balled up the washcloth she had used to scrub her face and threw it at him.

‘She was in total control of this house for a good chunk of her life. You had said this might be hard for her for a while,’ Hal said.

‘And here we are. Hard.’

‘For a while,’ Hal added. He opened the cabinet, fished around among the extra bottles of shampoo and liquid bath soap, and pulled out a jar. ‘Would you please?’

Grace took the top off the jar, stuck two fingers in and drew them out with a wad that looked like Vaseline. She smeared it over the burn on his arm where the edges were already beginning to crisp up, a blister forming in the center. ‘That’s repulsive, like second degree. How did you get it this time?’

‘Brushed up against a pot of sticky bun glaze.’

‘Can’t you be more careful?’

‘Occupational hazard,’ he said.

‘How’s work going?’ Grace ventured.

Hal said, ‘Look. I think Althea is fine. She’s a sweetheart. I’ve never known anyone who didn’t say so. We just have to, you know, smooth out a few rough spots. Learn to get along. And that will happen.’

‘Thanks, Mr Rogers.’

‘But until that happens, you know you can always talk to me, right?’

‘Oh. Right.’

‘I’m that supportive kind of husband.’

‘Definitely.’ Grace flicked off the bathroom light and followed Hal into bed, where he flopped into his pillow while she sat up against hers. ‘Feels weird. Do you think we’ll ever have sex again?’

‘Of course we will,’ he said, sounding game in a drowsy kind of way. ‘Want to now?’

Grace wondered again how sound traveled upstairs to downstairs. ‘No, that’s OK.’


SEVEN

Once she was finished crying, which didn’t take all that long as Althea was not a woman given to self-pity, she set about finding her rosary. As she searched through the jumble of cases around her, she thought. As they often did in the quiet evening when there were no interruptions, her thoughts were small quick animals that scurried down forking paths simultaneously, darting out and in, crossing one another, then and now.

Althea couldn’t hate Robert. Robert was perfect. She was ten years younger than Robert, in her mid-thirties when she met him. Handsome and rich, with a daughter beginning her freshman year in high school and a son in the middle of middle school. Joan and Hal.

Althea taught Freshman English and Joan Deming was in her class. If meeting Joan’s father made her think more about what a promising writer Joan was, Althea couldn’t be blamed. Robert Deming was so handsome and obviously rich.

Handsome and rich, and powerful, and sometimes slightly menacing, just like the men in the novels she loved best. At least that’s how she imagined him.

Ah, there it was with her missal on the table next to the armchair. She must have taken it out of her keepsake case and then forgotten. The rosary was made of rosewood and so she imagined it had a scent. Robert had bought it for her that summer they spent in Tuscany, on a trip to Rome where she had an audience with the pope. Not Francis, whom she didn’t trust so much, but Pope Benedict, whose orthodoxy she respected. If you’re going to convert to Catholicism, don’t water it down. She also agreed to convert officially to Catholicism, the religion in which the children were being raised and which had been especially dear to Robert’s first wife. In her own humble way, she thought she would make a better Catholic than Clare had.

She thought all this while her fingers soothed themselves on the little quilted satin bag. Then she unsnapped the single snap and let the rosary flow out into her other palm.

Far too young to raise two children by himself. They would need someone lively, with a zest for life that would ease their mourning. Someone fun and playful, with a zany imagination. Robert fell in love with her. The children fell in love with her. Everybody loved everybody for a while.

She blithely agreed to quit her job in order to be a proper mom to them. Even with Joan entering her teenage years, there was still plenty of time to cultivate her. Joan wasn’t a bad child, not at first. She just needed to have her personality toned down a bit. It was too big.

Althea was married to Robert for thirty-two perfect years. And then he got sick and died.

Looking around the room at all her choices, she decided on the spongy armchair next to a small end table for her prayer place. It would be perfect for reading too, so wide that her elbows barely found purchase at the same time on the thickly padded arms. It made her feel like Alice growing smaller. The chair faced a large single-paned window that in the daylight would look out on the side yard where the bougainvillea used to be.

Grasp the crucifix and begin with the Apostle’s Creed.

What was that on the windowsill?

This being December and already dark, she wouldn’t be able to see the bougainvillea anyway.

There was a shade that could be let down for privacy, but she was still dressed.

She assumed the people who lived in the house next door for the past ten years or so were still there. They had come to Robert’s funeral. She would have to visit her old neighbors soon, certainly bring them something homemade.

With her thumb Althea fingered the naked body of Jesus on the cross, as if she would push aside the tiny drape over his loins. She imagined her own arms, pinned, unable to move. The wooden crucifix on which was affixed the metal image was so large she could close her eyes and feel the nails and the crown of thorns as he died for her sins.

… And once again started the Apostle’s Creed. ‘I believe in God the Father Almighty Creator of heaven and earth …’

No stranger to Catholic dogma, there she was at seven years old, lying awake at night thinking she would go to hell forever when she died. Was it these new surroundings, her loneliness, forcing her thoughts back to that time? As a child, Althea didn’t have many friends, she was too – what her mother would call – shy. But the girl who sat next to her in the second grade, Karen Wrobleski, told her about going to lessons for making a First Holy Communion. They practiced First Holy Communion using Necco Wafers, and that was when Karen also told her about preparations for First Confession.

When Karen explained what First Confession was, Althea thought she might feel better if she did that. Maybe she wouldn’t lie awake at night thinking how she was likely to die and spend eternity in hellfire. Maybe Confession would stop those thoughts. Her friend said not to do it, that tricking the priest into thinking she was Catholic would be sinful in itself. But Althea figured her imagination was sinful anyways, and so had nothing to lose. She walked to St Clement’s Catholic Church on Saturday where the sign outside announced confession from 4 p.m. to 5 p.m.

The church was nice inside which made Althea less fearful. It was dim without feeling gloomy, made of stone and dark wood, and smelled of candle wax and something she wouldn’t recognize until years later, incense. She saw the booths that Karen had described to her (though Karen had not confided what sins she would confess because you weren’t allowed to do that). When she pulled aside the heavy velvet curtain and stepped inside there was a different smell, like old sweat, but it wasn’t terrible. She imagined it was just the fear that people brought into the booth with them. She held her elbows out from her body because her own armpits were sweaty.

Stop thinking.

She knelt down on what was clearly a kneeler for kneeling. It clicked a little and appeared to turn on a light on the other side of the window-like screen, which was covered with a piece of cut-out wood. A panel moved to the side with an authoritative swish. She could make out that the person on the other side was a man, and his face was full of fat, but that was all.

‘I have come to confess,’ she said, trying to sound sure of herself. It sounded a little like she was placing a hamburger order at White Castle, but it was the best she could do.

‘Well, then say it properly, child,’ the man’s voice said, with an Irish brogue.

Althea didn’t know how to say it properly. Karen hadn’t told her that part.

When she didn’t go on, he prompted, ‘Father, forgive me for I have sinned, my last confession was so many days ago.’

Althea repeated obediently, ‘Father, forgive me for I have sinned, my last confession was so many days ago.’

There was the briefest pause while the priest seemed to consider what she had said. Then, ‘Who are you, child?’ the voice said, and the vaguely male face turned ponderously toward her as if to see. The way his head turned sparked the memory of that terrifying dream she once had, Mr O’Brian reluctantly lifting his eyes from his cards (or the puzzle piece he held in his hand), as if that was more interesting to him than the shame of the child and her laughing mother.

The large head kept turning up and in her direction, slowly, as if fighting some inertia brought about by its immense weight – or boredom.

Now Althea’s fingers moved over the rosary as she tried to take back her mind from the memory of that head. First bead, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name …’

Althea had panicked and run from the confessional booth, nearly tripping over the burgundy fringe at the bottom of the curtain. There followed more nights worrying about going to hell. But the church had also been her salvation. Years later she discovered that you don’t need to be forgiven for things that don’t happen, for the things you only imagine or dream, like being displayed naked to strangers or stabbing your mother with a steak knife. Althea was forever careful to avoid committing sin.

Second bead, deep breath in, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee …’

Althea stopped whispering the line. She saw a glow on the window ledge that was more than light cast from the overhead combination fan and light. Keeping her finger on the second bead of the first decade, she used her left hand to hoist herself out of the chair and went to the window.

It was a cobweb. Spider web? Althea wondered if there was a difference. What was a cob, anyway? The thing was so thick with crisscrossed strands that it was nearly opaque. It dipped down to the millefleur paperweight midway along the sill and then sloped up to the metal window frame on the right.

Althea stared at the paperweight. She had bought it during a tour of the Murano glassworks and given it to Grace as a birthday present. Now it was in her room. Was it a friendly gesture, leaving something familiar to make her feel more at home, or was it a cast-off that Grace didn’t want?

That made Althea feel bad.

Oh, the web. Her attention turned back, she peered among the strands for a sight of the spider or the cob that might have made it.

Nothing. Still holding her place on the rosary, Althea went into the bathroom, got a small wad of toilet paper, and came back to the window to wipe the web away, careful to make sure that no spider clinging to it would leap on to her hand in a daring bid for survival. She flushed the paper down the toilet and returned to her prayers.

‘Holy Mary Mother of God pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death amen.’


EIGHT

Grace approached her regular weekly call with her mom with all the candor of a convict appearing before the parole board. She had whined enough and was determined to not subject Fiona to more of the same so that her mother would come to dread her calls. Mom deserved better than that.

After all, Hal never complained. He did whatever was wanted of him. Sold his little bakery with the four ice-cream tables and free coffee up in Eau Gallie and was baking at the much larger Pastry Plus on Atlantic Avenue. He said he was ‘fine’, but going from being his own boss to having one, was he fine, and did he even know?

Grace didn’t mind so much working for the Airbnb company. Prepping houses for their new guests gave her something to do while she figured out what to do. So what if the new guests treated her like help when they ran into her, and the other women in her neighborhood were members of the tennis and yacht club? So what if Shyla would probably be embarrassed by her?

Grace had sneaked a look at Shyla’s phone and seen postings on her Instagram and TikTok pages, one selfie and a few seconds’ video of the pool, with her voice talking about how she had this great place to train for the next meet. There were no replies or likes, bullying or kind, nothing at all. Amazing how you could lose contact with old friends in just a little over two weeks. Plus, it wasn’t easy for someone of Shyla’s temperament to make friends when you entered a new eighth grade two months after school started.

Grace almost wished her daughter would complain more than Hal did. Instead, Shyla watched more TV than she used to, and spent more time with Gonzo, and looked sad. Thank God she had gotten on the swim team; at least there was that. Maybe she would make some friends there. And she could invite them over because look at the huge fancy house they had. Just look at it.

Grace remembered to put a little concealer under her eyes to hide the darkish smudges there, though it couldn’t do much about the puffiness that was somehow accentuated in the FaceTime camera.

She tapped ‘Fiona’ and heard the ring tone.

Fiona’s face burst on to the screen. Mom had a way of bursting in, no matter whether it was digital or real. ‘Hello, Froot!’ she all but yelled, maybe guessing what Grace was experiencing and just a little too eager to be upbeat for her sake.

‘Hello, Woomy,’ Grace said, and smiled despite herself. She could never remember when it was that they’d come up with those nicknames; it was long before Hal had brought his stepmother and her Catholicism into her life, so it wasn’t that they were making fun of that prayer about Jesus being the fruit of Mary’s womb. Well, OK, they were making fun of it, but it didn’t have anything to do with Althea’s devotion.

‘So. Is it still awful?’ Fiona never wasted time getting to the point. Sometimes it felt good, having this much honesty thrust at her. And sometimes Grace would have wished to hide her feelings a little more. But then she had chosen to call.

‘Is what awful?’ Grace asked.

‘Don’t be coy, dear,’ Fiona said.

Grace laughed. ‘OK, OK, I’m busted. I’ve been trying to come up with something more positive than the fantastic Dyson the VRB company gave me or the sizable tip from a recent guest.’

‘How soon do you want me?’

‘Oh please don’t come down yet. Althea will suspect we’ve talked and think you’re coming here to take my side.’

Fiona didn’t answer that, just gave a ‘yeah duh’ expression. Grace was always impressed that Fiona, being in a different generation, could do the ‘yeah duh’ face so well.

Fiona changed the subject. ‘So the house. Thanks for letting me off the hook for Thanksgiving. Twice in one month, too much driving. How was the move? You never told me.’

‘Went smoothly. Had a little housewarming party, just a few people from Eau Gallie came. It was sad to think that I’m going to lose those friends. Lots of mouthing about how we’re going to stay in touch. Two hours’ travel makes a big difference. But Hal made some wonderful little quiches.’

‘You’ll make more. What kind?’

Grace wasn’t sure her mom was talking about friends or quiches. ‘Kind?’

‘Quiches.’

‘Artichoke and mushroom … ham … um …’

‘That’s OK, dear, I was just being polite. Did you get rid of the terrible Victorian furnishings?’

‘Pretty much. Once we had all the walls knocked down to open up the space on the first floor, it sort of lent itself to ultra-modern. Hal weighed in on that, believe it or not. I mostly like it, and we saved a few of Althea’s pieces, like a couple of lamps that make a good contrast with the modern cubist stuff.’

‘Listen to you, all knowledgeable about interior design.’

‘Must come from all the time I spend in rich people’s houses.’

‘How did Althea feel about getting rid of her stuff? Does she seem to have adjusted since we talked last to the changes you made?’

‘Well, don’t make it sound like we threw all her belongings in the road. She chose what she wanted to keep and we furnished the suite with it. Then we had an estate sale. It was definitely a joint operation.’

‘Is that her opinion?’

Grace cocked her head to the side and then leaped in what she and her mom called mental mountain-goating. ‘Mom, I miss you. How long am I going to feel like a stranger in my own house?’

‘Honey, you’re going to have to deal, as Shyla would say. It’s only been a few days.’

‘You know what they say about fish and guests.’

‘Only she’s not a guest. This is life. This could go on a while.’

‘A while? That’s code for until she dies.’

‘Well, until somebody dies. If Hal goes first, are you responsible?’

‘Good question. I’m not sure what “responsible” even means. The whole thing happened so quickly and we didn’t have a lawyer of our own to look at the contract. Hal just trusted that his dad wouldn’t screw him.’

Fiona’s voice softened as she stopped trying to play the tough gal. ‘I would say I’m sorry but I don’t want to make you cry.’

‘Too late.’

Fiona instantly responded to the tears starting in Grace’s eyes. ‘What?’

‘Hal is a little worried about the restaurant. This should be the busy season. And there’s stress, and I feel like I can’t allow it to show because it’s like there’s always company in the house. You know, no matter how nice the company is, you have to watch what you say, watch how you move, watch how your face looks. You know how she—’

‘I know, I’ve been to enough family gatherings. Robert’s funeral.’

‘Oh, don’t get started on that again.’

‘And the way she talked so loudly at the reception, everyone in the room could hear about Hal “leaving the church”. And now you never even go.’

‘We go.’

Fiona gave a silent snort that Grace could see on the screen if not hear. ‘Christmas and Easter.’

‘Some Easters,’ Grace said, and grinned. With some people, it felt like they said, ‘good morning’ and you’d want to snap, ‘what’d you mean by that?!’ While people who loved each other could say just about anything and it didn’t hurt. A memory of how home could be that way if she didn’t have to walk on eggshells washed through her and it was too tiring to hide it.

Fiona caught the look that the thought created, and softened her voice. ‘You’re not OK.’

‘I’m up to my armpits in eggshells,’ she said.

Fiona gazed at Grace, as if the conversation kept going in ways where words weren’t enough. ‘Much as I love you, I’m thinking this venting isn’t the best for you. If you keep feeling this way, I still think you should have a heart-to-heart with her.’

‘That would help, sure,’ Grace said, glancing at the time in the corner of the screen.

‘Or get a life coach? I hear that’s the latest thing. Not a psychologist.’

‘Sounds good. Love you. See you.’ Grace kissed the tip of her finger and pressed it to the disconnect button.
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Several days followed the ones before it, Althea slowly putting away her clothes, making herself light meals, engaging Hal as best she could when he came home in the mid-afternoon and was only interested in a shower and nap, and quietly eating her dinner at the table before returning to her room. Just as the other mornings, a restless night had given way to the sounds of people preparing for their day. That would just be Grace and Shyla upstairs making all the noise. Hal would have risen and gone to the restaurant around three a.m. Althea pulled up the blanket as a shield to protect her from the activity, to keep her from feeling forced to go out there and engage.

When she heard them descend the stairs and the door to the garage open and close, she got up, drew on her old friend the chenille robe with the pink and lavender peacock on the back, slipped into her house shoes, and emerged like a timid wild animal from its burrow after the danger is past.

As always, the aroma of coffee attracted her to the kitchen. It had taken three tries to find the cupboard with the mugs and another two tries to find a canister with the coffee pods. But once she had those two things in hand, it was easy to fix a cup in the Keurig. She had had one of her own and didn’t need instructions. There was some fat-free half-and-half in the refrigerator. As she sipped her coffee, she examined the contents of the refrigerator and decided today’s first order of business was to make a list of the things she wanted that weren’t there. About to look for a small pad of paper, she spied on the counter a white sheet of paper with careful printing. See, this morning had something different to offer, after all.

WHEN NO ONE IS HOME, PLEASE:

DO NOT GO UP THE STAIRS BY YOURSELF.

DO NOT USE THE POOL. DO NOT USE THE STOVE OR THE OVEN. MICROWAVE OK.

MAKE SURE RUTH CAN’T GET TO GONZO. LEAVE LID ON CAGE.

PLEASE LEAVE THE WINDOWS SHUT AS AC IS ON. IF YOU LEAVE HOUSE, MAKE SURE ALL DOORS ARE LOCKED AND BLINDS CLOSED.

PLEASE TURN KEURIG OFF WHEN NOT IN USE.

There was more.

HERE’S KEY TO HOUSE. SORRY, FORGOT TO GIVE IT TO YOU.

WE FOUND YOUR PHONE AND PROGRAMMED BOTH OUR NUMBERS IN CASE OF EMERGENCY.

THE BOX IS A MEDICAL ALERT DEVICE. PROGRAMMED. PLEASE WEAR.

PLEASE DON’T EAT GROUND BEEF OR VEGETABLES. DINNER.

Althea wondered which of these rules she had unknowingly broken that had occasioned Grace to put it all in writing. It seemed to take an awful lot of trouble to write the list in capital letters. Althea recalled that on the computer this was taken to be shouting. She smiled. Even in writing they thought they had to raise their voices for her benefit.

Althea opened the small box next to the house rules and found a plastic medallion attached to a cord. She put it on. She would be obedient, but she wouldn’t thank them for treating her like a tagged bear. The receipt was left in the box. My goodness, what unnecessary extravagance. The thing even had a GPS system so they could track her down if she escaped.

Althea turned over the list, which blessedly was not continued on the back, and made her grocery list with the same pen that Grace had used.

When she was finished, Althea took the top off the tortoise cage and sang, a different song than the one that Shyla had been singing the first night. Gonzo did not emerge from his house. Maybe he didn’t care for ‘Over the Rainbow’. Or maybe he too liked to sleep in until everyone was gone.

Where was Ruth?

‘Ruth? Ruthie,’ Althea called and padded back to her burrow.

Simultaneously her glance went to the windowsill and she stumbled on the edge of the thick area rug.

The web that she had wiped away the first night was back.

Twice as large as it had been. The strands weren’t woven as close together as they had been. This morning it was more of an outline of a proposed web. But the top strand went a good six inches up the side of the frame, swung down to touch the paperweight as it had before, and then swooped up on the right to an even greater height. Work on filling in the gaps had begun but was clearly not yet finished.

This was either a very large spider or a tremendously industrious one, though right now there was no spider to be seen. It was either resting, or somehow conscious of the movement in the house and hiding until it was quiet.

This time Althea was afraid to approach it, for it seemed like an act of aggression, the spider weaving all night just to let her know that it wasn’t giving up the territory it had staked out for itself. Althea walked toward it, but not directly, more in an arc, as if something was there that would leap out at her if she got too close. She remembered someone telling her they had moved into a newly built house and on their first night had killed a wolf spider and three two-inch cockroaches in the kitchen, and captured and released a frog that was sitting on the toilet seat in the master bathroom. It had been terrifying, the acquaintance said, us against nature.

New houses are like this. Even old houses that are drastically renovated. You stir things up that had lain quietly for years and you never knew what would appear.

Althea considered doing what she had done before, getting some tissue and wiping away the web. But this wasn’t your usual web. She stared at the metal frame behind which was the runner where the window opened to the side. Her breath came faster and her heart picked up speed as she imagined first one leg and then the other seven emerging over that metal frame. Pulling a body behind it that was thick and pulpy as a dark dumpling.

Should she go or stay? What if the spider was hiding deep in the runner, only to emerge when she took her eyes off it?

‘Ruth?’ she said, though she wasn’t certain why. A cat knew better than to get bitten by a spider. And Ruth would certainly be of no use in dispatching it.

Maybe there’s some bug spray in the house. In the kitchen or out in the garage.

Althea ran from the room, daring to let the spider leave its lair and hide itself elsewhere in the room. She first went to the kitchen and looked in the cabinet under the sink. That’s where she would have put the spray when this was her home. Not there. She ran back to the bedroom to make sure the thing wasn’t crawling down the wall while she wasn’t looking, saw nothing, and ran into the garage. Both of their cars were gone, of course, and hers safely where Hal had put it. Already a three-car garage, it had gone untouched in the renovations, and she scanned the shelves where things, some familiar and some not, were stored: a raised toilet seat Robert hadn’t used since he was catheterized, a crock pot and humidifier both in their boxes, luggage large and small, a hedge trimmer and neatly wound garden hose that were never used because they had a landscaper.

Insect spray … insect spray … there it was. She grabbed the can with a grotesque cartoon spider pictured in extremis and ran back to her room, her chenille robe flapping.

Still no spider to be seen.

She didn’t know how far from the window she could stand and still get the spray where it needed to go. She glanced at the directions on the can, cursed the small print, and crept closer to the window, to the side of her bed where she had left her reading glasses. Now she could read the type. Four feet. That would be OK, she thought, as long as it wasn’t some kind of jumping spider.

I wish I weren’t alone. I wish you were here. You were always my knight in shining armor when it came to things like killing bugs.

Althea made sure the spray was pointed in the right direction, held her breath to avoid breathing in the toxic fumes and pressed the button at the top of the can. She held it that way until the spray pooled up over the edge of the window frame, and only when she saw that did she stop. She finally allowed herself to take a deep breath, but kept her eyes riveted to the window ledge, watching the web sag under the weight of the poison.

The deep breath held as she watched the spider come up from the poison soup. Its body was large enough to be covered in a white foam. Althea couldn’t tell whether the poison was affecting the spider or merely weighing it down and making it clumsy. It crawled over the metal window frame and on to the sill, but stumbled and fell on its side. Althea’s skin crawled with it.

Putting up a fight against death, the spider tried to escape drowning by going down the wall, but was unable to hang on to the vertical surface, however bugs did such a thing. Within a step or two it dropped to the floor where it dragged its hind legs half a foot across the wood.

Stop moving! Die already! Althea shouted, but only inside her mind, as she had become accustomed to doing since Robert’s death a year ago. Like the tree crashing in the forest. No use saying things aloud, no use reacting in any way when there was no one to hear.

As if the spider did hear her, it stopped, fell on to its side and then turned on its back, its legs quickly curling in on its body.

Althea wished with all her heart that she could leave it there until Robert – Hal, that is – returned at the end of the day, but there was Ruth to reckon with. She might play with the spider while Althea was gone, and all that poison might at least make her sick.

‘Ruthie?’ she called, remembering the cat who was still nowhere to be seen.

Gathering courage, Althea looked around for something to pick up the dead spider. Quickly she noticed that several magazines were lying on the table next to her reading chair. Grace must have put them there to make the room look less sterile. Althea picked them up, People, Granta, and New Yorker. It was obvious that Grace did not know her well after more than ten years in the family, and so had given her a wide spectrum of content.

She decided on People, which she had long despised, except as a guilty pleasure at the dentist’s office. Althea carried it back across the room, that big room, and found the spider unmoving where she had left it. She tried pushing the magazine under its body but only succeeded in pushing it against the wall. She pushed a little more when the body hit the wall and flipped it right side up on to Reese Witherspoon’s face.

Being upright apparently revived the spider for a last hurrah. It flexed its legs in preparation for a final run. This time Althea did scream aloud and shifted the magazine to a downward angle in hopes that the spider would slip off rather than crawl up on to her hand.

It did. As it dropped to the floor, still on its feet, Althea cried out again and smashed the magazine down on it. Again and again.

When she was finished it was hard to tell it had been a spider. Althea got a goodly wad of tissue from the bathroom and wiped up the oozing carcass. She tried not to be aware of the spider’s body between her fingertips – it was that big – as she carried it to the waste basket.

Robert had always been the spider killer, but he was currently nowhere to be seen and, even if he had been, Althea didn’t believe he could deal with this kind of situation in his current state. She realized now that she had been holding her breath. It made her a little dizzy.

Maybe a little hungry, too. She had some breakfast that she cobbled together from things in the refrigerator that were good enough. A toasted English muffin – using the toaster was apparently permitted as it was not on Grace’s verboten list – with some peanut butter for the protein, and another cup of coffee. While Althea sat at the breakfast bar, Ruth finally showed up, rubbing against her ankle and doing that little jump-up thing as if she could fling herself with abandon into a good ear scratch.

She fed Ruth, and put a strawberry into Gonzo’s cage.

Then she dressed to go out, in a crisp blouse of white and lime green stripes (stripes were so clean), white capris, and thin-strappy sandals, pleased to look good in things most elderly stepmothers never wore. Pleased that she wasn’t yet reduced to orthopedic shoes and a cane. Unlike Grace, she knew how to dress in this town.

And yes, Grace, I made sure to put the top back on the tortoise’s cage before I left.
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By late afternoon Althea had done her little bit of grocery shopping – just some bananas, the kind of apricot preserves she liked on her toast, ingredients to make homemade brownies, and matches for her candle. She put the rest of her clothes away, hanging some in the walk-in closet that was as large as the bedroom of the apartment where she had been staying, and folding others in the dresser that had once been in her and Robert’s bedroom upstairs. Keeping busy made her feel better.

She also fixed an after-school snack for Shyla – peanut butter and jelly, the way Hal used to like it. Poor Shyla had all this time been what they called a latchkey kid long after anyone knew what a latchkey was. Althea remembered how grateful Hal and Joan had been when they could count on her to be home after school and fix them snacks. Their mother, Clare, on the other hand, had been a professional with some sort of career. ‘No latchkey kids in our home!’ Althea had declared. She was stricken at the thought of poor Shyla all this time. Here was some good she could do, and it would make Grace appreciate her as more than just a dead weight.

She remembered the long and detailed conversations with Grace and Hal about what was to be kept (put in her room) and eliminated (sold in an estate sale). These conversations had happened within a month after Robert’s death, when she was still reeling. They tired her. Hal mostly remained silent as she and Grace talked out each major and minor piece, from the bedroom set to the carved cherrywood formal dining set. Some smaller things, photograph albums and pictures in frames, the porcelain spaniel that she had admired in a shop window, and that the children – with Robert’s guidance – had purchased for her birthday; these things had been put in boxes and stored, with the assurance that they would be waiting for her here. If they had given her more time, she might have made different choices.

As big as her room was, Althea didn’t see where everything she loved would go. There just weren’t enough surfaces. Maybe, with the children’s permission, she could ask for more tables. Maybe there was a requisition form. If it hadn’t felt so constraining, she might have laughed at herself.

For now she opened the box within one of the boxes, a fine inlaid-wood piece from Sorrento with more colors than you’d think wood could be. In it were her most precious keepsakes that she had allowed to be stored when she had no idea how long it would be before she could have them back. A whole year, it ended up being! She left the keepsake box on the edge of her bed. Then she put out the jar of strawberry licorice whips she had seen at Walgreens, on the table next to her reading chair. Then she sat in the chair and waited. At Ocean View people would be gathering in the lobby for an early dinner. There would be people to talk with.

Everyone went to their own quiet spaces after school and work, but joined together at the table for dinner. Hal looked like a person who hasn’t had enough coffee in the morning and wasn’t inclined to socialize yet. This would be the way of the house for people who were so introverted, Althea recognized, and she must wait to have any conversation.

But tonight she was ready. The thought of it excited her.

She waited patiently, picking at her stuffed peppers and smashed red potatoes, skin on. When she cooked she pared the potatoes before cooking them with milk and butter. Leaving the skin on was sort of a lazy thing to do, but the tomato sauce from the peppers at least gave them some flavor. The conversation went between the three of them. It didn’t really matter who said what, it was all tediously interchangeable.

‘How was school?’

‘Good. Fine.’

‘Do you like your home room teacher?’

‘He’s OK.’

‘Well I thought he seemed like a lot of fun at the open house.’

‘He’s OK.’

Althea observed the red-raw place on Hal’s forearm and thought about that arm when he was a little boy, hairless and not yet a baker. Talking about becoming a professional basketball player. He could have, too, with that height of his. She cleared her throat and jumped in.

‘That burn is horrible,’ she said.

Grunt.

‘How did you get it?’

‘Brushed up against a pot of sticky bun glaze. It’s a couple days old.’

‘Do you have something to treat it with?’

‘Yep. Some magic ointment.’

‘Grace should be able to put it on, right, Grace? Do you want to get it now?’

Grace ducked her head. It didn’t quite look like a nod.

‘She put some on me last night,’ Hal said.

‘How are things at the restaurant?’ Althea asked.

She watched Hal’s and Grace’s eyes narrow. She had said something wrong, but couldn’t tell what it was.

Hal said, ‘Business, you mean? It’s all right.’

Althea could tell Hal was lying. He should give her enough credit for that. And she was darned if she would pretend otherwise. ‘Things always pick up when the snowbirds return,’ she said.

‘It’s December, Momya,’ Grace said, which might not have hurt Althea’s feelings if she had at least looked up from her plate and smiled. This way it felt dismissive.

Leave it to Hal to smooth things over. ‘Brunch might have dropped off some because of a breakfast place on the next block. We need to compete. I suggested offering German pancakes as a breakfast item to make myself more valuable. They’re going good.’

‘Doing well,’ Althea said, but couldn’t tell if he realized she was correcting his grammar and not just affirming him. Whatever the case, in the space of that word the three of them focused on the meal instead of her.

‘This is good,’ Shyla said.

‘Thanks.’

The food must have perked up Hal. At least enough to reach out his hand and place it lightly on Grace’s right hand which lay beside her plate because she was left-handed. Althea observed this and understood. That was why Grace had them sit this way, she thought. So that the three of them could all be together, in touching distance. It had nothing to do with putting her at the head of the table as a loving gesture.

‘It is good,’ Hal said, having no idea of Althea’s feelings in that moment. ‘You used Mom’s recipe, didn’t you?’

‘It’s so easy the way she did it, you don’t even have to cook the rice ahead. Your dad always liked it, too,’ Grace said.

Althea felt her face burn and hoped the blush didn’t show. She didn’t want them to know that she was thinking how this wasn’t her recipe. She had never made stuffed peppers. It must have been an old recipe from Hal’s Real Mother, and he had remembered it from when he was just a tyke. His Real Mother was Hungarian or something. This was a Clare Dish.

‘I killed a spider,’ Althea said. Perhaps she said it a little too loudly. The other three looked up quickly at the same time, as if she had just appeared in a puff of smoke.

‘Where was it?’ Grace asked, a little too politely for real interest, the way you would ask an overexcited child to make them feel you cared.

But that was OK, because now she had the floor. This would be far more exciting than new teachers or restaurant business or food. Dinner time didn’t need to be so banal. Not now that she was here.

Althea had spent nearly fifteen years teaching English. If she couldn’t tell a story, no one could. She started with the first night, spotting the web on the windowsill and wiping it up bravely, without even thinking there could be a spider lurking in the shadows. Building the suspense to that morning, something hideous going on in the middle of the night, she described the larger web that was in process.

‘Thank heavens you had some bug spray in the garage, and thank heavens I knew where to look for it, because you wouldn’t want this thing to be hiding somewhere in the house.’ Althea included every detail of the events, getting her glasses so she could read the fine print on the can, flooding the runners with the poison because she couldn’t be sure how large the spider was, or how far under the window frame it could be hiding. And then the moment when it crawled out, covered with foam, ‘Its body was bigger than a quarter.’

No reaction to that. She added, ‘With the total circumference of a teacup.’ The three around the table slowed down shoveling the food into their mouths and stared at her.

Grace’s mouth twitched. ‘The big part of the teacup at the top or the small part at the bottom?’

Althea glanced around the table as she thought. ‘The top part. White with foam.’

‘God bless America, my home sweet home,’ Grace said with a straight face.

Oh, the wit. It nearly took her breath away.

Althea ignored the insult, pressed her point. ‘It was like some abomination.’

Then Shyla giggled. ‘The Abominable Spiderman.’

Grace laughed outright. When Althea’s chin went up, Grace reached over and took her hand the way Hal had taken hers, but gave it a little shake. ‘Come on, Momya, we’re just kidding around. It’s what we do. Nobody goes unkidded. Makes you one of the family.’

Haven’t I been? A member of the family, that is? That’s news to me. Or is she saying that I lack some sense of humor that the rest of you have? What about the other day when I said Gonzo looked like he was wearing lipstick and Shyla laughed? Althea felt bad at the implication that she was somehow unkiddable. And since when did I have to participate in your silliness to be made a part of the family?

However, just now she was not being funny, and they had to understand that. Unwilling to give up, Althea stubbornly willed their focus while understanding the threat of further jibes. ‘It appeared to be dead, but when I tried to pick it up with a magazine it came back to life and crawled on my wrist.’ And then, ‘It bit me. Here.’ She lifted her left hand with the tender wrist exposed to show a pale red mark. If she had one on the other hand, it would have looked like the marks of the crucifixion.

Now Grace was genuinely engaged. ‘Oh dear. How long ago was this?’

‘This morning,’ Althea said, watching Grace carefully for signs of not caring.

Grace took Althea’s wrist and rubbed a finger over the reddened spot. ‘It doesn’t look like a spider bite. They’re usually a raised bump with a white center, like an ant bite. But you might keep an eye on it in case it’s a brown recluse or something. You’ll need antibiotics.’

Having dispensed with the possibility of Althea’s death, Grace went back to devouring her stuffed peppers.

Before following suit, Hal looked at Althea with an encouraging smile, as if he shared that little link with her, that of her love of telling a good story, but didn’t want to interfere with the family dynamic. All he did was reach up and give Grace’s shoulder the merest rub. Althea knew from that point that he was unlikely to stick up for her ever. That was Hal, he’d rather plunge his hand into a pot of boiling glaze than join in any conflict.

And no one asked how Althea finally managed to dispatch the spider.

‘Fear of spiders is probably the most common phobia,’ Grace said, responding to Hal’s shoulder warning with a sympathetic shudder. ‘I would have been scared, too. If it was as big as you say.’

‘No, has to be fear of falling,’ Hal said.

‘What?’

‘Phobia.’

‘Fear of public speaking,’ Shyla said. ‘Did I tell you I’ve already been assigned to do a talk? I have to use PowerPoint.’

‘You’ll figure it out, you’re smart,’ Grace said.

If she were my child, I would have offered to help. Althea wrapped herself in the good sense she had not to say this out loud.

‘Bet you five dollars,’ Hal said.

The other two looked at him.

‘About what the top phobia is,’ Hal said.

Shyla picked up her smartphone and her thumbs went to town on it. Quickly she came up with, ‘Mom is right, it is fear of spiders at the top. Well, heights is third, that’s sort of like falling, right? But spiders is first.’

‘Ding ding ding! I win,’ Grace said.

The three of them laughed again.

Hal said, ‘We should rent Tarantula. Remember at the drive-in?’

Althea observed Grace’s eyes shoot open, as if she were expecting Hal to talk about making out in front of their child. ‘We can get it from Netflix. Would you like to see a Fifties horror movie, Shy?’

‘Sure.’

Who was the first one to change the subject, so that Althea’s talking point went nowhere? And on top of that, what did Grace mean by ‘if it was as big as you say.’ Of course it was as big as she said. Did they think she was lying? Did they think she was imagining it? Did they think she didn’t know what was real and what was not, that she hadn’t learned that lesson years ago?

There really was a spider.

And maybe she had been wrong about Shyla’s affection.
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‘And what about that spider? I got the feeling there wasn’t really a spider, she just wanted attention. This might sound crazy, but that spot on her wrist. It looked like she was pinching herself under the table.’

‘Of course there was a spider. Why would you think there was no spider?’

‘Just a feeling,’ Grace said. ‘It was all so dramatic. Killed a spider, for God’s sake.’

Hal shook his head. ‘No, if there wasn’t a spider, the story would have been much better than that.’ He walked into the bedroom and set the alarm for three a.m. It was a good alarm, didn’t have a sound but just a soft light and vibration so it wouldn’t wake Grace before she needed to get up in the morning. He pulled back the covers and got into bed, ready for sleep. ‘I hadn’t thought in a long time how Althea used to tell the best stories when I was a kid. And the funny thing, I wasn’t even that young when she married Dad. Twelve, thirteen? She would still read to me, or she’d make them up as she went, changing her voice for every character. Some pretty scary stuff. What an imagination.’

Grace got into her side of the bed. Hal rolled over and kissed her as he did every night, except for the nights when they used to do more than kiss. She loved that he did this. ‘Scary how?’ she asked, looking up at him as he leaned over her on his elbow.

‘Witches and goblins and stuff. The fairy tales most people don’t know.’ He rolled back to his side of the bed and turned out the light, but kept talking. ‘Dad was working a lot, and maybe she did it to bond, and so I wouldn’t miss Mom.’

Grace said, ‘I used to read to Shyla a lot. Even before she was born.’ That’s not as good as having ‘an imagination’. Did all women do that, compare themselves to other women and come up wanting? Wanting to stop Hal’s praise of Althea, ‘I had to get two houses ready today,’ Grace said into the dark.

No answer, which made it safe to add, ‘It’s hard for me, too,’ with a tremor in her voice she didn’t need to control.

Hal had already dropped off to sleep. Grace was just as happy he hadn’t heard her whine. She was stronger than that, not your typical female.

Strong. And happy. Grace had been happy with her life. She would go so far as to say Very Happy. It was a simple life, with a baker for a husband. She had worried about leaving her real-estate office job with its built-in friends up in Eau Gallie, but the broker had connected her to this company that dealt with Vrbos. Providing the maintenance and preparation of vacation rentals wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be. With Hal’s hours at the bakery and the solitary nature of her work, there wasn’t a lot of socializing, but it suited her. She got to talk to the odd plumber or electrician come to fix something, and she always got affirmation from the guests. Great Yelp reviews.

Moving into this part of town, though, where people belonged to golf and yacht clubs, where children went to private schools and took tennis lessons, for the first time in her life she pictured herself at a cocktail party, someone asking her if she ‘worked out of the house’ and when she told them what she did, watching that look as they realized that, no matter what title she gave herself, Vrbo manager or whatever, what they would hear is that she cleaned houses for a living.

Her plans to get her real-estate license, or maybe her MBA at the local university, didn’t need to be shelved permanently.

And Shyla. In Eau Gallie, Shyla hadn’t appeared to have any of the pre-teen angst that she had been dreading. She was smart, and well-balanced in terms of friends and sports. Hal had loved his little bakery, with all the love of a boy for his treehouse.

Such a happy, well-organized life it had been. And then somehow Hal and his father had made arrangements to Take Care of Althea, and upend her own life in the process. How did that happen to such a strong, funny, well-liked woman, one who had had friends? Those friends made the trip for the housewarming party, but a two-hour drive wasn’t conducive to last-minute lunches or movie or wine bar. You had to plan ahead, and you had to watch the drinking because of the drive home. Most of them had stayed over that one wonderful night, used the guest room, Althea’s room, and the couches. She had understood how things would be long term when she was listening to the sworn oaths to keep in touch.

At what point had she agreed to this? When dear sweet Hal took her hand and held it while calmly describing the inheritance and the conditions it required of them. Of her. Was she kidding herself about liking to clean houses for a living? Her parents had always given her to believe she was smart.

Now Shyla was having a hard time adjusting, and only Hal appeared to be truly contented with his job working for a boss at Pastry Plus. Grace supposed her mom was right, you couldn’t have a better husband than one who loves his work.

Grace had gone outside before dinner to watch Shyla do her laps in the new pool. Watching Shyla swim relaxed her, and Shyla said the pool was fine. That was a positive thing, Grace thought, reminding herself of that poster with the words ‘Attitude for Gratitude’.

When Shyla was finished and wrapped in a towel against the cooler evening air, Grace did what her own mother always called, ‘taking her temperature’. Subtle, you know? Not prying.

‘Is the heater working all right?’ she began.

‘Yeah, it’s cool,’ Shyla said.

‘But not too cool?’

Shyla grimaced. ‘Lame,’ she said.

‘You and Momya do all right here by yourselves in the afternoons?’

Shyla looked puzzled, like she didn’t understand the question, but then offered, ‘She fixed me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a glass of milk. Said I wasn’t going to be a “latchkey kid” anymore.’

What the fuck, Grace thought. But said, ‘And how do you feel about that?’

‘I ate it. I was going to make a spinach smoothie but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.’

Well, that didn’t answer the question, but with a kid you had to take what you could get. Of course, Grace wasn’t being totally transparent herself. She didn’t share that last evening she had stood in the foyer out of sight and accidentally overheard some of Althea and Shyla’s conversation.

‘Here’s a photo of my parents,’ Grace heard her say. ‘They were such good parents. Psychologists, both of them, before everyone had a psychologist. I was analyzed from a very young age, especially Mother talking about my feelings and nightmares and such, all very cutting edge. She was the first to tell me how extraordinary my imagination was.’

No response from Shyla that Grace could hear.

‘Oh, and here’s a special treasure. A relic from Padre Pio.’

‘Wow,’ Shyla said.

‘Do you know what a relic is?’

‘I guess so.’

‘There are two kinds. The first-degree relic is a bit of the saint himself, like a sliver of bone or spot of blood.’

‘Gross! Is that?’

‘No, this is a second-degree relic, a tiny square of cloth cut from his robe. I don’t imagine you ever heard of Padre Pio.’

Shyla might have shaken her head at this point, because Althea went on. ‘He was an Italian priest who died not too long ago. The latest person in a small group to have exhibited the stigmata.’ There was a pause, perhaps one in which Althea was studying Shyla’s face, because she said, ‘No, you wouldn’t know what that is. It’s when you get the wounds of the crucifixion of Jesus in your hands and feet. And sometimes a gash in your side where the spear went in.’

‘Does it hurt?’

‘I think it does. But you don’t care because the marks indicate a special favor from God, like He thinks of you the same way He thinks of Jesus. Love divine, all loves excelling, as the hymn goes.’

‘What about bleeding? Does it bleed all over the place?’

‘I’m afraid it might, some. You see this card with the relic that shows a photo of Padre Pio? You see how his hands are bandaged.’

‘Rad.’

‘Your parents haven’t told you much about my faith, have they?’

‘Dad said you’re a saint,’ Shyla said.

Hal called her a saint?

‘Oh, my good gracious sakes alive. You have to be really good to be a saint. Spend a whole life doing good works. Or be martyred. Have some special sign of love bestowed on you like Padre Pio.’

‘Shyla!’ Grace had gone to the kitchen and called from there. ‘Come help me with dinner!’


TWELVE

Face to face. Heart to heart. Whatever organ Fiona told her to summon, Grace had stood at the doorway to Althea’s area. She had hoped that Althea would look up from her armchair and encourage her to come in, but Althea appeared rapt in whatever book she was reading. Not having immediately said ‘hi’ or something, Grace felt that she’d missed the chance to appear relaxed and now just stood there feeling awkward, like her skin was on wrong. She decided to lean up against the door jamb in a more casual stance, but there was still no sign that Althea noticed and she felt like an idiot.

Grace tried clearing her throat. Althea jumped then, and looked up. ‘Well, hello there!’ she said.

‘Mind if I come in?’ Grace asked.

Althea gave what appeared to be a shiver of pleasure. ‘Not at all, sweetums. That was a delicious dinner, by the way. With your being so busy, I don’t know how you do it.’

‘I just threw it all in the crock pot,’ Grace said, wishing she didn’t feel defensive about crock pots.

‘Ah, things are so much easier for housewives these days.’ Althea put a crocheted marker in her book, closed it and put it on the end table. Then she clasped her hands in her lap. ‘What can I do for you?’

How do you begin a heart-to-heart? Grace thought. She should have had a conversation starter planned. Now she just felt dumb, and her ability to run a home judged. Oh, grow up. You can do this.

Grace came into the room and tried not to look like she was looking. Her glance fell on the bookcase. Bingo. ‘I was so bent on getting your room ready that I didn’t have much chance to see your library.’ That was it: ‘library’ would certainly flatter her.

It did. ‘You’re so welcome to take whatever you like, you don’t even have to ask,’ Althea said. ‘They’re mostly classics from my time as an educator, and even a number of fairy tales. I’ve loved fantasy since I was a child. But now I’m running on. I didn’t realize you liked to read. Did Fiona read to you?’

‘Not regularly,’ Grace said. Changed it to, ‘Sometimes.’

‘Pity. I can see myself reading to Shyla.’

Grace felt defensive again after her too brief victory with ‘library’. ‘I don’t know if that would work. Shyla’s kind of old to be read to.’

‘Oh, my dear, I don’t think we’re ever too old. See how popular audiobooks are these days? I read to Joan and Hal. Did he ever tell you?’

Grace lost her will to fight. Her fingers played over the spines of the books in front of her while she resisted looking at Althea and saying something mean. There were authors she didn’t know, Stendhal, Koestler, and authors that everyone knew, Austen, Fitzgerald. That was Althea, that other-timely, other-worldly way of expressing herself, like some stick-up-your-ass WASP wannabe out of The Great Gatsby.

‘Grace?’

Grace pulled a book at random off the shelf and turned back to Althea, hoping that her thoughts didn’t show. Althea rose from her chair, and brought her own book over to the shelves. ‘Oh, Phyllis Whitney, one of my guilty pleasures,’ Althea said. ‘I started reading gothic novels in high school and always return to them when I’m sad.’ Althea held up her own book for Grace. ‘See, I’m rereading Rebecca right now. Daphne du Maurier. But I’m sure you know it.’

Grace drew back the corners of her mouth and lifted her chin in half of an acknowledging nod that Althea didn’t believe. ‘It’s a classic gothic tale about a woman who marries a widower and can’t measure up to his beloved dead wife. But then she finds out he actually hated his wife because she cheated on him, and he killed her. Then the new wife is happy.’

‘Happy,’ Grace frowned. ‘Knowing that her husband murdered his first wife? Seriously?’

‘Mmmm,’ Althea said. Modern women had no real passion, no romance, but she wasn’t about to press the issue.

Grace soon left with the book that Althea doubted she would read. She turned to Robert, who stood by the faux Christmas tree toying with an ornament from Amsterdam. She had gotten him to go there, saying that Amsterdam was a hub of drugs and prostitution and they should look for Joan there.

‘Well, that went well,’ Althea said. ‘I was faultless, don’t you think so, Robert? Without flaw.’

‘No one could fault you,’ he said. ‘Everything you said was perfectly kind and true.’

Althea hadn’t told even the tiniest lie about reading to Joan and Hal, though she recalled resistance from Joan early on. After a brief honeymoon period for the entire family, the first three years of their marriage grew increasingly rocky. Hal was a good boy. The difficulties were all with Joan. But then it all leveled out again, as it were. Of course the rest of life was overcast because of a Missing Child. The backpacking trip after graduation, a last postcard from Zurich. And of course because of a Missing Child, Robert drank.

Of course Robert drank. What else would anyone do who had a Missing Child? He was a highly functional alcoholic, though, able to continue his real-estate practice without slurring or stumbling. But his kidneys went. Because of the alcoholism, he was a bad candidate for a transplant, even though Althea would have given him both of hers. Indeed, have cut them out of her own body without anesthesia. Hal did not offer.

Althea never knew what Hal thought of his father, or whether Hal knew he was always overshadowed by the Missing Child. Hal did not talk much, nor was he adventurous, as if he learned how to be only by observing what could go wrong. He became a baker, which is to say a tradesman, rather than a professional. Robert and Althea, without any obvious encouragement, didn’t involve themselves with Hal’s life choices.

But Robert must have respected Hal enough to take that long drive with him and discuss what would happen after his, Robert’s, death. Or perhaps he thought Hal was good enough to care for her.

But why hadn’t Robert discussed that care with her? Why had he and Hal taken her to an estate attorney and had her sign over power of attorney to Hal? Everything was under Robert’s control, while she, who was a capable, powerful woman, had no power at all. Why had Hal been given the whole inheritance with the stipulation that he would renovate her home, building on this grandmother suite or whatever the heck it was called?

Why, when the attorney asked her under oath if she was doing any of this under duress, had she said no? Possibly because she didn’t understand until Robert’s final days that the document meant that Hal held his father’s life in his own hands.

Althea said her rosary, changed into her sleeveless cotton nightgown, and flicked off the bedside light after getting under the light blanket. She would need another blanket. They kept the air conditioning far too cold.

She stroked Robert’s urn in the dark and thought how well her conversation had gone with Grace. Flawless. If Althea had ever been less than flawless, it concerned a very small lie about Joan’s disappearance, but it all ended well.

Before she dropped off to sleep her brain scurried down one more path as she thought of Shyla, how they had had that moment of connection laughing about Gonzo’s red mouth. She would have a friend in Shyla. That would be another good thing about this place. Shyla would love her.


THIRTEEN

All of South Florida thumbed its sweaty nose at the weather in December. The cold days (lows in the sixties) still lay ahead in January and the air conditioning kept running while the oven was heated on Christmas Day for the turkey and the pies. A yearly boat parade, crafts of all sizes decked with boughs of lighted fake holly swept down the Intracoastal Waterway, their crews and guests too drunk from laughter and the sound of the engines to be able to hear any cheers from the seawalls. So the viewers who lined to watch didn’t bother shouting, just stood there staring impassively, getting their own buzz on.

Before that there were the Christmas cards that some stubborn celebrators still mailed, doubtless forcing the recipients to send one back. If there was a War on Christmas, as the right-wing pundits accused, the cards were the Cold War aggression.

Althea guessed that that was what was in the box that arrived from Picture Perfect Cards when everyone else was at school and work just after Thanksgiving, which had been blessedly peaceful, or at least uneventful. The package had arrived yesterday and still hadn’t been put away as of this morning.

She sat at the kitchen island eating oatmeal with a splash of sweet cream, staring at the box. She wondered what ghastly photos they were using this year. Last year, the first Christmas after Robert’s death, they had pictures of the three of them lined up in a canoe taken from when they went camping near Lake Orange. Laughing so gaily it was offensive. Besides the lack of appropriate somberness that should have followed the death of Hal’s father, there was no mention at all of Robert’s passing in the brief two sentences on the back of the card. Just Shyla and her blasted swimming trophy, and one of Grace and Hal dressed for some special occasion. Of course Hal had nothing to do with that card, he would never be so disrespectful. It was Grace. It was the wife who made these decisions.

Take Althea, for example. Her choice of card had always been without fail tasteful: gold foil lining in the envelopes; religious – a stable scene or the three kings on camels, and usually charitable, UNICEF or something. No ‘Happy Holidays’ for her, no siree! It was Merry Christmas or die.

Should she open the package?

After washing out her oatmeal bowl, she dried her hands and fingered the box while she remembered all those lovely Christmases, merry times spent with Robert and Hal. And sure, Joan, before she left. That Midnight Mass about five years ago, before Robert fell ill. The church was crammed to the rafters with people, all right, most of them the ones who came only for Christmas and Easter and thought they could escape hell that way, but you had to feel sorry for them. She had been sitting with Robert at the end of a pew (him on the aisle) because they had the sense to arrive early. Anyone coming after them would have to climb over their knees to get to the free space in the center of the pew, which was mildly annoying for all concerned.

As usual at these services, when she swiveled her head to see how packed it was, she saw a woman standing at the back of the church with the rest of the unfortunates who arrived too late to get any seats at all. The woman didn’t look upset, but her squirming baby could have been more comfortable.

‘There’s a young woman with a baby back there,’ Althea had said, getting up and, with great difficulty and fuss, crawling over Robert’s knees. ‘You had such big knees,’ Althea said fondly. ‘Do you remember that night? When you could still go out at night, before the dialysis.’

Still dressed in a navy blue brocade dressing gown, Robert sighed from the other side of the kitchen island. ‘People never appreciated how good you were. Are. They still don’t. But I did. Do.’ He looked embarrassed about not knowing whether to cast people and events as past or present, and no one more so than himself. He reached out and patted her hand. She wished she could feel it. This was her favorite time, when the house was empty and she could talk to Robert without fear of anyone listening.

Now they were sitting across from one another at the dining table off the kitchen, the box of cards lying between them. Althea’s fingers snaked towards the package as she continued to recall, ‘That woman standing at the back of the church. It took just a little coaxing, but the woman did take my seat, do you remember?’

‘How could I forget? It was a lovely moment. A single mother. Her face reminded me of,’ and here Robert choked on her name, ‘Joan. Sitting there next to me.’

‘Now Robert, you promised you were going to try harder. Try again.’

Robert didn’t say anything, but looked appropriately contrite.

Althea said, ‘It was a little difficult for me standing in the back of the church.’

‘I offered to take your place,’ Robert said.

‘I know, dear. But it was my sacrifice to make, and at some point, very soon after I stood, I felt grace flood me and I could have stood forever.’

‘The woman left right after communion,’ Robert said.

‘No mortal sin, that, if you’re in church from the start of the gospel to communion,’ Althea said, the tips of her fingers brushing the box now.

‘Quite right, dear. You learned your catechism so well, much better than I ever did, and I went to Catholic school until college.’

‘But then do you remember when we left the church and for once Father Fogarty was standing at the door shaking hands and I … you asked if he had seen what I’d done. He looked a little flustered, the church was so crowded, and you couldn’t fault him for that. When he admitted no, you told him. He grasped my hand like this,’ Althea reached across the table and took Robert’s hand, and if she squeezed very tightly she thought she could feel something now, ‘and said what an act of corporate mercy and I said …’

‘Yes. What did you say?’ Robert asked, in that way that showed he already knew.

‘I said that if Mary and her child couldn’t find any room in the inn that night, at least a young mother could find room in our pew.’

Robert clapped his hands. ‘Monsignor Fogarty just beamed and beamed at you, without saying another word. What else was there to say?’ Then, memories finished, Robert looked at the package between them and one corner of his mouth rose in that rueful half-smile that she loved. She remembered how she would kiss that corner; it was her special place that no one else had probably ever kissed.

‘I believe you should open this package,’ Robert said. ‘This is your home, and this is your family. These are your Christmas cards.’

He was right. He was saying exactly what she had been thinking. These were family cards, and she was part of the family, after all. Even if they might have bumps in the road now and again.

Althea tried to tear the top of the bag through which the hard corners of the box could be felt, but it was made of that plastic that defied anyone’s mere fingers, not just those of an old lady. She got up from the table and took the pair of kitchen shears from the knife block. That made the job simple, and she drew the box out of the bag, placing it before her with her hands on either side, feeling like … like … Pandora? No, she couldn’t anticipate bad things inside, not after her wonderful memories with Robert.

There was a bit of tape on two sides of the box as well; oh, the way they overpackaged things these days! But she slit the tape with the same kitchen shears she had used on the plastic bag, and lifted the cover. She stared at the card on top. Stared and stared. Her heart breaking.

‘One affront after another,’ Robert said. ‘I’m incensed!’

Althea stared some more at the three photos on the front of the card. One was of Hal and Grace all dressed up for an occasion that Althea couldn’t remember. She never thought Grace could look that nice. Another photo was of Shyla holding one of her swimming trophies, her hair still wet. Those two flanked a larger photo in the center of the three of them in a silly group hug, mugging for the camera.

‘You should burn them in that fancy gas fireplace they never light,’ Robert said.

‘I would like to, Robert. I really would.’

‘This is the absolute worst,’ he said, his face flushing crimson as it used to do when he was at his angriest.

‘What more could happen?’ Althea agreed, though a little frightened of him.

Robert calmed, gazed at her miserably for a moment, and then, ‘Wait. There are always more photographs on the back. Maybe you’re there.’

So thoughtful and kind, Robert was. Althea took the card on top and turned it over. On the back was a large photo of the front of the house, looking much as it did when it was Althea’s because most of the renovations had been inside. The three stood on the flagstone path leading to the front door in identical poses, all with their thumbs up.

The message written above said, ‘Merry Christmas from the Demings! With love from Hal, Grace, and Shyla.’

Althea turned the card over and over and over, seeing first the small pictures on the front and then the one big picture on the back, over and over like an old-fashioned moving picture show. Each time she turned it over her heart broke afresh, until she was almost more curious about whether it would stop than about feeling the pain. ‘Throwing the cards away. But that would be just as mean as what Grace did, I think. I might have a better idea.’

Althea lifted the cards, fifty or so; they must not have many friends. Come to think of it, she had never seen any of their friends. They had had that housewarming party, the one she wasn’t invited to, but she didn’t know how many people were there because she hadn’t been able to count the wine bottles and extrapolate from there before they had thrown them into the recycling bin and it got carted away.

She got up from the table once more and went to the junk drawer in the kitchen. Althea had never had a junk drawer. If a thing was determined to be junk, you threw it away. But she didn’t judge Grace on this because she knew many people had a drawer just like this, and it was in the kitchen. She rifled through it with the tips of her fingers, pushing aside sticky notes and matchboxes (looks like someone in the house was able to light candles). A half a dozen pencils with the tips broken off, that could have been useful if these people weren’t too lazy to sharpen them. Paper clips scattered throughout. Batteries, alive or dead, you couldn’t tell, but no surprise if dead. An old flip-style phone she had never seen anyone use. A packet of wildflower seeds going to waste. Probably too old and dry by this time to bloom. Ah, there it was. A nice Sharpie.

Testing it on the pad of yellow sticky notes and determining that it, at least, was not junk, that it left a fine black line, she carried it back to the table and set to work. Then, turning each card over to the back where the names of the family were listed, she added AND ALTHEA to each one in bold letters.


FOURTEEN

At dinnertime the box was still on the island where she had left it. But later in the evening, when the others had gone upstairs and Althea went to the kitchen for a glass of water, she found the box in the garbage bin. She took the box out to confirm it was the same one and the cards still in it. She took one of the cards back to her room.

It was never discussed.

Althea began to feel angry.

No, she did not. Althea might feel sad, but never angry. Her mother told her often enough that she shouldn’t feel so angry. That there was nothing about which she should be angry.


FIFTEEN

Grace slapped a little lipstick on for her mom’s weekly call.

‘What’s wrong?’ Fiona said as soon as she saw Grace’s face.

‘Nothing!’ Grace said, thinking I won’t complain this time. I will not tell about the cards, I will not tell about the cards.

‘You never wear lipstick in the house unless you’re hiding something. You’ve done that since you were fourteen.’

Grace waved a hand that her mother could only see when it passed over the camera to appear on screen. She told about the cards.

‘Awkward,’ Fiona said.

‘Seriously. I got the point, but I felt coerced and angry about it. I’m turning into one huge bitch here, Woomy. I feel like a kind of criminal suspect, trapped in a room with a one-way mirror, always being watched by someone who thinks I’m guilty, and half the time I don’t know what I did.’

‘Maybe you’re imagining it.’

‘Why would I imagine it? No, even when I’m just sitting there, maybe watching TV. I’ve either done something I shouldn’t, or not done something I should, or, I don’t know, just look funny.’

‘You two need to talk.’

‘So you said. I tried and it didn’t go well. I know I would say something wrong. I don’t know what it would be, but I know it would be wrong.’

‘Then maybe what you have to do is let it go. Try not to think about it.’

Grace laughed. ‘What kind of advice is that for a mother to give her daughter?’

‘It’s good advice. Try it. And what about friends? Go out some. Let Hal and Shyla look after themselves.’

‘It’s been hard to keep up with Carly and Kathleen. And Jan. You promise to get together but moving two hours away makes it difficult.’

‘Like us. I’m just two hours away and this is how we have to keep up. How about new friends?’

‘With the renovations, and Hal’s and my new jobs, and everyone here being so goddamn rich, there hasn’t come an opportunity. Even Shyla is off somehow. I’m afraid we don’t fit in.’ Grace wanted to complain about overhearing Shyla talking to Althea and how she didn’t care for that much either, or how Hal thought his stepmother was a saint and how can you be honest with a saint, and oh, just how about everything was wrong wrong wrong and she wished she could have said no to this house! But for once she kept her mouth shut.

‘I’m sorry,’ Fiona was saying as if she’d heard it all.

‘About,’ Grace said.

‘Shyla. She was always such a social butterfly up here. Maybe I should come down, do some retail therapy with her. And your birthday.’

‘Why did you have me between Thanksgiving and Christmas? It’s so inconvenient.’

‘That’s what everyone says who’s born within ten months after Valentine’s Day. I’ll come for your birthday.’

‘No, too much stress feeling like a buffer between you and Althea. I’d rather have you come once and stay a few days at Christmas. Everyone is in a good mood on Christmas. Cue the merriment.’

‘Look at Miss Positivity, you.’

‘I get it from you. Plus you’re my friend.’

‘But I’m going to die, then what?’

‘No, you’re not. You’re going to live to see Shyla’s kids graduate from college.’

‘Well, maybe that. But the best thing is that I’m never ever ever going to move in with you no matter how decrepit I get.’

‘There’s a comfort.’


SIXTEEN

The days went on like that, Hal and Grace working eating sleeping, Shyla going to school, swimming her laps, attending meets that she won or lost, Althea couldn’t keep track. They talked about the meets at dinner, Althea trying to fit in to this threesome that had been a closed set before she ever arrived. She didn’t give up trying to get on Grace’s good side, though they seemed not to notice that she had to try. She volunteered to prepare dinner at least twice a week. When she saw the laundry bin was full, she washed their clothes. She took leaves out of the pool with the long-handled strainer clamped to the patio wall. Whenever she went to the grocery store, she asked if Grace needed anything, even though Grace never asked her. She joined them for watching reality shows some evenings and laughed when they did, and never commented that some of the program was inappropriate for Shyla.

Grace always said thank you when Althea helped, but the words rang hollow. Althea did not know what else to do to gain her love.

Still pained by the Christmas Card Debacle, Althea made good on her intention to work more with Shyla. She fed her raspberry twizzlers, taught her to nibble them and not gobble, and told her stories like she had told Hal when he was her age. Only with Shyla, because she had no Catholic instruction, Althea focused more on the lives of the saints as often as she thought appropriate. About St Lucy who had her eyes poked out, and St Agatha whose breasts were lopped off because she wouldn’t have sex with the king. St Lawrence who was roasted over a fire and joked that he should be turned over because he was done on one side. Shyla seemed to like the stories, especially the ones about martyrs. Althea envisioned a time when she would get Shyla to pray the rosary with her.

True to his word, Hal had streamed Tarantula from Netflix and they decided to watch it from the smaller family room, an alcove really, at the top of the stairs that gave off on one side to the master suite, and on the other side to two large bedrooms, one belonging to Shyla and the other for a guest. Fiona, Althea thought. That was where Fiona would stay. Grace’s mother would be allowed in the second story when she came for Christmas. They didn’t tell her this, she overheard them talking about it at dinner. This is how she usually found out about things, by overhearing the others talking right in front of her.

The alcove at the top of the stairs boasted tall bookcases not filled with books. She had never seen anyone in the family reading. She had never been able to interest Hal in reading. Joan was the reader. Grace was probably a lost cause, too old at this point to pick up the habit. Maybe she could interest Shyla. A story about a swimmer, perhaps. She would talk to someone at the bookstore.

Grace continued to be distant in kind of a flip way. It was the way the owner of a B&B would behave. Grace never did anything wrong, was always polite, and never involved herself with her guest. This made Althea feel bad. She had not only stories but so much wisdom to impart. She could be as instrumental in raising Grace’s child as she had Robert’s. But Grace had not so much as acknowledged her own heartlessness in throwing out the Christmas cards …

Rather than continue to fret about the cards, Althea struggled back to the alcove and that evening. On the bookshelves there were jigsaw puzzles, games, bric-a-brac. Some books, yes, but none that looked read, except for the cookbooks that should have been in the kitchen. Some on baking. A beautiful old book sitting face out to show the cover which said the book was about cake decorating. More of a decoration in itself than a useful handbook.

She knew what the area looked like, not because they had ever given her a tour of the upstairs, but because they had invited her up to see the movie weeks after she’d moved in. Grace made a huge tub of kettle corn, going on and on about the salty and sweet combination. Althea took a small bowl from Grace as she was seated in a chair next to the couch where the three of them lined up. That was thoughtful, Althea had to give Grace credit where credit was due. Maybe in her small way, Grace was trying to get along. Also, having her own very small bowl was more sanitary than the way they all reached into the same tub. Shyla licked her fingers, and Hal brushed his across his T-shirt.

They watched the movie, shrieking with more than necessary fright when the spider attacked. Althea had seen the movie on television in the Sixties, and thought there were much scarier stories than Tarantula. When it was over, she said so. They looked at her like she was a killjoy and changed the subject.

‘What is it that makes horror so much fun?’ Grace said, who sat on the end of the couch next to Althea and now turned her back to face Hal and Shyla.

Althea knew this, being an English teacher and all. ‘It allows us to face our greatest fears without danger,’ she said.

Grace was forced to look at her now or be totally rude. ‘That’s really interesting, Momya.’ She paused, as if thinking of something else to say came hard for her. She wasn’t much of an idea person, Althea thought. And then she said, ‘Did you have any more spiders in your room?’

Althea wouldn’t dignify that feint with a response. ‘The thing is,’ she said instead, ‘Tarantula isn’t really horror.’

‘Scared the Bejesus out of me,’ Hal said, and tickled Shyla, who squealed her agreement.

‘Language,’ Althea said.

‘Sorry, scared the Be out of me,’ Hal adjusted, and the others laughed. Not Althea, who once again felt like the butt of a joke, but decided to forgive the lapse and get the dialogue back on track.

‘It’s not just about being scary,’ Althea said. ‘In this movie, the spider is killed and life returns to normal. That’s more science-fiction. In classic horror there’s no happy ending. Just more horror.’

For once she had the threesome’s attention.

‘I don’t get it,’ Grace said.

Althea went on to explain. ‘Invasion of the Body Snatchers. The protagonist tries to keep the aliens from infecting the rest of the world but is declared insane when no one believes him. The Haunting of Hill House. The guests die and join the ghostly residents.’ The others still stared. Was this sounding too much like a classroom lecture? Would they call her a pedant if they knew that word?

‘Is that how it always is?’ Shyla asked.

‘Even now. Remember that book called Gone Girl? Not only does she not die, she’s going to have a baby and her husband can’t do anything about it. Some people didn’t like the ending because they didn’t realize it was classic horror. No happy endings. Rosemary’s Baby. The Stepford Wives.’ Althea’s eyes drifted around the room and down the staircase to where she was kept. ‘No way out.’

‘Well, that’s depressing,’ Grace said.

Hal reached over Shyla’s head and gave Grace a whack on the head, serving the purpose of shutting her up while not taking sides. As soon as he could, he got up and helped Althea back down the stairs to her room.

Althea felt sent to her room.

She would have gone to bed feeling this way, but for her time spent in the bathroom. As she was threading her teeth with floss preparatory to brushing, she heard something, a sound she hadn’t heard before. She stopped the slight squeaking of the floss against her teeth and listened.

‘Robert, is that something in the ceiling?’

Robert stood in the shower, the water running through his naked body, giving it a fluid aspect that sparkled from the light overhead. He looked up at the ceiling. ‘Another kind of vermin that they hadn’t called an exterminator for, the way they ignored your spider?’

‘Mmm.’

The sound came from the air-conditioning vent right over her head. A patter of sound like rain falling on a metal roof. Laughter. That was it, laughter. They seemed to be having fun. More fun now that she had left with her seriousness about the horror genre. What elicited the laughter? Were they mocking her? She couldn’t quite tell.

Nothing soft now, but a great loud commotion. A great commotion, a striking of the wooden floor and a shattering of crockery. The sound of someone crying out. Grace. It was Grace, crying out, ‘You OK, Shyla?’ Quiet. ‘What’s wrong, Shyla.’ Quiet. ‘Hal. Hal! She’s turning blue!’ Hal cried out on top of Grace’s cry. Althea thought of the popcorn. And listened.

The legs of a table scritched across the floor. Grunts coming through the vent, a grunt she recognized as Hal’s barely heard over Grace’s continued cries. The cries and grunts seemed to last forever.

Then a cough. A seed might have hit the bowl on the floor, or it might have been Althea’s imagination. After all, absurd to imagine that she could hear a seed hit pottery with all the other commotion going on, Hal’s grunts and Grace’s yells. Wasn’t it absurd?

‘Should I call upstairs to find out if all is well?’ Althea asked Robert.

‘It would be more appropriate for someone to come let you know,’ he said. ‘I daresay Shyla is either fine or dead, and there’s no need to be part of the drama.’

‘Oh, Robert. You can be so … so …’

She wasn’t sure what Robert was so, but he made her feel better just the same. She regretted that the movie had lasted so long and she was saying her nightly rosary an hour late. Ah well, the next day was Mass, so God would forgive her if she prayed faster than usual.


SEVENTEEN

On Sundays the three of them stayed home while Althea went to the nine o’clock Mass at St Mark’s. There was a tiny side chapel open to the main church where she always took the second to the last pew. Sitting there hurt less than sitting where she and Robert had sat for so many years. She couldn’t understand the priest’s sermon because of his Spanish accent, so during that time she squinted her eyes at the statue of Mary to the left of the main altar and tried to imagine the statue lifting a hand in blessing. That would have been nice, but it never happened, no matter how good her imagination was.

The morning after she was certain she heard Shyla choke on popcorn, Althea, dressed tidily in a gray raw silk pantsuit, with her hair freshly braided and coiled, was getting ready to leave for church when Grace came down the stairs.

‘Good morning,’ Grace said, her voice still slurred from sleep, even though Althea could detect from the minty scent that she had brushed her teeth. Althea had observed that Grace always brushed her teeth before she did anything else to get ready in the morning. Althea approved of it.

‘Good morning,’ Althea answered, as polite an exchange as any stranger could wish for. ‘How is Shyla?’ she asked.

Grace paused on the stairs with her mouth open a little, looking like she might ask a question but didn’t know what it was. Before she could speak, Shyla appeared, dodging Grace at the last moment to hop her way down, as she always did. Hal trailed behind, looking like he wanted to stay in bed. Althea watched them, waiting for some sign of what had happened last night. Waiting for Shyla to be all dramatic about nearly dying. ‘Momya! I nearly died!’ Shyla could be so dramatic, not like Hal when he was little, not like boys who took most things in stride.

Could she have imagined it? Might she be getting just a little confused about what was imagined and what was real?

Could they have staged the choking on purpose to … to … Althea was getting frustrated at her increasing inability to think of the next thing. Well, maybe she couldn’t think of a reason for why they staged the choking, but that didn’t mean a reason didn’t exist. If that were the case, she would not play their game. She would be darned if she would bring up Shyla’s choking on popcorn.

During the celebration of the Mass, Althea began to feel more calm, more charitable. Robert should not have encouraged her to think the choking was real. Time to consider more practical issues. She knew Grace’s birthday was coming up in the next week. She would use this opportunity to make amends, even if she wasn’t the one needing to amend.

After communion, while kneeling in prayer, Althea fretted over what to get Grace for her birthday. Something to smooth over the rough feelings. Something that Grace would appreciate, and so appreciate her more. Something personal. Not a kitchen tool or decoration. The rooms downstairs were so inelegantly sparse that she didn’t think Grace would appreciate a vase. Vahz, Althea said, even when the word was only in her mind.

The personal things would be upstairs. She had instructions not to go upstairs, but everyone was away during the day. And they wouldn’t see her pull herself up the stairs, hand over hand on the railing that ran up the wall on the left of the stairs. They wouldn’t know.


EIGHTEEN

Althea planned to make her foray into the upper reaches of the house the next day, but Grace was working from home, scheduling some workmen to take care of houses she looked after. The following day, the house was empty and still.

She wouldn’t dally, as there was no telling when Grace or even Hal might come home. Hal was coming home a little earlier these days, she had observed, looking more tense than tired. They surely had some concerns, but didn’t speak about them in front of her. This made her feel bad. Being older, and having been helpful with Robert’s business from time to time, she would have been able to give them advice. Heaven knew Robert’s business was far more complex, and profitable, than Hal’s and Grace’s put together.

Althea breakfasted on a poached egg over whole-wheat toast and some instant grits, a mild flouting of Grace’s instruction about not using the stove. Even though time was of the essence, she ate slowly, deriving extra pleasure from delaying her expedition to the second story.

The excitement grew as she pulled a pair of elasticized pants over her hips, attached her bra (she was proud she was still limber enough to do that from behind) and drew on a casual paisley printed top. Whether the excitement was from doing something secretive, or forbidden, or rebellious, she couldn’t tell. It wasn’t that she was being nosy, oh no.

And so what if she was? Grace had been in her room; she could tell from that plastic candle with the wiggly faux flame that she had exchanged with the real one. Who knew what else she had looked at while she was there?

So up the stairs she went, careful to place her feet solidly on each step. Ten steps, ten familiar steps she had run up and down over the course of her life with Robert. But now, heart speeding, legs weakening, she realized her decline. She had been at Ocean View for a year and they had no steps there. Maybe that old saw, use it or lose it, had some truth. She would do this every day until she regained her strength. For now she grasped the handrail with both hands, went hand over hand, slowly pulling herself up.

At the top she paused and looked around at the alcove with more open curiosity than she had when they watched Tarantula. The master bedroom door was to her immediate left. She let go of the railing.

She hadn’t realized her right heel wasn’t firmly planted on the top step. The heel sank over nothingness, the toes on that foot slipping off the step after them. She reached for the railing but her fingers slid rather than gripped. In an either/or moment, in which she could have gone backwards or forwards, she fell to her knee on the step below.

Stuck on the stairs, fearful of going up or down, she waited until her heart and breathing slowed just a little, then she chose up, reaching up for the railing, pulling herself off her knee and up the final step.

Althea held to the wall and made her way with legs that weren’t her own to the couch in the alcove. She sat down heavily while feeling her heart flutter against her lungs. She wasn’t sure what terrified her more: that she might die in a crumpled heap at the bottom of the stairs. That she might not die, but lie there with a broken leg or something, unable to crawl to the phone, until someone came home. Or, that she would be mortified to have them know she had been sneaking around in her own home.

But here she was, and no matter what story she might let run through her mind, she was not hurt. If walking downstairs was too daunting, she could slide down on her backside. At least there would be no witnesses to her embarrassment. Still, weakened by the scare, it took her several tries to hoist her body out of the couch, whose cushions sucked her in like some alien life-form.

They must have tidied up the alcove itself when they knew she was coming up here for the movie. No wonder the doors to the bedrooms on either side had been shut. It was all a mess. A quick look at Shyla’s room found clothes on the floor that Althea remembered her wearing several days ago. Bed unmade. On a dresser so cluttered you couldn’t see the surface, an opened bag of Cheetos.

With a shudder, Althea moved to the master bedroom. A moment of pain as she recalled the time she and Robert had spent here, in a different bed, a massive four-posted thing with a canopy and a four-foot-high headboard with a metal Celtic design that made it look more like a pagan altar than a bed. She had mentioned this to Robert a long time ago when they bought the set, when she had started thinking of so many things in a religious way.

‘There are worse ways to approach a marriage bed,’ Robert had told her as he drew her down. She was certain she would find Robert in the bedroom, but she only found his sharp memory.

Here Althea saw that the parents were not setting the best example. This area too was in shambles, the bed unmade, and were those Hal’s dirty boxers thrown on to the rumpled spread? She hadn’t considered what kind of underwear he wore since she stopped buying them for him as a boy.

The master bathroom had clearly not been cleaned in at least two weeks. A dark strip at water level lined the toilet, and the surfaces of the sinks were dull with soap scum. Althea felt bad at the condition in which they left the place where Robert and she once loved.

Shaking off her sadness, she remembered why she had come up here. It wasn’t to be nosy; she was trying to find something that Grace might like for her birthday. Althea opened and closed the dresser drawers and a jewelry box in which were things she never saw Grace wear.

The closet was, if anything, messier than the room, and she was not about to go through Grace’s clothes to see what she might like.

Well, just a little. She pulled out the waist of a skirt from its hanger to see what size Grace wore. Size ten. Althea wore a size eight. Sticking her hands into a few of the pants pockets, she found a couple of used tissues, and a breath mint covered with lint. Enough of that, she thought, came out of the closet and stood, mulling.

That’s when she saw her reflection in the bathroom mirror, and also the reflection of a shelf. She walked back into the bathroom and looked at the shelf. Toiletries? Cosmetics? Moisturizer? One used up that kind of thing, so they made good gifts. But it couldn’t be anything obvious so that Grace would know she had been up here and knew what brands she preferred.

Ah, here it was. Althea turned a plastic bottle of eau de toilette around and read the label. Cheap, she thought, and more than half gone. Grace would appreciate a real perfume, and Althea knew the kind of thing to get.


NINETEEN

The celebration was a partial success. Hal made Grace her favorite cake, dark chocolate with mint icing, colored a rich green with a spray of red roses on top for a December birthday. They took her out for dinner and even invited Althea to come along. OK, so Hal and Grace were going out for a real date that coming weekend, and this sort of lumped Althea in with Shyla for a family celebration as if she were another child, but the Carolina Herrera perfume was greatly appreciated.

‘That looks like the good stuff,’ Hal said. ‘I wouldn’t know what to get you.’

‘Frankly, neither would I,’ Grace said, opening the box. She took out the bottle and spritzed her neck, making little ooh sounds, then coquettishly offered the neck to Hal for a sniff. He approved.

Althea felt such joy, awash in love, even though the love was second-hand. She had made this moment happen, made Grace and Hal behave like the lovers they should be.

‘You can wear it when you and Hal go out on “date nights”,’ Althea said, hooking her fingers around the phrase as she had seen young people do.

Grace nodded enthusiastically. The enthusiasm felt true, effortless.

Althea had helped Shyla make a special card. Together they had cut out the pictures from the Christmas card Althea had saved from the garbage bin, and made a collage with a special message. Althea wanted to show there were no hard feelings about the cards. Grace’s face spasmed when she saw it, and she started to cry, likely moved with some emotion at the thoughtfulness.

Althea jumped from her chair and fetched Grace a tissue. Grace blew her nose, somewhat indelicately, and said thank you to Shyla for the card even though Shyla had told her that Althea helped make it. That stung, but Althea tried not to mind.

The others gave Grace gifts too. Something came from Grace’s mother, Fiona, a blouse or something, and a book. When Grace unwrapped the book she had a little intake of breath and turned it over so no one could see the title.


TWENTY

Althea was sitting at the edge of her bed. Not the bed downstairs in the Stepmother Suite, but the bed, or at least the last site of the bed, she had shared with Robert. On Grace’s nightstand she recognized the orange cover of the book Fiona had given her. Too shocked by the title, The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F**k, to even pick it up to read the description on the jacket, to so much as touch it, Althea picked up Robert’s hand instead and thought about kidney dialysis to purify her thoughts.

Robert liked to have his way with things. The idea of losing did not appeal to him, so fighting and losing to kidney disease was especially hard. For herself, she had to say it might have been the best time of their life together. It certainly forced him to be more … more … compliant. Yes, that was it. Compliant. She started to have more things her way.

Althea took Robert to his appointments three times a week, for five hours at a time. All the staff had come to know the couple, and delighted in seeing her faithful attention to her husband. They remarked that he brought a book, always the same book, a history of World War I. Although he had been coming for months, it was always the same book because he never opened it, letting it rest next to his leg because they were holding hands, which precluded him from turning the pages. Instead they watched movies on the television mounted on the wall across from his chair. They went through every movie that the center had to offer, and then Althea started bringing movies from home to the further delight of the staff and the clients as well. Althea liked that many of the movies she brought were romantic comedies that made everyone laugh. ‘I’m in charge of the fun!’ she would say, as she passed around homemade peanut-butter cookies, the kind where you mash the fork down to make a cross-hatch pattern. It was a wonderful time, probably better than any time he’d spent with Clare, even if he was dying.

‘Tell me about your first wife,’ Althea said to Robert, who reclined on the bed as he had at the dialysis center.

‘We’ve gone over that so many times,’ Robert said, though with a smile that said his resistance was token. Family stories can, nay should, be told over and over again, Althea knew. That’s how it has been for tens of thousands of years; the stories of the hunts, the hurts, the celebrations, the life and death details that are unique, that differentiate between us and them. That’s how families stay bonded.

‘So. You married her because she was pregnant.’

‘That’s right. With Joan.’

‘And then you had Hal.’

‘Another mistake. At least on her part. She had been having affairs and I never really knew who Hal’s father was. For that matter—’

‘You didn’t know who Joan’s father was, did you?’

‘I admit I didn’t. I was a fool. I let her take advantage of me. All she wanted from me was respectability. And money. I was wealthy enough from her perspective. She came from poor beginnings.’

‘And then she fell over the balustrade right here in this house and died.’ Althea got up from the bed and walked out of her old bedroom into the upstairs alcove. She ran her hand over the railing that led to the stairs. She pointed to a spot with her foot, graceful, like a dance step. ‘Right here, you told me. This is where she went over the balustrade to the floor below and hit and broke her neck.’

‘It was unfortunate,’ Robert said mildly. He was standing behind her now. Althea was always aware of his nearness, even when he wasn’t touching her. She didn’t turn around to face him when she said the thing that always made him a little uncomfortable to admit.

‘You pushed her.’

‘Must I—’

‘Yes, darling, you must. It’s part of the story. This is where you say …’

‘I say …’

‘You say …’

‘I hated Rebecca!’

Althea turned now to face him. If she had been in another story, she might have stamped her little foot on the floor, but that was just too gothic. Instead she crossed her arms and said softly, yet firmly, ‘No, no, no, darling, that’s not your story, that’s from the du Maurier novel. There the husband shoots Rebecca and then sinks her body in the lake. You are sometimes so exasperating! Not Rebecca …’

‘No, not Rebecca. What was I thinking? Her name was Clare.’

‘That’s right, and you …’

Robert balled his fists and his pale face grew redder. ‘Hated Clare. I hated Clare!’

‘You poor dear. I can’t imagine how terrible that must have been for you. To have her throw her affairs in your face. To never know whether your children are another man’s, and to have to care for them all these years. It must have been bittersweet when Joan disappeared. Though you did still look for her. It was so good of you, so sacrificial. Almost heroic.’

Robert relaxed his hands and looked relieved. ‘No one ever understood me quite as well as you do,’ he said.

Hate is a much stronger bond than love, Althea thought. Not her, of course, she didn’t hate anyone. That was another bad feeling. But Robert’s hatred was oddly soothing, and it was the gorilla glue of relationships.


TWENTY-ONE

Here is how Althea came to be upstairs in her old bedroom again.

The day after the birthday party, Althea had smelled Grace when she thought Grace wouldn’t notice, and detected the old toilet water. When all were gone to work and school, she went upstairs again, more comfortable this time with her familiarity with the old staircase and less troubled about listening for the sounds of someone coming home unexpectedly. The perfume wasn’t on the bedroom dresser, but Althea didn’t expect to see it there. It would be on the shelf in the bathroom. Grace would put perfume on after her shower or as she dressed to go out.

Althea looked in the bathroom at the shelf and found the bottle of Carolina Herrera, behind the eau de toilette. Mmmm. It was one thing to save the Carolina Herrera for a special occasion, but it didn’t need to be that special. It didn’t need to take second place to the cheap stuff.

That bottle was half gone. Perhaps once the old had been finished, Grace would use the new? That could take forever. Who knew how long Grace had had this (appropriately named) toilet water? Althea took the bottle off the shelf and considered using some of it. She was put in mind of a child martyr, in Russia, where the soldiers had dumped the consecrated hosts into a puddle in the road in front of the church during the time when Catholicism was outlawed. The child knew that she was taking a great risk rescuing the hosts, and yet also knew that it was a mortal sin to eat more than one a day. So over six days she went to the church, kneeled down and put her mouth in the filthy water to eat a host. (Touching them with her hand would be a mortal sin, too.) On the sixth day, the soldiers caught her at the puddle and shot her. She was able to swallow the last host before she died.

Ah, right, the toilet water. Althea couldn’t use any of it here because Grace might be able to detect the scent in the air and get suspicious. So she held the bottle carefully in her left hand while her right hand slid down the staircase railing on her right.

Out in the back yard she depressed the atomizer button again and again over the surface of the pool. Most of it was carried away in the breeze. She lifted the bottle against the light and saw that there was indeed only a slight noticeably smaller amount of fluid in the bottle. No one but she would see the difference.


TWENTY-TWO

Worse than horror movies and imagining Shyla choking on a popcorn kernel.

Worse than being excluded from the family Christmas card.

Worse than Grace not using the perfume Althea gave her.

Unfortunately, drama in the house ratcheted up when Gonzo and Ruth got into a fracas.

One of the things Grace never wrote on her lists of what not to do was not to take Gonzo out of his cage. This was likely because she didn’t have enough imagination to think Althea would do it. But it passed the time when Althea had nothing better to do. With Robert she had been kept so busy, running him to doctor’s appointments and dialysis, consulting with his physicians and nurses, caring for him in small and large ways at home.

Now Althea was bored sometimes when everyone was gone, and there were none to while away a dull afternoon the way there were in Ocean View. At times she almost missed the place. Now the only way she could entertain herself was reading or going to a daily Mass or running errands, and there were only so many errands you could run before you were doing nothing but standing in Walmart choosing among twenty scents of air freshener. That could be depressing.

A mild entertainment was to be found in getting Gonzo out of his cage and putting him on the floor in the family room. He was slow moving, so she never feared him slipping underneath the couch where she wouldn’t be able to catch him, where she would be found out later when the others came home.

Today Gonzo lumbered off to the other side of the room where Althea waited with the book she was reading. She put the book perpendicular to the floor so Gonzo bumped against it, struggled to go through, and ultimately turned and lumbered back in the other direction. Like a Roomba, Althea thought and laughed aloud, sorry that she could never share this witticism with anyone else to prove that she was as humorous as they.

By the time Gonzo got to the other side of the room, Althea was again waiting with the book. It wasn’t cruel, she told herself. Gonzo didn’t appear to object to the game. He might even be having fun. With a turtle it was hard to tell.

Sometimes Ruth would grow tired of sleeping in her sunbeam and come join in the game as she did now. At first the cat had been hesitant, but having grown braver, today that little white paw lifted and bapped Gonzo on the shell. He crawled off, likely not feeling the bap. Ruth jumped in front of him and made him head off, away from the area where the couch and chairs were grouped in front of the television mounted on the wall and towards the kitchen table.

Blocking the turtle from two sides now, Althea imagined one of those old computer games, and Gonzo the digital puck. Another clever thought that alas would have to remain with her. Her back was beginning to get sore from bending over. She stood straight and stretched, her attention drawn away from the two animals, so she didn’t see exactly how it happened.

How it seemed to go was that Gonzo appeared to have gotten into a snit, perhaps because the game was tilted against him. Ruth may have come a little too close, putting herself in just the right position for the tortoise to open his little green jaws and clamp down on her orange ear.

Ruth yowled as only a cat can, and tried to jump away, but Gonzo held on as the cat half torqued her body every which way while dragging him inch by inch across the tile floor.

There was some blood.

Althea’s reflexes might have been slower than they once were, but as soon as she realized what was happening, she dashed forward and grabbed Gonzo by the shell to make him let go.

He did not.

There was only one thing to do. Althea tried not to think about it as she grabbed Ruth by the head and pulled, leaving half an ear in Gonzo’s mouth. Ruth dashed from the room to some haven, and Althea impulsively threw the tortoise across the room, where he bounced off the wall and fell to his back on the floor. The little b-a-s-t-a-r-d was apparently none the worse for the trauma. He wagged his feet, trying to right himself, while Althea ignored his plight and went after Ruth.

Trembling, following a trail of blood that she hoped was not as heavy as it seemed, Althea found Ruth cowering under her bed. It was a while before Althea could stuff her into the pillow case and get her to an emergency veterinarian. As it turned out, all that was needed was shaving some of the fur away so a bit of sticking plaster or some such could be applied. She would never look quite the same with half her ear gone, but she would live.


TWENTY-THREE

Atlantic Avenue was in full-on holiday mode. The big tree was up in the park in front of the old city hall. A wooden platform had been set up where carolers from local schools would entertain that evening. Even now a loudspeaker pumped ‘Frosty the Snowman’ into the air, despite the fact that no snowmen were to be found within nearly a thousand miles.

Rather than be worried about what it meant that Hal had gotten off of work early during the busiest time of year, Grace had decided to enjoy this chance for a late lunch together, just the two of them. It felt so good she wanted to roll in it. She even liked that he didn’t have time to clean up; there was something erotic about the combined aromas of flour and sweat.

They sat on the corner patio of a seafood restaurant that overlooked an abandoned train station across the street. Hal ordered the mahi tacos and Grace followed suit, choosing his company over staring at the menu. He had a glass of porter and she had a glass of chardonnay. They talked about Fiona coming for Christmas, and dropped clues for the presents they wanted. Well, actually Grace asked outright, because Hal wasn’t good at hints. That’s how it was done. There was more serious wondering about how Shyla was getting on, but Grace assured them both it would all work out.

Every time Althea came into her head, as she did when Grace heard the Christmas carols playing, Grace gently removed her, thinking what Fiona’s book would say about not letting people rent space in her head.

It was only when they drove their separate cars back to the house and pulled in the driveway that she remembered, and didn’t want to go inside.

The next-door neighbor was pulling out to leave as Grace was pulling in. The passenger window of his Mercedes slipped smoothly down as the man waved. A little more friendly than his wife had been so far. Men were sometimes less snobbish than women, even when they were the ones who made the money.

‘How’s it going?’ he called, and Grace called back that it was ‘going good!’ Which, she realized, was actually right in this one moment.

‘Beth and I have eaten all the brownies,’ he yelled. ‘Got any more?’

‘Brownies,’ Grace said, a little more softly but the man heard.

‘Oh, it must have been Althea. She brought them over the other day. Please tell her I have never in my whole life eaten a brownie that good.’

‘Oh, right,’ Grace said, pretending to know what he was talking about.

‘That woman is such a hoot. She must be a joy to have around.’

‘Yes, a hoot,’ Grace heard herself say, ‘a joy,’ as she thought, it’s all me, it’s all my resentment that I’m taking out on Althea. And here she is, maybe as unhappy with this situation as I am. Only she makes brownies for the neighbors, while I just piss and moan.

So the forgetting that lunch had tricked her into had already seeped away by the time she went back in the house. She found Althea and Shyla squared off in the family room, like two unlikely fighters sizing each other up for a cage match.

‘What happened?’ Grace started, with a frown that made the question into an accusation.

‘I found Gonzo on his back in the family room,’ Shyla said, cuddling him to the extent one can cuddle a tortoise.

‘When?’

‘Just now! I just got home! I didn’t do it!’

‘Gonzo bit Ruth’s ear off,’ Althea said, opening the pillow case and letting Ruth run back to her haven, but not before the others could see the white tape on the stump that had been her left ear. ‘I just got her home from the emergency veterinarian.’

‘Oh, that’s why he had fur around his mouth. It looked like a little beard,’ Shyla said with an apologetic smile at her mother.

‘It wasn’t funny,’ Althea snapped. ‘It wasn’t a bit funny. You all laugh at terrible, terrible things.’

Grace stubbornly resisted going on the defensive. ‘How the fuck did he get out of his cage?’ she asked, her voice soft with blame.

‘Language,’ Althea said, holding up an index finger.

‘Don’t you dare speak to me as if I was a child,’ Grace said.

‘As if you were a child,’ Althea said.

Now the tension in the room was strong enough that apparently even Hal could feel it and come out of his head. ‘Shyla, did you maybe leave the top off?’

‘No!’ she said, ready to rejoin the battle on her mother’s side.

Grace’s body went a little stiff; she felt that if she were standing on sand she would have drawn a line with her toe. She said to Hal, ‘I watched her feed Gonzo this morning and put the top back on the cage. And it gives me a bad feeling, having to defend my daughter.’

Grace crossed her arms. Althea crossed her arms. Hal left the field altogether, removing himself from the silent room.

‘All right, all right,’ Althea said. ‘This is absurd. Far be it from me to cause unnecessary rancor in the family.’

(Here Grace made a little snarfing sound through her nose.)

Althea went on, ‘I confess! I took Gonzo out of his cage to get some exercise, and Ruth tried to play with him and he bit her ear and wouldn’t let go. I had to pull him away and he ended up with a piece of her ear in his mouth. It was horrid. I pushed him and he must have flipped without my noticing. I was panicked about how badly Ruth had been mauled and how she must go to the vet so she wouldn’t bleed to death. There.’

Well, when a person has confessed there’s not much you can say, right? Snarfing a final snarf, Grace uncrossed her arms and played the rest of the scene properly. ‘I overreacted, Momya. I’m sorry. Gonzo might look like a plain old tortoise but he’s got his own personality and he’s a member of the family. I panicked.’

‘Gonzo was actually the one who overreacted. He started it,’ Shyla said. She picked the tortoise up with fingers on either side of his shell and looked him in the face. ‘Bad ninja turtle! No more toxic waste for you.’

Grace finally relaxed a little and laughed and asked how Ruth was doing after the dust-up, to which Althea responded briefly, curtly.


TWENTY-FOUR

Grace had barely apologized for treating her so cruelly, and then had laughed. Laughed after the only creature left in Althea’s world had been seriously maimed. Althea herself might have been hurt in the fracas, while Gonzo had come through the fight totally unscathed.

But even more than danger and death, the thing that hurt Althea more than anything was being mocked, and mocked by a mere child was the worst. Ninja turtle, indeed. There was nothing funny about her cat’s severe wound that would leave her scarred for life. That child deserved to be taught a lesson. Taking that smirk off that child’s face would do her a great service.

‘May I fix you some French toast, dear?’ Althea said to Shyla, who was still in her pajamas watching cartoons. Althea loved Saturday mornings because Grace and Hal worked half-days and she had Shyla to herself. Plus Christmas excitement was in the air.

Shyla agreed to the French toast so Althea fixed them both a plate, dusted them with powder sugar and a bit of maple syrup, and brought the plates to the couch where she sat next to Shyla.

‘You mean you’re not going to make me come to the table?’ Shyla asked.

‘I thought we’d be cozy over here for once. Are you excited about Christmas?’

Shyla nodded without the enthusiasm typical for a child. But she did eat her French toast with some gusto. When she was done, Althea took the plates back to the sink without asking Shyla to help clean up.

Ruth came into the kitchen for her breakfast which made Althea ask, ‘How is Gonzo? I don’t see him.’

‘He’s fine. He’s in his little house. How is Ruth?’

Althea knew that was just for politeness’ sake but responded that Ruth was fine too. ‘Her ear is still a mess but she doesn’t worry at it so I think it will heal nicely.’ Going back to the family room after putting some kibbles in Ruth’s bowl, Althea sat on the couch and watched the Dora the Explorer cartoon for a moment. She patted the spot next to her and Shyla sat down, too.

‘Aren’t you getting a little old for cartoons?’ Althea asked.

‘It’s just something to do,’ Shyla said.

‘Well, you’re right. It’s certainly better than being sad.’ Just enough of a pause. ‘Are you ever sad, dear?’

Shyla shrugged. ‘I guess.’

‘Are you sad because of living here? With me?’

‘Oh! No! I don’t mind.’

‘I think you’re lying. Even if a lie is kind, you shouldn’t tell them.’ Althea paused to let that bit of wisdom find root. Then, ‘Tell me, do your parents talk about me?’

Shyla spoke cautiously, Althea could see that. ‘I guess, sometimes.’

‘Does your mother hate my living here?’ she asked mildly.

‘I-I’ve never heard her say that. It’s more like does Momya need anything at the grocery store, things like that.’

‘Mmm.’ Althea stroked a couch pillow the way she would pet Ruth. ‘Shyla, something I just realized. Do you know this is the very spot where we had your grandfather Robert’s bed? It was one of those hospital beds provided by hospice when he was too ill to go up and down the stairs and had to stay in bed all the time. This area used to be a downstairs guest room, you know.’

‘I remember,’ Shyla said, her voice steady but her body squirming a bit. ‘Don’t you remember we came to visit when Grandpa was real sick?’

‘Yes, once or twice.’ Althea sighed. ‘I’m glad you remember. It’s probably not good to remember that he died in the bed right here. Almost exactly where you’re sitting. Most people in our modern age don’t live in houses where a person died. Most people die in hospital.’

Shyla paled noticeably at this realization and Althea thought she detected the pulse pound in the side of her throat. But Shyla couldn’t stop listening. As with all good horror movies, as well as roadway fatalities, she had moved past the point of being able to look away.

Then Althea gasped and put her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh my goodness, that’s actually two! Two deaths in this house!’

‘What?’ Shyla managed to say.

‘Hal’s mother. One of your grandmothers.’

‘Was she sick like Grandpa?’ Sick, murdered, accident, suicide; it wouldn’t have mattered because dying was dying.

‘Come, I’ll show you.’

Standing up, Althea took Shyla’s limp hand and pulled her off the couch. ‘I wasn’t there, of course. This was before I met your grandfather. They say it was an accident,’ Althea said, showing that she was being careful not to put an emphasis on ‘they say’. It takes practice to make it apparent that you’re not emphasizing.

‘How?’

‘How what, dear?’

‘What was the accident?’

Althea decided to let Shyla’s imagination run away with her for a moment by ignoring the details. ‘We spoke of it before you moved in, and your mother thought it was wise to keep it from you so you wouldn’t be afraid of … you know … ghosts. She knows you frighten easily.’

‘Ghosts?’ The pulse quickened.

‘Don’t be silly. I never saw her here, never saw her where she hit, and I’d been living here for years and years. Besides, the Catholic Church doesn’t believe in ghosts.’

‘Hit?’ Shyla stared with the focus of prey on snake.

‘At the bottom of the stairs where she fell from the second-floor balustrade.’ (Althea loved that she had been able to use the word ‘balustrade’. How many people ever used that word anymore?) ‘Come see.’ Shyla allowed herself to be drawn to the living room to see Althea pointing at a spot on that faux-wood-tiled floor. ‘So many layers here, like the cities of Troy. There was the first carpeting, I never asked what kind it was. Then your grandfather had it changed when he couldn’t get the blood out. Then I had it changed to a lovely robin’s-egg-blue shag when I married him. Now your mother has changed it again, and who knows?’

Shyla didn’t ask what Althea meant by ‘who knows?’ She just stared and gnawed lightly at a cuticle.

‘I do hope I haven’t spoken out of turn,’ Althea went on. ‘If you tell your mother I told you about Clare I’m sure she’ll be very cross with me, but she can’t kick me out because of the terms of the contract they made with Robert. And even if I left, that wouldn’t mean they would move out. You would still live here, only without me. I think it’s good, overall, that I’m here for you.’

Shyla, dazed, nodded. Althea could see that she was learning to respect her elders. With each lesson, love would follow.


TWENTY-FIVE

The week began busily enough. Shyla for the last bit of school before the holiday, Hal as usual heading out at three in the morning and returning from the restaurant after lunch to nap. And Grace? Althea wasn’t sure what Grace was doing, whether cleaning houses or whatnot, but she managed to stay away from home until it was time to prepare the evening meal.

That was fine, it gave Althea enough time each morning to carry the bottle of eau de toilette downstairs and spray it in the back yard, then carry it back up again and put it in the same spot. It was easy to find the spot as Grace hadn’t dusted that shelf since they moved in. Althea didn’t delude herself that this was a charitable act altogether. She knew she was just the teensiest bit annoyed at Grace for putting her bottle of good perfume behind this trash. Worse, it took so much effort to go back up the stairs to replace the bottle. Up and down the stairs. Her heart wasn’t pounding as much as it had the first time she had made the ascent. She glared at the bottle of toilet water. How many days would she have to do this?

On top of this inconvenience, Althea remembered she had been running, running! up and down the stairs while Robert was still alive. His bed was in the area that was now the family room when he could no longer make it up the steps, but she continued to sleep up there and dress up there and shower up there and that meant running up and down the stairs countless times a day. She had once enjoyed excellent physical fitness. She was getting it back again, and had to admit that she owed gratitude to that toilet water, an unexpected blessing.

Now she stood in that same downstairs area where Robert’s hospital bed had been, in his final decline when he no longer went for dialysis.

Oh Robert! How I miss you! In the midst of her fatigue, and grief, Althea spotted the cage where the tortoise lived. She hadn’t seen Ruth all morning, but then Ruth liked to bask in the sun coming through the window in her bedsit and was probably there. Althea took the top off the cage. What had Shyla been singing to make Gonzo come out?

She got a pillow off the couch to kneel on next to the table where the cage sat, got down on her knees with Robert as he played a mandolin and sang with her in perfect harmony about being blue because you missed someone.

Her thoughts were so often ‘blue’. Did anyone ever use that word these days, or what it all expressed more clinically, depression or … but Robert knew how to charm her, to bring her up from the depths of her dark imagination. Years, whole years had gone by without imagining anything horrible. Oh, what things she could think.

‘Oh, Robert! How I miss you!’

Robert put down the mandolin and said, ‘I know, dearest.’

A little nubbin emerged from the tiny tiki hut where Gonzo slept. Here he came, following the sound of Althea’s voice. First his head, thrust all the way out from his shell, and the little clawed feet moving that shell. He was a big fellow, about five inches wide by six inches from neck to tail.

Althea quickly fetched a strawberry out of the refrigerator and placed it on the kitchen counter. Then she went back to the cage and picked Gonzo up, all the while singing so he wouldn’t draw his head back into his shell. She didn’t know whether he had responded to her singing or to her cry for Robert. But he seemed to trust her. She drew him closer to her face and smelled his reptile smell.

But oh how sad she was. How put upon that life had taken away what she loved and threw her where she was not loved. How Grace had said that Gonzo was more ‘a part of the family’ than she was, a turtle standing between her and being loved. Cupping him in her two hands, Althea lifted Gonzo and carried him into the kitchen. When she put him on the kitchen counter near the knife block, he tried to crawl away, but she was ready for him. Holding him with one hand she held the strawberry with her other until he smelled it and started to eat. That allowed her to let go and reach for the kitchen shears that protruded from the knife block.

It was harder than she might have thought, cutting through that tough, scaly neck. The little clawed feet swiped and swiped, attempting to gain traction on the slippery counter, scraping her fingers with the back claws. That hurt a bit, but Althea held on the way she had seen a mongoose with a cobra in a nature program. The mammal always triumphed over the reptile.

Gonzo went still, finally, shortly after his head was fully severed. Althea shoved the body back inside its little hut. She put the top back on the cage. One must always remember to put the top back on the cage.

‘Ruth?’ she called. ‘Ruthie?’

As with stabbing her mother, or wanting Shyla to choke on a popcorn kernel, things were never a sin if you only imagined them. Althea went in search of Ruth, making a mental note to give the kitchen a good cleaning. Grace was so busy with her rental houses that she had let her own go to pot.


TWENTY-SIX

Grace sat at a dining room table in one of her houses.

‘That looks like a beautiful place,’ Fiona said, craning her head as if she could see around Grace’s face.

‘It’s just a block from the beach, too, with open access. Lovely for six guests, with three bedrooms and two and a half baths.’

If her mother was a mirror, Grace wasn’t looking so good.

‘Talk to Hal,’ Fiona finally said, dropping the evasion.

‘Hal’s not a talking kind of person. Besides, he thinks his stepmother is a saint.’

‘Did he really say that?’ Fiona asked.

‘Not to me. I heard Shyla tell Althea he said it.’ Grace fluttered her fingers before her face to dispel the rank odor of the idea. ‘I can’t even go there.’

‘How’s Shyla doing?’

Grace started to wish they talked on the phone instead of Zooming where Fiona could see her face. ‘Quieter.’

‘Sullen quiet? Depressed quiet? I’m getting too old to have you in my life quiet?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘So nobody is talking to anybody?’

‘Woomy, leave me alone.’

‘So now you’re not talking to me?’

Grace hit herself in the head with her phone. Not hard enough to hurt, just to send a message.

Fiona backed down. Or at least tried a different track. ‘Maybe there’s too much going on there. When was the last time you got away, just the two of you?’

‘We had lunch out the other day. Went to Costco the other evening.’

‘Good God, what has become of my daughter? The one with the lust for life?’

‘Maybe it’s depression.’ Then Grace laughed and Fiona laughed because they both remembered at the same time what Grace’s dad used to say, before everyone got politically correct, ‘Well, don’t spread it around.’

‘You wouldn’t dare say that in public anymore,’ Grace said, though they hadn’t needed to say it now.

‘Maybe that’s the new intimacy,’ Fiona said. ‘People who can be politically incorrect around each other and trust that they won’t be shamed. Or cancelled. That’s still a thing, right?’

‘Speaking of that, if I think Althea is a bitch and has a victim complex at the same time, is that crazy-shaming?’

‘I dunno. Seems like a person can be both nuts and lousy at the same time. Like you can have good blind people and bad blind people.’ Here was one of those things: Fiona didn’t say visually disabled, and Grace didn’t criticize her for it. ‘Blindness doesn’t automatically excuse them. Why do you ask?’

‘OK, you want talking, this is me talking. I can’t put my finger on it. She seems to have an influence over Shyla that feels creepy, especially with Shy going through a difficult time adapting. And when she says one of her fake curse words like balderdash, the sound of it makes me feel like … like I’ve been shocked with a really mild Taser. Not enough to knock me to the ground but just enough to make my skin twitch. But nothing where I can go: see, there! It’s like finding a fly in the house and by the time you go to get the fly swatter it’s moved. How’s that, is that enough talking?’

Fiona put her hand out and spoke as you picture a person speaking to a skittish colt. ‘There you go. Slow down, Froot, I won’t run away.’

Grace didn’t realize until then that her words had been pouring out with the speed and force of a fire hose. She stopped as quickly as she had begun.

‘Are you sure this is something you need to be upset about?’ Fiona asked. ‘Take a breath before you answer.’

Grace could not. ‘I’ll think I see something and then it’s gone and I’m just left with this general feeling that there’s nothing I can say to make you understand and that I’m the crazy one.’

‘Oh Froot, you’re not crazy. You’re all right—’

‘The world’s all wrong,’ Grace finished.

That had been one of Fiona’s catchphrases all the time Grace was growing up. When she had run to her mom on the playground and said the other kids were being mean to her. When her grades weren’t good enough to get into graduate school. When she got frustrated on those rare occasions when Hal disagreed with something she wanted to do.

She said, ‘Seriously. This is making me crazy. Tell me. Am I so terrible?’

‘Of course you’re terrible. We’re all terrible. Wonderful too, sometimes. Sometimes both at the same time. I think the most unhappy and possibly dangerous people are the ones who convince themselves they’re only one or the other.’

Fiona smiled, but it didn’t seem her heart was in it. It did sound like she was taking Grace more seriously than she wanted to admit when she said, ‘Is Shyla alone with her a lot?’

When Grace disconnected, before packing up all her gear to leave the house, she ordered a few more books online and made an appointment with her primary care to get some sleeping pills and maybe a low dose of valium. There. That was doing something.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Althea had forgotten about Gonzo and so apparently had everyone else in the family. It was a couple of days later when Shyla put fresh water in his dish and wondered aloud that he hadn’t come out of his hut lately. She sprinkled tortoise food into his dish, and waited, but nothing. Though accustomed to him dashing out as soon as he heard the can of pellets shake, she didn’t immediately think of peering into his hut to see if he was sick. Grace had her back turned, chopping some onions and wiping the burn from her eyes with the back of her hand. Otherwise she might have suggested that Shyla look in the hut. As it was she said, ‘Look around the house, Shy. You don’t want him to tangle with Ruth. He might hurt her again.’

‘Ruth? Is Ruth OK?’ Althea said, coming into the house from the back porch. The winter weather had turned cool and she had been finishing Rebecca out by the pool. The house burning down was such a satisfying scene.

‘Gonzo seems to have escaped. You might want to put Ruth in your room and shut the door until we find him,’ Grace said, without looking up from her chopping.

Althea did that, and then sat down on the couch in the family room to watch Shyla wander about, singing her tortoise song as she peered under the sofas, chairs and tables.

Nothing in that room, and Shyla’s search led her to do the same in the rest of the house, though not upstairs. Everyone would agree that Gonzo would never have been able to climb the stairs.

‘Do you think he might be in your room?’ Shyla asked.

‘No. I already looked in there,’ Althea said, though of course she had not. ‘Where could he possibly be?’

Shyla was looking more worried as the minutes went by.

‘Maybe he slipped out when the back door was open?’ Grace suggested as she began to sauté the onions in oil with garlic.

Shyla ran outside, covering the patio, the back yard, and the pool area, both around the perimeter and in the water itself.

‘Too bad if he went off into the wild,’ Althea said. ‘Though perhaps that might be more to his liking, to be free in nature rather than cooped up in the cage. Can turtles dig under a fence?’

Shyla treated Althea to a rare scowl (she apparently had still not fully learned her lesson that Althea should be respected) without comment as she flumped herself down on the recliner that Hal favored for watching basketball games.

Now that Grace was no longer concerned with her onions, she repeated her advice. ‘Could he be sick? Did you look in his hut?’

Shyla got up from the chair and went to the cage. The top had been left off after she had filled his food dish, and it still rested against the wall. Shyla peered more carefully into the plastic tiki hut. ‘You know, I think I see something,’ she said, and with her two hands lifted the hut from the cage.

‘He’s all pulled in,’ she said, which Althea took for referring to how tortoises retract their head and feet into their shell. Then Shyla dropped the hut. Luckily it landed at the other end of the cage, not on Gonzo, though it wouldn’t have mattered at this point if it did hit him.

Shyla screamed. ‘His head, it’s bleeding!’

Grace wiped her hands on a kitchen towel and came over to the cage. ‘What d’you mean, he’s bleeding?’ she said, and picked Gonzo up to look at his head.

It was only at this point that it was discovered he no longer had one.

Much too much was being made of his death, that was certain. ‘Can one actually be fond of reptiles?’ Althea asked, innocently enough, she thought. And when Shyla sobbed, causing Grace to enfold her more tightly on the couch, and draw her face to her bosom with what Althea thought was unnecessary drama, Althea said, ‘There’s a long history of biting heads off of things. In the circus they used to be called “geeks”. These, always men, I think, would bite the heads off of chickens for the amusement of carnival goers. And there was a rock band, I didn’t listen to rock and roll very much, even though it was my era as a young girl, I was more into ballads and classical music, but wasn’t there some rock-and-roll star who bit the head off of a bat during one of his performances?’

As usual, she was ignored, this time in favor of Hal, who had come home after going out for gas.

Shyla leapt up from her mother’s lap and into her father’s arms. ‘Dad! Dad! Gonzo is dead!’

‘I didn’t even know he was sick,’ Hal said.

‘He was killed!’ Shyla turned her scowl back at Althea. ‘Ruth killed him.’

‘She did not!’ Althea said.

‘Well then, how did his head get bitten off?’ Shyla said.

‘What makes you think it was bitten off?’ Althea asked.

‘You said. The geeks and all that.’

‘Well, I didn’t mean to imply, I was just providing context,’ Althea said.

Shyla ran her fingers through the wood shavings in the bottom of the cage. ‘And it’s not here. Ruth bit off his head, and then she ate it.’

Althea nodded, as if that might be a likely scenario. ‘Possibly justice was served.’

‘Your cat is disgusting. You should get rid of it.’

Althea could have countered with, ‘What about how Gonzo bit her ear and he had it coming,’ but recognized this was stooping to a child’s level and had enough sense to simply go to her room and shut herself in with the accused cat. Allow Shyla to calm down and consider how, with Clare and Robert, this made three deaths in the house.


TWENTY-EIGHT

Grace sat in the rectory office looking at the Advent wreath with only one candle left to light, trying to get her questions into coherent form. Coming at Monsignor Fogarty in the wrong way could make her look crazy. She took some deep breaths and tried to envision George Constanza’s father shouting SERENITY NOW! Laughing at herself helped more often than not. At least it had before.

It wasn’t long before the door opened and Fogarty emerged with one of the biggest smiles she had ever witnessed. It matched his larger-than-average head, topped by an even bigger topping of white hair, sort of at odds with his thin, almost delicate frame, making him look like the eldest member of a lion pride. But the smile dropped from his face before it had a chance to reach his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Rachel told me—’

‘This is her daughter-in-law,’ the receptionist said.

‘My, my, my,’ the priest said, and apparently thought that was a sufficient number of ways to express his feelings.

‘I’m Grace,’ Grace said.

‘Of course you are,’ he said. ‘Is Althea all right?’

‘She’s fine.’

‘Good. Sorry to keep you waiting, please come in.’

Grace followed him into his office, where he gestured to a couple of armchairs on the side of the room rather than inviting her to sit opposite the desk. Less formal that way. She watched him close the door but not all the way, leaving it open a foot. Probably some habit to ensure no hanky-panky was claimed by a parishioner.

When they had both settled themselves into the chairs he said, ‘When I hear the name Deming I just assume …’

‘So you know Althea, my mother-in-law, very well?’

‘Oh my goodness me, yes. Precisely stepmother-in-law. Yes, I know the whole family history, partly because I was there for all of it. I knew Robert’s first wife, his grieving at her death, his marriage to Althea, her grieving at his death … that tragic business about Joan missing, I haven’t heard her mentioned in so many years, was there ever any news?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘And I know all about you, of course,’ he finished. With Seinfeld still in mind, Grace thought he just might go into ‘yadda yadda yadda.’ He spoke about life and death as if they were all in a typical day’s work, and maybe for him they were. After a pause long enough to acknowledge all that sorrow, the priest stared at Grace the way one stares at something that isn’t staring back. Something lesser than. ‘So. You’re Grace.’

She felt as if he knew bad things about her that maybe even she didn’t know, and wondered what they were. She felt as if she were in a confessional and he was considering whether he could actually absolve her. ‘And you know Hal, too, I imagine.’

‘You’re the one who took Hal from us.’ Smile. ‘Althea told me about you. The reason Hal left the church.’ Smile.

‘She said I was the reason Hal stopped going to this church? But we lived two hours away.’

Smile. ‘Left the Catholic Church.’

Grace couldn’t help herself. ‘The Roman Catholic Church.’

Smile. ‘He was a good boy.’ Smile. ‘An altar boy.’ All those smiles. All said without obvious cruelty, but not avoiding it either, the way only clergy can. Now something occurred to him. ‘Are you sure Althea is well? I saw her at Mass last Sunday and she seemed fine.’

‘Oh, she’s well,’ Grace said, and wondered how to broach the subject of just how well Althea might not be. At least the worst thing about herself was that she had stolen Hal from the capital C Church, like he’d never grown up enough to make that decision for himself. ‘Well,’ she repeated.

‘I’m happy to hear that. We are so blessed to have Althea as a member of the congregation. Robert too was valuable; did you know he was a long-standing usher?’ He didn’t wait for Grace to answer. ‘But Althea. I don’t think there is any born-and-raised Catholic, with twelve years of religious school behind them, who can match the fervor of a convert.’

‘Convert.’

‘What was she before, was it Presbyterian? Baptist? Lutheran?’ He dismissed those denominations and their heresy with a wave of his hand. ‘It doesn’t matter. Their loss is our gain.’

‘Actually, I wanted to ask you about her.’

Fogarty gave her one of those looks that invites one to be totally open while promising to be anything but. Corners of the mouth pulled back enough to register a smile but the eyes politely blank.

Delicate. ‘Have you seen any change lately in Althea?’ Grace asked.

‘What kind of change would you mean?’ he asked in return. He adopted just the right amount of serene concern as he said it.

More sympathetic. ‘Althea seems to, to have become, sadder, somehow.’

‘Well, it has been less than two years since Robert passed. She’s hardly begun the grieving process. You remember they were very close.’

‘I remember. She loved, loves him so much.’

Fogarty gave a decisive nod, his whole head saying ‘yes, you’ve hit it square on.’

‘But it’s something else,’ Grace pressed.

Getting up abruptly from his seat, the priest appeared to be finished with the interview. But he said, ‘Come. Take a walk with me.’

Fogarty opened the door to the office and led Grace to the church. It wasn’t the kind of church you saw in movies, old and dark and musty. This was Florida, so nothing was older than fifty years and nothing could dim the sun’s aggression streaming through the windows. The windows weren’t traditional stained-glass but more clear, with stained accents of grape leaves continuing from one window to the next, as if the congregation was bound by a vine.

‘It’s lovely,’ Grace said, because that’s what you always said when being shown a new church, right?

The priest beckoned to her to follow him up the center aisle. ‘Althea and Robert led the capital campaign to build this church. The windows with the grapevine running through them? From the scripture passage “I am the vine; you are the branches.” They’re based on her idea and she commissioned them.’

‘Lovely,’ Grace repeated, feeling as if she were losing whatever grip she’d hoped to have on this conversation.

Fogarty put his hands in his pockets and all but whistled at the understatement. ‘I wanted to put up a plaque to honor them, but she said please no, she wanted her gift to be anonymous. I don’t imagine she even told Hal.’

‘He’s never mentioned anything.’

Fogarty moved into the first pew on the right and sat down, leaving enough room for her to sit beside him. ‘No, I didn’t think she would. As they say in Al Anon, you do something good for someone else, and if anyone finds out, it doesn’t count. Well, it counts for Althea. The woman is a saint. She humbles me.’

With that said, Grace didn’t think she had anything to lose, no matter what she said. They were both facing the altar, more or less, so it made it easier to say directly, ‘Can saints seem strange? Sometimes?’

Without having to glance at the priest, Grace could feel him stiffen. What they call bristling. He bristled. ‘Do you mean strange in the way of a woman who has had her husband ripped away from her without her choice? In the way of a woman who has been thrown out of her own home? If so, then yes, you could call Althea strange.’

Well, that took a sudden turn. Taken by surprise, Grace heard herself say, ‘I didn’t have anything to do with that, so stop being all judgy, even if you think that’s your prerogative as a minister.’

‘I don’t suppose I’m betraying a confidence, because you were the one who pulled the plug on Robert.’

‘What?’

Fogarty’s voice was so much milder than his words that Grace’s mind had to scramble to put the two together. He said, ‘You heard what I said. Althea told me all about those days when she was contented to take Robert for his dialysis three times a week. She said it was a sacred time for her, in the sense that she felt even in sickness they were somehow blessed for being set apart from the rest of the world. They were happy until Robert let you and Hal talk him into stopping the treatments. I hope you’re enjoying that fine house of yours.’

‘What exactly has she told you?’

‘Everything.’

‘You’re going to have to give me a little more than that. I think I have some catching up to do.’

‘Althea told me how you and Hal took over all the decision-making. How Robert and Hal arranged for you to take in Althea, in exchange for the entire estate and power of attorney.’

‘Well, that part is actually true, and I regret—’

‘I thought so. And while Robert and Hal were taking everything away that Althea loved, you talked to her about letting Robert go as well. How you said to her, “It will be best for us in the long run if we’re on the same page.” Do you remember saying it that way? Talking about her husband’s death as if it were a page in a book that could simply be turned? In the long run, and what that implied? Althea told me it felt like a threat, that you might not be so kind to her if she kept Robert alive. Subtle, but I admit it sounded that way to me, too. I’ve worried about her ever since she told me that.’

Grace couldn’t react at first, feeling benumbed by the accusation. ‘I. Never,’ she said.

‘My child, sometimes it’s difficult to acknowledge our faults,’ the priest said. ‘I trust to never find out that Althea is unhappy … or mistreated in any way.’ He stood up from the pew and finally gave up the smiles, letting his dislike of her show. ‘Are we finished here?’

Knowing that she couldn’t deny the charges in a way that would satisfy Fogarty and make him see Althea as she did, Grace left the church. She felt humiliated and ashamed, and was almost impressed that he could do that to her in such a short time.


TWENTY-NINE

Grace had two houses to see to before she could go home and kill Althea, and that was probably for the best. As she waited for the plumber to install a new garbage disposal in one of the kitchens, she had time to think about what Althea had made the priest believe and her own reaction. Was she overreacting? If so, was that because she felt guilty for the part she had played in all of this, even if the part was unwanted? Could she be more sympathetic?

Nah. Uh-uh.

When she returned home, she marked where everyone else was before finding Althea. Shyla had come home from school and was fixing herself a protein smoothie in the blender before or after her laps, whenever she did that. When she asked Shyla where Hal was, Shyla said he was still sleeping.

Sometimes it’s difficult to acknowledge our faults. How long would it take to get that out of her head?

Althea was in her room, her lips moving in time with her fingers on her beads. When Grace interrupted with, ‘We need to talk,’ Althea opened her eyes and held up the beads in a not-now gesture. When Grace didn’t respond to that, Althea said, ‘Can it wait?’

‘No. It can’t.’

Althea gave an imitation of stifling a sigh and let the beads rest in her lap, her index finger and thumb grasping the bead where she stopped praying, as if it were a page in a book she would return to shortly. The gesture felt dismissive, a sign that Althea wouldn’t be giving either much time or attention to what Grace had to discuss. It made Grace’s ire rise and she skipped the gentler preamble she had rehearsed in the car on her way from her last house.

‘I paid your Father Fogarty a visit this morning,’ Grace began.

‘What did he say about me?’ Althea asked with unfeigned interest.

‘He says you’re a better person than I am.’

‘That’s sweet of him. But you, you’re the kind of woman I would have become if I hadn’t sacrificed myself to Robert and his children. Strong. Resilient.’

‘Why does that not seem like a compliment?’ Grace refused to be sidetracked. ‘He said you told him that I had forced you to pull the plug on Dad. That was the phrase, “pull the plug”. How could you, Althea?’

‘Oh, so now it’s Althea? You say Dad, but I’m Althea? So much for blended families.’

‘Stick to the point.’

‘All right, I will. Don’t you remember what you said, dear?’

‘I don’t remember anything of the kind because it didn’t happen.’

‘Those modern psychologists, they say we don’t actually recall things, we invent our memories as we go,’ Althea said.

‘That may be, but I didn’t invent that event, you did. I never once said or even hinted the things you told that priest. Something about it being better in the long run if we were on the same page?’

‘That saddened me greatly,’ Althea said. ‘Speaking of Robert’s life that way.’

‘I never said it! I never once suggested you should let Dad die. Just like you, he was the only thing that stood between—’

‘Life with me in the house and life without me in the house? You are too cruel.’

‘And you’re … you’re a pathological liar,’ Grace said, finding the unfamiliar words a relief. She thought of the book she had ordered and, well, not read the inside yet, but the description on the dust jacket. That’s where she’d seen the term. Right now all her effort was in keeping her voice soft so it wouldn’t drift into the kitchen or up the stairs. ‘Fogarty says you’re a saint, but I know better.’

‘Well, I don’t think I’m a saint, but neither am I as evil as you imply. Are you suggesting I’m mentally ill? Or perhaps, though good at heart, I’m inhabited by a demon. But there you are, and here I am, and we both appear to have to, as you said, make the best of this situation.’


THIRTY

Grace huddled on the bed, coiled up as if she was just another pillow or blanket. She looked at the row of pills on the edge of her nightstand, extending out from a small glass of water. A long one, two round ones, two other long ones but bigger. When the pounding of her heart woke her in the night, she could feel for which one she wanted by size and shape, without having to turn on the light.

She remembered when she and Fiona had talked about this. Fiona asking as always how she was doing, her answering as always, ‘I’m fine. I’m pretty good.’

‘I don’t even need to see your face to know that’s bullshit, honey. You look like you lost your best friend.’

‘Well, that’s how wrong you are. I’m talking to her right now.’

Fiona had given an appreciative smirk. They didn’t have to discuss anymore what it was that made her sad. ‘What about getting on something?’

‘You mean anti-depressants?’

‘I don’t mean to suggest.’

‘Suggest away. I already tried and they make me throw up. The only benefit is that while I’m barfing it takes my mind off this situation.’

This Situation was code for Althea.

Fiona had brushed a fingertip under her eyes. ‘You’ve got some smudgy business going on there. Are you sleeping?’

‘Mostly. My nightstand looks like a pharmacy. I take one or two out of the containers and line them up. If I can’t fall asleep, I take a sleeping pill. If I wake up at midnight I take melatonin. If it’s after two a.m. I just take a valium. Also I got Tylenol PM and an antihistamine that works sometimes—.’

‘As long as you don’t become an opioid addict.’

‘Woomy.’

‘What kind of sleeping pills?’

‘Generic for Ambien. I can never remember the name.’

‘Be careful with those things. They made me hallucinate.’

‘Good or bad hallucinations? Bunnies jumping on the bed? Butterflies coating the spread?’

‘More like members of the Juárez drug cartel standing around the room picking their teeth with human finger bones.’

‘They’re ten milligrams and I’m not having bad reactions. Most times I just sort of nibble them and haven’t had a problem.’

Today she told Fiona about visiting Father Fogarty.

‘What did the priest say about her?’ Fiona asked.

‘She’s perfect. She’s a saint. She may be the first person to be canonized without having to die first.’

‘Now don’t you feel just like shit.’

‘The priest said she told him I pulled the plug on Robert just so I could have this house.’

Fiona sucked her lips into her mouth and narrowed her eyes, as if that would keep her face from exploding. Otherwise she made no comment, and it was probably safer that way. It was unusual for her to react with that much vehemence and Grace couldn’t imagine what she would say. When Fiona had taken a deep breath and not said what was on her mind, she said, ‘It’s always the smallest things that finally take us.’

Just that made Grace feel a little better. ‘Listen, Mom. Thanks for letting me vent like this, but I don’t want you to worry about me.’

‘What, me worry? I couldn’t care less.’ Fiona had switched to a rough approximation of a British accent. ‘I laugh up my sleeve at you and call you a silly thing.’

‘No. I will not do the Monty Python lines. I have to go clean a house.’

‘Bring out yer dead!’

‘Bye, Mom.’

‘I’m not dead yet!’

‘He was coughin’ up blood this morning,’ Grace had said, and pressed the disconnect button.


THIRTY-ONE

On one of her trips upstairs to use up the toilet water, Althea spied a couple more books on Grace’s nightstand. These didn’t have the disgusting title of the book her mother bought Grace for her birthday. These were more psychology books.

Althea’s parents were both psychologists. They didn’t believe in God. They didn’t have to, because they were doing fine without Him and were unfortunately now in hell. But how her parents’ patients loved them like gods, especially Mother! How the patients told her how grateful they were for guiding them past their neuroses. Of course, Mother never told Althea any of the details, the patients’ names or the nature of their mental illness. That would have been breaking confidentiality. But talking about their gratitude, that was fine.

One evening, when Mother was in a particularly good mood after having helped her patients with what she called a ‘breakthrough,’ Althea took a deep breath and asked about That Evening. Her mother’s face went bland with gentle eyes and the smallest of smiles.

Mother asked some questions about it: Was Althea totally naked?

Althea, ashamed to speak of the event, blushed to say she was, though her mother made it sound so offhand, like being naked was inconsequential.

What time of day was it? Was it past her bedtime? And if so, what was she doing running around naked?

Althea stumbled over all those questions that came like a soft rain from her mother’s mouth, not punishing but too quickly and too much to study each drop.

What position was she in? Upright? Was she facing towards or away? What part of her body was showing – and use the real words, please? Was it her pudendum that was exposed?

Again, Althea answered as best she could, while wishing she had never spoken of it. Remembering all these details only made her shiver when she wasn’t cold.

When Mother ran out of questions, she first looked puzzled, then pained, and said, ‘That doesn’t sound like a very nice thing to do, does it? It sounds dreadful. Tell me, how long did I force you to stay there in front of the guests? And how do you picture me restraining you – by the wrists, or perhaps around your waist?’

Althea unconsciously touched her wrists, remembering how red and sore they were when she finally broke free and ran from the room crying, her mother’s laughter chasing her. ‘You were just fooling around,’ Althea said for her mother. ‘You didn’t mean anything.’

‘And you say we were playing cards?’ Mother asked. ‘I don’t remember playing cards lately. Your father hates it. Are you sure you remember cards?’

‘No,’ Althea said, hoping it was the right thing to say, following her mother’s patient but relentless adjustment of reality.

‘Oh, well, that’s not important. Maybe it was a jigsaw puzzle. Who were the people?’ Mother asked.

‘It was the O’Brians,’ Althea said. ‘The people who live on the corner of the street one over.’

‘Ralph and Harriet? Gosh, we haven’t seen the O’Brians in a year. When did you say this happened?’

‘I don’t know. During the summer. Towards the end of summer.’

‘Why haven’t you mentioned it before now? It’s almost Thanksgiving. It seems to me that if it were in the least traumatic, you would have talked about it sooner.’ Mother looked at Althea with the same lively, intent eyes as when she read her psychology journals, and spoke as if she was speaking to herself. ‘Could you have dreamed it? It’s not uncommon for children to have sexual fantasies about one parent or another, that whole Oedipal Complex. I don’t think we’re talking about latent lesbianism with me holding you, but with the interaction between you and your father. A fantasy about showing yourself naked to your father is completely normal.’

Althea didn’t need to respond to that because it wasn’t a question, and she didn’t understand much of what her mother just said except for her wanting to be naked in front of her father. No no no no, she thought. She only knew this talking hurt and didn’t know why it should. Her mother was so beloved of her patients, so why would she be mean to Althea? Plus Althea hoped she was good enough to get presents from Santa Claus. Whether or not there was a Santa Claus, Althea didn’t want to risk behaving in a way that would stop the flow of presents.

When she didn’t speak for all those thoughts about the presents that were crowding her mind, plus the thoughts she didn’t want to think, Althea’s mother pressed a bit but gently, the way a doctor would probe a bruise to see if anything was broken beneath it. ‘What else do you remember?’

Althea frowned, wishing she’d never mentioned this at all. The initial memory had been so strong, crashing like a wave that threatened to pull her away from safety, but now like a wave drawing back from the edges of her mind and leaving her dry, receding even as she tried to hold on to it. ‘You had music playing on the Victrola. I remember it was the new soundtrack to Guys and Dolls. I remember it because I memorized all the songs.’

Now it was Mother’s turn to frown, though Althea tried never to make that happen. ‘You played the Victrola when I wasn’t around? You know you’re not supposed to do that, don’t you?’

Althea bobbed her head up and down, hoping that would be sufficient to make that frowny line between her mother’s eyes disappear. This time she succeeded.

Mother said, ‘Well, that’s OK, but don’t do it again, OK? I don’t want my records scratched.’

‘OK.’

‘That’s all OK, sweetums. You probably just had a bad dream. Or you imagined it because you have such a grand imagination. It’s one of the things I love best about you.’ Mother patted her shoulder, not bare this time but covered with her flannel nightie. ‘I’m just a bit disappointed that you could imagine this about me. It makes me feel very sad. Sad and a little disappointed.’ Mother sighed and shook her head, ‘No, I shouldn’t say that. You’re completely normal.’ Completely normal came with the reward of a good-night hug, despite Althea not deserving it. Her mother rose from the bed and turned off the bedroom light on her way out of the room. She left the door open a crack the way she usually did.

There were other little things that happened, but Althea learned her lesson and never mentioned them after this one conversation because they were, as she discovered later, the psychological term, ‘false memories’. She wondered if this was how it went when patients talked to her mother, and whether they felt better afterwards. When she grew up, she wondered if any of them felt this strange mix of rage and confusion. At the time she only wondered if any patients sometimes thought of stabbing her mother. And how Karen Wrobleski told her imagination and bad thoughts needed to be confessed, but then she found out they didn’t after all.


THIRTY-TWO

The silence of the house was so intense she could hear it. A hum coupled with the sound of crickets a thousand miles away. The sound an introvert makes when alone. This was the silence she used to enjoy in the house when Hal and Shyla were both off following their own pursuits: library, swim meets, school, and baking, always baking, nothing but baking.

Until now, weeks after Althea had moved in with them and could be found there at any time of day, any day of the week, pressuring her with the need for conversation even if she was imagining it. Grace had forgotten how delicious this silence was.

This house she was cleaning up wasn’t as large as her own. Just a one-story, three bedroom, with a separate den, ideal for those who wanted to stay close to the beach without spending a wad of dough. The guests had treated it well, left it in fairly good order. They had even stripped the beds and left the sheets balled up in the center of each bed along with the bath towels. Only two of the bedrooms had even been used, the king in one and the two doubles in another, saying something about the family who had been occupying it for two weeks: a mother, a father, and two teenage daughters. Much like Shyla, perhaps.

Holding the basket with the linens and towels, Grace looked out the sliding glass door on to the patio where the pool guy was testing the water and treating it as needed. She didn’t have to do everything, just oversee that it was done right. It pleased her that with the door shut she couldn’t even hear the pool guy.

She listened again to the silence. All right, maybe that hum/cricket thing was actually a mild tinnitus, but whoever thought tinnitus could be so … soothing?

She put the linens in the washing machine, added soap and bleach and switched the dial to hot wash and hot rinse. This was satisfying, too.

Screw the woman at that one block party, whose eyebrow and corner of her mouth raised up as if they had been connected to a single wire when Grace answered her question about what she did with her time. Getting paid for what many other women did for free was a delightful way to live. She wondered what that woman did with her time while a cleaning woman cleaned her house. Read magazines? Lunched with the ladies? There was a whole class of people outside who had to come up with ways to use their time.

While the linens washed, she targeted the kitchen. Crumbs lurked here and there, but the family must have mostly eaten out. Shit, the microwave looked like a small animal had exploded. They must have heated a container of spaghetti sauce without using a cover.

Linens into the dryer on a hot setting, and a final pass at the kitchen, running her fingertips over the dark granite to see if anything remained. It was pretty, but you couldn’t see food that was stuck to it.

Pool man gone without talking, he would bill the same company she worked for. Dust, vacuum. Give the main bathroom a good cleaning. Two teenage girls left behind a considerable amount of scum. The sound of the dryer announcing that its job was done intruded into the silence, but only for a moment. She noticed how the sheets sounded as she tossed them out over the surface of the beds, sort of a flupping sound. Spray the pillows with a combination of eucalyptus and lavender spray. Lovely.

God damn it, was silence too much to ask? Unexpected tears started when she realized that she would prefer to stay here. Anything besides go home.

No place else to go, though. Grace thought briefly about getting into her car and driving up to Eau Gallie.

Then what?

Because Shyla. The child she loved as much as Fiona loved her. Shyla, her beloved and her trap, would keep her in the house.

When Grace parked the car in the garage, she tilted the rear-view mirror to rearrange her face so it wouldn’t show how she felt. She realized that she hadn’t been conscious until now of doing that. She threw her bag on the island in the kitchen and felt some relief that there was a bottle of wine already opened, and then hated herself for the relief that came from knowing there would be no sound from a popping cork to give her away. Grace took a juice glass out of the cupboard, quietly pulled the stopper from the bottle, and began to pour.

‘Have a hard day, dear?’

Grace’s hand jerked, the wine splashing over the counter. She set the bottle down, not hard enough to call it slamming, but hard enough to make a noise. ‘I’m. Just. Having. Some. Wine,’ she said, turning around to block the bottle and glass from Althea’s view.

Althea smiled at her, a satisfied smile that had no reason. Not until Grace realized where Althea’s eyes were, on her arms crossed in front of her. Her shoulders hunched, protesting … what? Grace dropped her arms, feeling that she had lost again.

‘My goodness gracious, you seem tense,’ Althea said with a smile as she grabbed a paper towel off the dispenser under the cupboard and bent to wipe some wine off Grace’s new tile floor before it could stain the grout.


THIRTY-THREE

For the fourth day, Althea was coming down the stairs with the bottle of toilet water so she could spray it in the back yard. She was so good to do this, despite Monsignor Fogarty telling her after Mass that Grace had been to visit him.

‘What has Grace been telling you?’ Althea asked.

‘Nothing, really. The only reason I bring it up is that I want to make sure everything is all right with you,’ he said, with a pitch-perfect tone of concern. ‘Are they being kind?’

‘My daughter-in-law is not exactly chock-full of compassion,’ Althea said, and then patted her stomach and chuckled. ‘But do I look like I’m not well fed?’

‘I would hope for more than that,’ he said.

Pausing on the stairs to run through this conversation in her head a few times, Althea was startled from her reverie by the sound of the electric garage door going up below. She’d been taking far too many chances with this. Sometimes Grace would stop at home between driving from one house to another. And Althea had no excuse ready for being on the second floor. With her heart leaping into her throat and her throat constricting around it like a hungry snake, she gauged the time it would take to put the bottle back in the bathroom and descend to the first floor.

Making her decision in a moment, she began her descent along with the garage door and was three steps down when the car door slammed shut. Another three steps as the back door opened and shut, and nearly to the bottom step when there appeared …

‘Hal! What brings you home so early?’ She hid the bottle of toilet water behind her and stepped up to him to kiss him on his cheek. This wasn’t usual for her, and she observed the smell of flour so heavy that it seemed a layer of it stuck to his damp white T-shirt, making a paste here and there. The flour from his cheek adhered to her lips. The kiss was a tad much, perhaps, but he didn’t seem to notice either the kiss or the fact that he found her standing at the foot of the stairs.

She said, ‘I was just doing a little exercise, step-ups on the first step. Promise you won’t tell Grace and get me in trouble?’ That felt a little coy but it couldn’t hurt.

Hal hardly looked at her, and she felt bad. But then he said, ‘Momya, they just told me the restaurant is closing.’

Althea felt a rush of mixed emotions. Relief that she hadn’t been caught upstairs. Sadness that her son was obviously sad. Combined with pleasure that her son was telling her something significant before Grace knew. She ignored his sweatiness and stepped forward again to hug him, with a loud gasp and ‘Oh no!’ The muscles in his back grew a little harder at that and he stood up straighter, which at another time might have made Althea feel bad, but now she took as a sign that he was trying to be a strong man, her brave boy.

When the hug had been hugged for a decent interval, Hal stepped out of her embrace. No more information then, just a weary anger in, ‘I’m going to go take a shower and wash off this crap.’

Althea had to wait until Hal had showered before she could figure out a way to restore the toilet water to its shelf, and feared that he would lie down on the bed to take a nap as he usually did when he came home in mid-afternoon, even though this was only mid-morning. So when he came back down in his swim trunks and headed to the back yard, while she hovered in the kitchen, still gripping the bottle, she was relieved that she could sneak back upstairs and replace it in their bathroom. Her hand shook just a little as she did it. How silly of her and how sad that they made her feel this way.

Althea always brushed her teeth after lunch, as carefully as she did in the morning and the evening. This day she failed to keep her lips compressed over the toothbrush and a small glop fell over her left breast. She put the toothbrush down and gazed at the contrasting white tear-shaped spot on brown nylon. Her imagination thought of a bird dropping. Something annoying like this could ruin one’s day.

At first she picked up a wash cloth, intending to scrub the spot out. Then she thought perhaps no, she should take off the top and put it in the laundry. Then she thought this could be an opportunity to bring some cheer to the family. They like scatological humor. They laugh at f-a-r-t jokes.

She decided to leave it alone. She would look startled and say something like, ‘Now how did that get there? Wait, I was outside and there was this dove …’ No, that wasn’t very funny. She had the rest of the day to think about it.

Dinner was more somber than usual that evening. Althea had slowly grown accustomed to the banter that served as affection in this family. She had slowly come to understand that they didn’t just mock her, but each other as well. This evening she even missed it, everyone moping about just because of the setback with Hal’s job.

Worse, this evening no one noticed the spot on her shirt, and there would be no joke if she called attention to it herself. No way to mention bird droppings just like that out of the blue. She felt like a fool, sitting there with invisible toothpaste on her invisible shirt on her invisible body. Finally she gave up and pretended to notice the spot. ‘Now what’s this?’ was all she could think of in the moment. Maybe they would see it as she had and comment about bird poop and she would be pleased to make them laugh at her expense.

Grace glanced. ‘Looks like toothpaste. Just put it in the laundry. I’m doing a load of wash in the morning.’

At that Althea descended into the general mood, putting her fork down and sitting back in her chair with a sigh that no one heard. She watched the others eat their plain roasted chicken and green beans. Grace moving hers around the plate, Hal hunched over his and rhythmically shoveling it in as he always did whether happy or sad. Shyla with her elbows on the table, tearing pieces of the chicken off the leg bone and eating it with her fingers.

Maybe it was because no one had responded to her bird poop and she felt like a fool that, instead of a humorous tone, her voice was a little too harsh when she said into the grim silence, ‘How old do you think you’ll be when you start using a fork instead of your hands, Shyla?’

Shyla didn’t take offense, but Grace gave her an unmistakable how-dare-you-criticize-my-daughter glare even as she said too softly, ‘She takes after me. I was sixteen before I ate chicken with a fork.’ Well! So much for banter. To show she wasn’t about to be chastised by her daughter-in-law, Althea picked at her food daintily, leading by example.

The elephant in the room was not addressed. Althea felt bad that they couldn’t discuss the misfortune in front of her the way it would have been if they truly considered her family. Well, if they weren’t going to talk about it, that didn’t need to stop her.

‘You know what I would do?’ she said abruptly as she carried her empty plate to the sink where Shyla was loading the dishwasher. Grace and Hal hardly looked in her direction, but she could tell they had heard. ‘I would stop thinking of this as a tragedy.’

‘Stop thinking of what?’ Grace asked. Althea watched her look at Hal who said, ‘I told Momya about the restaurant when I came home today.’

Althea peered closely at Grace’s face but was unable to quite read her reaction. Was she upset because Althea had the news first? Did Hal look apologetic? That poor henpecked Hal, Grace could be so controlling. Well, never mind. She went on with her idea. ‘Thanks to Robert, you own this house and have some money put aside from the sale of your old one. Things aren’t as bad as they would be for a poor family. Why not just stop? Take at least a week, or even a weekend off, and the two of you get away to reset. Come back and Hal can get another baking job when the restaurant closes. How hard can that be?’

Hal was even less communicative than usual. ‘Money,’ he said simply.

‘Getting away costs, and we should probably be a little careful,’ Grace added.

Althea had the answer ready. ‘You have all those houses where no one is staying. Just pick the nicest one and move in.’

‘That wouldn’t be legal,’ Grace said.

‘Nonsense,’ Althea said, spitting the word with the vigor of one of the more feisty heroines in a book of another time. ‘A change of scene would do you good. And Shyla and I will be fine here.’

‘I don’t think …’ Grace said, trailing off the way you do when you’re hoping the idea will be dropped or your husband will stick to his guns for once.

‘What don’t you think?’ Althea pressed, and felt more assured with each press as she hadn’t felt since she moved in. ‘Who will find out? I certainly won’t tell. Or is it that you don’t think we could manage here, Shyla and I. Do you think I couldn’t put things in the microwave while you’re gone? Just leave us a bowl of cold water and we promise we won’t drink out of the toilets.’

Shyla laughed.

‘Hal?’ Grace said.

‘Seriously,’ Althea said, her hand on Shyla’s shoulder in a show of protection. ‘We’ll take care of each other.’

Hal took Grace’s hand. ‘When was the last time we got away, just the two of us?’ he asked, in that mild way of his that anticipated rejection. ‘I’m always working, with such different hours – we don’t go to bed or get up at the same time most nights. And holidays are even worse. When was the last time I wasn’t exhausted on Christmas Eve from all the fruitcakes and cookies? We could plan it for the week after. They’ll be open through Christmas Day.’

Grace started to sigh and then held it in, knowing Althea would notice it. She had given over control and there Hal was, finally, taking it. With the other three ganging up on her, she mustered one last silent plea.

While she was quiet, it occurred to her that this would also be the first time since Althea moved in that she could wake up in a house that didn’t contain her stepmother-in-law. Without Shyla around she could walk around naked. She could sigh as luxuriantly as she wanted and no one would observe it. But what made that little warning bell go off in her head? Was it thinking of Althea and Shyla alone in the house? What could go wrong?

This was not the time to let mother’s instincts get in the way. Whatever was troubling Grace paled relative to Hal losing his job at the restaurant. When a man lost his job it was a delicate situation. It was the right thing to do, keeping things to herself, to go with the flow.

Then she remembered what Fiona had said the last time they talked. Is Shyla often alone with Althea?

‘I’ll think about it,’ she said.

Shyla grunted. ‘You know what that means. That means no.’

‘Only when you’re concerned,’ Grace said, knowing the others wouldn’t understand how she meant it.


THIRTY-FOUR

Finally came Christmas Day. It began in the dreary way that Grace had been expecting. Typical of late December they had to turn on the air conditioning, and they were all so fed up with the heat and humidity. They took Althea to St Mark’s for the ten a.m. Mass (they had unanimously voted against midnight Mass), where Monsignor Fogarty, whose nose after Christmas Eve reminded Grace of Rudolph, gave a bland sermon about peace on earth and everyone sang the first two verses of ‘Joy to the World’ before stampeding out into the parking lot and blowing their horns at each other with what did not appear to be a joyous attitude.

It had irked Grace that Althea kept her arm around Shyla during the service, and shared her program as if Shyla didn’t have her own.

Grace had tried not to look like she was going cheap on gifts to save money, and failed, and fooled no one. They decided to wait until Fiona arrived to open them. Around one p.m., while sitting round listlessly, they heard her pull up into the driveway and yell from her car.

‘Go see what she wants, would you?’ Grace said to Hal, and went into the kitchen to get out the cheese plate that she had ready and waiting in the fridge. When she came back to the living room, Hal and Fiona were entering, laden with boxes of every size known to Amazon, covered in the expensive kind of wrapping paper, shiny and textured. Wide ribbons tied in extravagant bows.

‘Here, honey, take these. The twenty-pound weights are killing me.’ She laughed as Hal took her seriously and, throwing his own pile of presents under the tree, leaped forward to take the boxes from her. She spotted the cheese plate and popped a small square of Gouda into her mouth without asking. ‘Well, you haven’t stooped to Velveeta yet,’ she said. ‘Now what does a girl have to do to get a drink around here?’

Grace practically danced into the kitchen to pour some wine after Fiona hugged Shyla and then good God hugged Althea too.

‘So glad to see you!’ Fiona said.

Althea appeared to tolerate the hug well. That was the prime quality about Fiona: she added a spark to every room she walked into. A group you thought was lively before she arrived suddenly ignited, and everyone felt a little funnier, a little warmer, a little more charming. Grace had decided it might be because when Fiona said, ‘So glad to see you!’ to anyone, there was no doubt that she was genuine, that she could not be happier than she was in that moment of seeing them again. And the other people felt … felt bathed in love, Grace thought. Grace grew up bathing in that love, for Fiona wasn’t only given to public displays of affection. At one time Grace might have confessed she was a little jealous of it. But in her true adulthood, she smiled to share her mother’s love with the rest of the world, as if it were a gift she herself was giving.

Fiona’s lightness flickered when she saw the menorah that Grace had put on the hall credenza, all the candles lit. Her hand fluttered like a bird over her chest. ‘I didn’t know we still had that,’ she said.

‘Dad gave it to me before he died.’

‘He always wished you’d embraced Judaism. Imagined you being bat mitzvah’d.’

‘Well.’ Because what else can you say when you know?

And then the flicker rose to flame again by the sheer strength of Fiona’s will, her most private self tucked safely away and her most generous self ready to engage again. Only Grace could see this. Fiona gestured for the glass of wine that Grace forgot she was holding, and when Grace realized and handed it to her, raised it and said without a hint of irony, ‘Merry Christmas to all in this home.’

Not being as practiced as Fiona in this, it took Grace a moment more to recover. There was a moment of sadness then, Grace wishing she could somehow duplicate Fiona’s love baths in this house, in which the last light-heartedness seemed to have drained around the same time that Gonzo died. It would be easy to blame it all on Althea, but what with Hal facing unemployment and Shyla not making friends at school … those things weren’t Althea’s fault and Grace wished she could try a little harder. If she could just try a little harder, she could be more like her mother and lighten her own mood and everyone else’s by sheer force of will. But Fiona interrupted her wishing, putting a hand on Grace’s forearm and giving it a playful tug to bring her back.

‘I know we’re supposed to open presents, but I’ve been waiting so long to see what you’ve done with the house,’ Fiona said, taking the wine and wasting no time before sipping at it. ‘Could I have a quick tour? I promise not to spill.’

‘She seems to me like a cold fish,’ Fiona said when she got Grace alone. ‘Have you ever touched her skin? Isn’t it sort of amphibious?’

‘Fish aren’t amphibians,’ Grace said.

‘Don’t change the subject.’

‘I don’t remember,’ Grace said. ‘I know I must have touched her at some point, a hug or something.’

‘But not skin to skin.’

‘Oh, stop.’

‘Does she hug back?’

Grace smoothed out the bedspread where they sat side by side in the guest room where Fiona would stay. She had tidied up considerably. ‘Well, it’s not like a regular thing. When there were family get-togethers, the holidays and such, I’m sure I remember walking in the door and hugging her.’

‘And?’

‘OK, maybe she flinched. Not an outright cringe, but a little tightening up. Why are you asking this?’

‘Because she’s always flinched when I hug her. I wondered if it was just me.’

‘Satisfied now?’

Fiona nodded. ‘She’s a cold fish. What about Robert, was she that way with Robert? And what about Hal?’

‘I never kept watch on whether or not she and Robert were physically close,’ Grace said. ‘As for Hal,’ she shrugged.

‘What, Hal? Is your sex life OK, at least?’

‘Inappropriate, Woomy.’

‘So what do you mean “as for Hal” when we were talking about physical intimacy?’

‘I meant that Hal doesn’t seem to notice people, so he couldn’t tell me how Althea and Robert acted together.’

‘Right. Not like you’d ever get any kind of perception from Hal. How is Shyla doing?’

‘She hasn’t gotten over her tortoise’s death yet.’

‘Poor Shyla. Poor Gizmo.’

‘Gonzo.’

‘Right. Is she making any friends yet?’

‘Not that I can tell. Look, if we’re gone too long it will look like we’re talking about Althea.’ But first, Grace outlined an earlier conversation and asked Fiona what she thought.

When she had listened to the whole story, Fiona rose from the bed and took her wine glass off the dresser. ‘I know exactly what to do. Time to gird up our loins and be merry or be damned.’

So that was the plan for the afternoon, though Grace couldn’t avoid overhearing Fiona take Hal aside at one point and do that whisper/yell voice, all the force without the volume.

Giving his arm a shake as if she was waking him up. ‘I try not to get involved between you, but my God, I can’t stand it anymore. Look at your wife! Just look at her!’

Grace never revealed that she had heard.


THIRTY-FIVE

Althea heard Fiona oohing and aahing her way through the ground floor, as Grace described how the house had fallen into disrepair, floorboards stained with grime and damp. Mold that had to be treated. Wallpaper peeling, well, maybe not coming off the walls but close. Old-fashioned sliding glass doors with stick-ons so you wouldn’t run into them. Blue carpet. Kidney-shaped pool. Outdated colors and fixtures in the bathrooms were described. Grace even had the audacity to take Fiona into Althea’s suite, Fiona keeping up a steady stream of kudos.

Similar delight flowed down the stairs after the two of them were lost to view. Althea waited to be offered the cheese plate. It would have been well-bred of Shyla to do it in her mother’s absence, but Althea was left sitting in the largest armchair, which she had chosen and refused to surrender, sans cheese, sans eggnog. She was aware of Robert standing beside her, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder. Today he was festively dressed, in a maroon brocade smoking jacket she had bought for him in the early years of their marriage. He smoked a pipe, which he never did in life, sending a scent of bourbon flavor through the room. It didn’t matter that he looked like Armand Assante, she knew it was Robert.

Althea knew not to talk to him in public. So she thought, though very loudly:

You always knew I liked eggnog, didn’t you Robert? Over ice, with a dash of rum extract.

Robert, who was now sitting on the piano bench that remained in the living room because Hal’s mother used to play it, nodded mournfully. Althea’s thoughts went on:

And how insensitive that they gave such a ‘moment’ to Fiona’s husband’s passing even though he was a Jew. And he passed three years ago. Not a word about you on Christmas Day and you only died a year ago and we’re Catholic. And if I brought it up? You know the kind of looks I would get.

Robert shook his head dolefully and patted her shoulder because he had moved from the piano bench. He tended to move like that these days, in fits and starts, blinking out at one place and blinking in at another.

And do you notice that the menorah gets real candles but my Advent wreath got battery powered? Do you know how that makes me feel?

Robert still offered no response. Apparently even he was in more a sympathetic than talkative mood today.

With that she stopped trying and conversation finally breathed its last.

While she waited for someone who could actually hold a conversation to come back to the room, Althea considered Grace’s mother. She always thought of Fiona as kind of a toad, really. Squat, with large eyes that veiled when she was thinking. And that unattractive mole on the side of her neck, so easily removed these days – why didn’t Fiona have that taken care of? The broad shoulders had unfortunately made their way to Shyla, while she had escaped the mole.

And did Fiona have to gush over the house renovations with so much exuberance? Didn’t she realize that every expression of praise for Grace was a criticism of her own taste?

Third glasses of wine were poured. Maybe Althea could tactfully suggest AA meetings, but not today, that would be inappropriate. Except for Shyla’s graduation and funerals, when would they all be together like this? She felt it should be done properly, in public, the way one did interventions. She would think on it.

While she was still thinking, the two other women came back to the room looking sated with mutual admiration. ‘Anyone object to opening presents before dinner?’ Fiona asked before Althea could make the same suggestion.

‘No!’ Shyla shouted, a little too loudly for a young lady. Startled, Althea jumped, but no one noticed.

It might be that Grace had complained to her mother about Hal’s job loss and tight finances. One could tell that Grace had held back with her giving. She gave Shyla a gift card to Everything But Water, with the comment that someone really had to try on their own bathing suit, you couldn’t give it as a gift. Everyone nodded agreement. Grace gave Hal another cake decorating book. With an exaggerated flourish, she gave Althea a first edition of Dorothy Eden’s Lady of Mallow. ‘I googled gothic novels and found her. I know you don’t have this one because I checked your library when you were out,’ she said, with a shyness that Althea felt was becoming.

Althea didn’t mention that another name for a first edition these days was just ‘used book’, and how easy it was to find them given the fact that all used booksellers posted their products on Amazon. But it was a good effort, and she said so. ‘Very thoughtful, sweetums,’ she said, and put the book on the floor next to her chair. Robert obligingly moved aside.

Fiona was much more lavish than the others, perhaps to make up for Grace’s lack. Among other things, Fiona gave Shyla her first smartphone, with an index finger that stressed how strictly Shyla should adhere to any rules her parents laid down.

All in all, Althea was satisfied with the reaction to her gifts, for what Fiona beat her in quantity Althea won in quality. Grace opened her scarf last, vibrant colors in an art nouveau geometric print, and if she didn’t recognize precisely how good it was, and respond with sufficient effusion, Fiona filled the gap by widening her eyes, dropping her jaw, and expressing wonder at Althea’s taste. Perhaps a little too much wonder? Had she not thought Althea was capable of selecting the best of something?

‘It’s from MoMA,’ Althea said.

Fiona nodded vigorously, though cluelessly.

‘The Metropolitan Museum of Art,’ Althea said. ‘It’s a Frank Lloyd Wright pattern.’

And Shyla seemed to appreciate her new blouse. ‘Thank you, Momya,’ she said.

‘I think it will make the most of your looks,’ Althea said. ‘Teal is the universal color and you could use a little something with ruffles. It’s more feminine.’

Shyla said thank you again.

While Grace got the dinner on the table with Shyla’s help, shooing away all other offers, and Althea sat in her usual chair at the table to stay out of everyone’s way, Fiona wandered around with her third (fourth?) glass of wine. She stopped at Gonzo’s crate, which was still sitting there. She stared at it, but had the good sense not to speak of it.

Grace put the scalloped potato casserole on the table and went to Fiona, adopting that head-to-head posture and doing the whispery face thing that indicated one of those rude moments when you’re telling secrets in public.

‘Something,’ Grace said out loud but vaguely, as if to squelch more talk, and then, ‘Come to the table, everyone. Shyla!’

Dinner was as good as the presents had been. Beef Wellington, courtesy of Fiona and one of those online companies that send food ready to be baked and served. But Grace made an effort with the sides. They passed around the scalloped potatoes (made from a box), asparagus spears (they could have been cut into smaller pieces but at least they weren’t canned), the best rolls money could buy, and a Caesar salad with real dressing rather than bottled. Althea nodded her approval at the anchovies. Then they passed things around again, chattering and eating at the same time. Shyla used her fork as if to honor the occasion. But then she could hardly pick up her slab of Beef Wellington and gnaw at it, so maybe she hadn’t a choice. Althea didn’t even mind so much that in her usual place at the end of the table she was a bit marginalized. The food was good enough and the conversation adequate.

It wasn’t until dessert that Fiona dropped her bomb and finished destroying Althea’s Christmas.

They were sipping coffee, having scraped the last smidgen of pumpkin pie and chocolate grasshopper pie off their plates. Now this, this was good, Althea thought. Hal had baked them at home, from scratch went without saying, and the aroma had taken Althea back to when he was young and still honing his skill, and he and she had loved each other without anyone else to get in the way. Everyone had a slice of both, though Althea suggested that the crème de menthe in the grasshopper pie might not be appropriate for Shyla.

Shyla rocked back in her chair, pretending to be drunk. Grace shot her a warning glance which would have to do, though Althea would have given her a verbal reprimand. Who knew how Shyla was influenced by the drinking?

‘Alcohol bakes off,’ Hal said.

‘What does that mean?’ Shyla asked, sober again.

‘Nobody makes pie the way you do,’ Fiona said. ‘What is it with your crust?’

‘It’s all about the flour I use,’ he said. ‘You can only get it in bulk quantities. Closest you can come at the grocery store is Swans Down cake flour. Then, instead of the few tablespoons of Crisco most people cut into the flour, you use a ratio of one to one, so fifty percent of the crust is pure lard. You can’t even work with it immediately, it’s too soft. You have to refrigerate it for twenty-four hours before you can roll it out for the pie pans.’

Althea observed that the other three people at the table stared at Hal without hiding their amazement just as she did. Maybe it had occurred to no one except Althea until now that he had scarcely said a word all day, moodier than the scythe-bearing ghost of Christmas future. She knew she was more sensitive than the others, and had picked up this detail earlier, watching him meekly open his presents as if he didn’t deserve them. Maybe he was a little more talkative now that the meager giving time was over, and they were on to something he could speak about without shame. Too bad they hadn’t noticed.

‘My favorite is mincemeat pie,’ Althea said, because it was about time she got a word in edgewise.

‘I didn’t know,’ Hal said.

‘Shame on you. What kind of son doesn’t know his mother’s favorite pie?’ Fiona said.

Althea bristled, but Fiona had suddenly switched moods, as was her wont and, raising her glass, which had one last sip of wine that looked like an afterthought, she said, ‘To all who aren’t with us.’ No one else had any wine left. Letting the few drops roll into her mouth, Fiona gave a wink that was supposed to make a joke of her next words. ‘Hal, did you ever think of opening your own place?’

‘Where did that come from?’ Hal asked. He looked confused because of course he had his own place in Eau Gallie.

Grace glanced down and up so quickly that only Althea was observant enough to note it. You could always tell when people had been talking behind your back. But that wasn’t the bomb. The bomb came next.

‘I mean here. Just off the top of my head,’ Fiona said, to cover for her daughter. ‘Sowing a seed and all that. And here’s another. Why don’t the two of you take off for a few days?’

Althea started, ‘Grace wouldn’t—’

And then Grace broke in with a vague, ‘I don’t know …’

‘Look. Consider it an extra Christmas present. I’ll stay here and keep Althea and Shyla company. You can go stay at one of your whatever you call ’ems.’

‘Grace doesn’t think that’s legal,’ Althea murmured.

‘Well, I’m not going to tell anyone,’ Fiona said. ‘I’m here, and I don’t require babysitting. Shyla has the week off so we don’t have to worry about school. It’s the opposite of a perfect storm. A perfect opportunity. Go.’

Grace looked meekly across the table at Hal. Now she was agreeing. Now that her mother would be here. Someone she could trust with her precious daughter and her precious house. Now that the idea was coming from Fiona instead of Althea, it was all too perfect for words.

‘What a creative gift,’ Althea said, but no one noticed her sarcasm. Indeed, no one noticed her at all, except Robert, who had been sitting quietly without eating during the dinner. They exchanged sympathetic glances. She got up from the table as the others started making their plans to go the next day, and Grace already had the perfect location in mind, close to the beach yet not too far away so they could come home in an emergency, at which Fiona gave a noisy scoff. It was clear they had discussed this before, maybe when they had gone upstairs and maybe days before, and nailed down all contingencies. Maybe Grace had first mentioned it to Fiona after Althea made her own offer.

Althea went into the living room, where the garbage from the present unwrapping littered the floor. Candles on the hideous black credenza burned at half-mast. She picked up the menorah but it was too awkward and heavy. One real candle would serve the purpose that no battery powered candle could do. She selected the large one that divided the four smaller ones on each side. The wax ran over her hand as the candle tilted, but she ignored the pain. Nothing could hurt as much as the humiliation she had just suffered.

Althea felt so bad.

‘Time to straighten up the place, right, Robert?’ Althea said, but didn’t wait for his approval. Not all of the litter was on the floor. Hal had balled up his wrapping and then thrown it for Ruth to play with. Some of the wrapping balls were on the couch. Althea picked up one of them and held it to the candle’s flame. She watched the paper turn black at the edge and take its time before igniting the whole thing. Before she could be burned, she dropped the flaming ball into the center of the mess on the floor.

The tissue paper that had fallen out of the boxes was the most flammable and went first. After that the thin paper packaging that Grace had used. The shiny foil with which Fiona had wrapped her presents didn’t catch at all, but no matter. The track of flame led straight to the Christmas tree and lapped up around the fake branches. There was no water in the stand, of course, so whatever the tree was composed of caught fire nicely. Althea stood to one side watching the tree, musing that those things were supposed to be fire retardant. Oh well. The whole room was burning now with quiet frenzy while the chattering at the table in the other room grew into nothing but the chatter of monkeys from which Althea thought she heard someone say, ‘Does anyone besides Althea actually like mincemeat pie?’ followed by cackling.

No, here in the living room it was all quiet, cozy and warm, the way she had always remembered Christmas to be, first with Hal and Joan, and then just with Robert. Perfect.

The monkeys had started shrieking and howling what they imagined were carols, and which devolved into some sort of argument.

Seven maids a-milking.

No! Seven swans a-swimming!

It was annoying, but Robert had always known how to get her attention and make the best of a situation, like with their trips to Europe.

‘May I have this dance?’ he asked.

Althea took the arm that he so gallantly offered. ‘My pleasure,’ she said, ‘But we have no music.’

‘I’ll sing with the monkeys,’ he said, and began, ‘On the first day of Christmas, my true love gave to me …’

He had such a beautiful baritone. Althea threw the candle she was holding into the pyre.


THIRTY-SIX

The mère and père left the following day around mid-morning. They neglected to acknowledge Althea’s Special Day.

Althea felt bad. Here it was, a Special Day, and there was no acknowledgement. Instead, her daughter-in-law had whisked her son away. He would have remembered, she told herself. He may have forgotten last year, but he would remember this year if he hadn’t been whisked away. She thought that again because she liked the feel of it, a feeling like that of the silk whisking across the tender surface of her brain.

‘Why so down in the mouth?’ Fiona asked when Althea shuffled into the kitchen for a cup of weak tea. Fiona was dressed, but her natural curls were wet and coiled from a morning swim.

‘Oh, nothing.’

Fiona looked bored, Althea thought, but she asked to be polite. ‘No, tell me. What’s wrong?’

Althea burst into tears.

‘Ah, I know. These first holidays can be hell,’ Fiona said.

‘It’s not just that. Today is my anniversary.’

‘Anniversary of what?’

‘My wedding anniversary!’ Althea would have screamed it if she didn’t have such good manners. ‘It’s my wedding anniversary today and there’s no card, no flowers, they went off without even a mention … did Hal call me?’ she asked, holding on to hope’s shred.

‘Not yet,’ Fiona said in a phony kindly way, the way you speak to a child, Althea thought. ‘So you were married between Christmas and New Year’s?’

Althea gazed at her, pitying her for not being able to see the point. ‘It’s not uncommon with Christian marriages. You and … what was his name?’

‘Barry.’

‘Maybe Jews do it differently.’

‘Oh, I’m sure. All the time and twice on Fridays.’ Fiona narrowed her eyes and frowned but didn’t say more.

‘Are you going to tell them?’ Althea asked hopefully.

‘You mean Hal and Grace.’

‘Don’t tell them. I don’t want to ruin their time.’

‘OK, I won’t say a thing,’ Fiona said, and opened the refrigerator door where she stared. Then she took out some bread, single wrapped cheese slices, and a large tomato.

‘I always send Hal and Grace an anniversary card without fail,’ Althea said.

Fiona said, ‘What time does Shyla usually get up when it’s not school? It’s nearly eleven. Remember when we could sleep like that?’ She slathered butter on the bread and turned on the grill plate on the stove. ‘Should I fix her one of these, you think?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know,’ Althea answered. ‘How should I know? I just live here.’

Fiona made two of the sandwiches which would turn out to be either for Althea or Shyla. ‘I’m making one for you.’

‘Thank you. I suppose I should try to eat a little something.’

While she was watching the sandwiches so they wouldn’t burn, Fiona gushed the way she had the day before about the renovations.

‘And the décor!’ Fiona said. ‘Do you notice how she included accents of contrasting colors, like that teal pillow on the gray sofa? And touches of contrasting styles, like the Indian bronze elephant thingy on the ultra-modern credenza.’

‘Ganesha,’ Althea corrected, but if Fiona knew what she was talking about, she didn’t say.

Instead, ‘I’m just so impressed. Frankly, I didn’t know Grace had it in her. Maybe she’s seen a lot in the houses she’s managing.’

Cleaning, Althea corrected but didn’t say. How much can you see when you’re on your hands and knees scrubbing a shower? ‘Or maybe she asked my advice?’

Fiona glanced at her, clearly not believing that Grace would ask Althea rather than her own mother. Plus, she had been in the house when it had been Althea’s and that looked nothing like this. Fiona had not gushed at the house then.

‘Or hired a decorator?’ Althea suggested.

‘No, I don’t think she did. She would have told me. We talk at least once a week. Especially after they moved here.’

Poor Grace, having to suffer moving into a big house and losing her mother. Althea went to the front hall and picked up the statue with the relief of the Indian god Ganesha on the side, brought it into the kitchen, and bashed in Fiona’s head from behind.

‘Damn, no matter how carefully you watch these things, they always scorch,’ Fiona said, picking up the fry pan and sliding the sandwiches en masse on to a plate. ‘Well, I’m sure we don’t mind.


THIRTY-SEVEN

There was a hard rain the following afternoon and Fiona asked Shyla if she wanted to go to the movies. Wonder of wonders, they invited Althea, but Althea had other plans, this being the first day since before Christmas that she would be alone in the house.

The absence of the others allowed Althea ample time to go upstairs and check Grace’s perfume. Luckily Grace had chosen not to take any to their retreat. There would be time to clear the bathroom of the scent before they returned, so Althea didn’t carry the bottle downstairs and outside. Just the same, she opted not to simply spray it in the air. Instead she ran water in the sink and sprayed the perfume into the running tap, diluting the fragrance. Without realizing what was happening, she was sure Grace would appreciate her using it up. It wasn’t a very agreeable smell. Because there were still a few more days before Grace and Hal returned, she depressed the atomizer longer than usual, figuring Grace wouldn’t notice how much was gone, while she wouldn’t have to take the chance of coming upstairs again.

Althea approved that the area upstairs was much tidier than it had been when she first started coming up. She remembered the blouse that Fiona had bought for Grace’s birthday and looked in the closet to see if it was one of the things Grace had taken for her getaway. It wasn’t there. Perfume left, blouse taken. People had their priorities.

Shyla’s room was a mess. Fiona’s was neat. There was a shared bathroom between them, spick and span, Grace making sure it was perfect for Fiona.

Not remembering how long she had been up here, Althea had a moment of panic. But as it was, she had plenty of time to get back downstairs.

Soon enough the garage door opened and Fiona and Shyla came in. They spoke naturally, animatedly, like two old friends rather than a grandmother and grandchild. This was how Shyla and Althea should be. Althea thought if she had Shyla to herself more often, they would generate this kind of camaraderie, this kind of effortless love.

Shyla ran upstairs, ripping off her clothes as she went.

‘Hang that up!’ Fiona called after her.

Shyla stopped at the top of the stairs and sniffed at the air. ‘Is Mom home?’ she called down.

‘Not until Thursday,’ Fiona answered.

Shyla’s shoulders went up in the universal shrug of teenhood and went into her room, then came back down in her bathing suit. Fiona told her dinner was on and she could swim afterwards.

Althea said you shouldn’t swim after eating. And that a bathing suit was not appropriate dinner attire.

They ignored her.

They sat down to dinner. Althea had set the table, giving Fiona and Shyla forks for the Chinese take-out they had brought home with them, and heating up the food in the microwave. For herself she took a set of the chopsticks the restaurant put in the bag.

‘Mu shoo pork sucks,’ Shyla said. Althea bridled and was about to call out, ‘Language,’ but Fiona got there first.

‘Glad you think so, leaves more for me,’ Fiona said, adding a dab of hoisin sauce and rolling another pancake. ‘You just keep eating your pathetically bland chow mein. Did you know chow mein isn’t really a thing?’

Shyla scoffed and spoke with her mouth full. ‘Of course it’s a thing. Look at it.’

‘I mean the Chinese don’t eat chow mein. It’s strictly American.’

Althea adroitly maneuvered her chopsticks with her cashew chicken and didn’t offer to share. She kept her eyes down so she didn’t have to watch food tumbling around in Shyla’s open mouth like stones in a concrete mixer.

When she thought the others had eaten all they were going to eat for the time being, Althea reached for the three fortune cookies lying in the mess of carry-out containers, and handed one each to Fiona and Shyla. ‘This is like a horoscope which I never read,’ Althea said. ‘But sometimes they’re good for a chuckle.’ Althea so wanted to be a part of the fun. She pulled apart the cellophane wrapper and broke the cookie delicately over her plate to avoid spreading crumbs.

‘Shall I go first?’ she asked.

The other two nodded sure.

Althea read, ‘Your time of trial is at an end.’ Oh, if that were only so, she thought. ‘Now you go,’ she said to Shyla.

‘Too much study is a weariness of the bones,’ Shyla read, and rolled her eyes as if she understood.

‘Ecclesiastes,’ Althea began.

Shyla looked at Fiona expectantly who read, ‘Help, I’m a captive in a fortune cookie bakery.’ When Shyla groaned and made a grab for the little slip, Fiona gripped it in her fist over her head out of Shyla’s reach.

Althea sniffed. Here she was, trying to do something amusing and they mocked her, always mocked her. ‘That’s a very old joke,’ she said.

Fiona said, ‘Seriously, but that’s the greatest thing about kids, you can recycle all the old standards. Didn’t you find that when you were raising Hal?’

Shyla’s eyes lit up. Children always want to know about their parents as children, whether they were the same or different from themselves. When Althea didn’t immediately respond (good heavens, did she not even have the luxury of thinking about what to say?), Fiona added, ‘Hal is such a good man.’

Did Fiona think Althea was about to criticize him and jumped to his defense? Or was Fiona praising her for how she raised him? It was unclear. She could have been praising Hal’s biological mother. Althea settled into a silence she was incapable of breaking for fear of saying the wrong thing. She tucked her hands beneath the table so Fiona couldn’t see them trembling.

Apparently it wasn’t necessary, having an actual conversation. Independent of her, Fiona went on. ‘Only having a daughter, I’ve come to feel as if Hal was a son. And he once told me I was like a second mother.’

What about me? What number am I? Third?

‘It was a blessing for so many years that we lived in the same town.’

And I’m a curse because he doesn’t live there anymore?

‘For Barry’s funeral, Hal made all the Jewish pastries, rugelach, black and white cookies. Hal may not be the most demonstrative person in the world, maybe not so emotionally expressive, but you can tell when he loves you. He bakes.’

Robert, did he bake when you died? ‘I’ll clean up the dishes,’ Althea whispered. ‘You two can go take a dip.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Fiona said. ‘I actually do want to let dinner sit a few minutes. Wait for me to go swimming, Shyla. I’ll time your laps.’

Only Fiona didn’t do the dishes, Althea observed. Instead she picked up her cell phone from the kitchen counter and went out to the patio.


THIRTY-EIGHT

Fiona spent a lot of time on the phone with her daughter, butting into their getaway. At least it sounded like Grace she was talking to. Althea had caught a few words they didn’t think she would recognize, words like ‘normal’ and ‘boundaries’. Words that her own parents had brought home from their psychology practice, words on the covers of the books on Grace’s nightstand. As if they didn’t think she knew what they were talking about. Normal. How dare they?

Althea told herself that Fiona might have been like a new playmate, behaving like a child, but Shyla had been coming into Althea’s room in the weeks since Ruth killed Gonzo, since the sharp words, since they shared the secrets about people dying. Children were so resilient and forgiving.

‘Shyla,’ she had said one night, with her door closed. (A closed door was not an option when Grace was there.) ‘I have a gift for you.’ Shyla was sitting with her back against Althea’s chair, as she often did when her mother wasn’t around to call her and make her do chores. She put the caramel in her mouth that Althea had given her, turned and reached for the picture.

Althea had playfully swatted Shyla’s hand away. ‘Oh no, you have to hear the story first. Shall I?’

Shyla nodded. She was fascinated by Momya’s stories, especially ones about her father.

‘We had a cat, this was before Ruth. His name was Bubba. Hal brought him home from college when they discovered he was hiding Bubba in his dorm room. They both came home for Christmas, and one of the first things we found Bubba loved was to climb up inside the Christmas tree. He was having so much fun I hated to discourage him. Do you know what I did?’

Shyla, not looking at Althea but in the same direction, across the room at the table with Robert’s ashes, shook her head.

‘I leaned the tree so that it rested at about a forty-five-degree angle, like this. Look at my arm.’

Shyla turned her head to see Althea’s arm bent to ten o’clock.

‘The tree leaned against the corner, so the wall on either side of it prevented it from rolling. You should have seen how Bubba loved running up and down the trunk! He sometimes poked his head out of the branches so that it looked like a furry gray ornament. We loved that cat. He stayed with us for years after Hal graduated and moved away for good.’

Shyla laughed, as she was supposed to, and turned her head to look again at the thing in Althea’s lap.

‘No, not just yet,’ Althea said. ‘We had dinner guests over one night to celebrate the holiday, and they looked at the tree and said, “That’s not how you put up a Christmas tree!” And I said … do you know what I said?’

‘What did you say?’ Shyla asked obediently.

‘I said, “Why, how should I know, the tree didn’t come with a manual!” Do you understand?’

Shyla thought. ‘You could do anything you wanted with the tree? For Bubba’s sake. And it was your tree.’

‘In a way. But it goes deeper than that. Some people have a heightened spirituality. Like mystics. Do you know what mysticism is?’

Shyla tilted her head back and forth in that gesture that implies yes but reveals no.

‘Some call it “God Madness”. But mystics aren’t mad, they’re just different. People don’t understand them, so they get called crazy. And other things.’

Shyla’s nod this time was less enthusiastic, more indicative of a child who was losing interest. Althea observed this (oh she was so keen), forgave it, and said, ‘All right, now you can have your gift.’ She turned it over and handed it to Shyla. There was a photograph of a girl lying in grass so tall that you couldn’t see her face, only see her hands and feet reaching for the sky. A caption underneath said, ‘Masquerading as normal day after day is exhausting.’ Althea had bought it at a Home Goods.

‘Who is this?’ Shyla asked.

Althea gave a heavy sigh. It wasn’t anyone, actually. That wasn’t the point. She said, ‘This was my beloved Joan. Unlike Hal, she was the free spirit in the family. Perhaps a little too free spirited. Ran off to Europe after high school graduation and never came home. Maybe that’s what you’ll do, too.’

‘Dad has never talked much about her.’

‘Maybe he’s always known Joan was my favorite. Now, what do you say to Momya?’

‘Thank you,’ said Shyla with less enthusiasm than before, so Althea pressed her message home.

‘Remember now,’ she said. ‘Don’t you let anyone try to tell you that being religious isn’t normal.’

‘Like you?’ Shyla asked.

Althea smiled and patted Shyla’s cheek. ‘Go along, now. Grandmother Fiona is waiting.’

Shyla got up from the floor, her muscle strength so good she didn’t have to use her hands. Ruth leaped off the bed and followed her out the door, doing that little jumping thing that showed she wanted petting. Shyla reached down and stroked the cat’s head. She must have forgiven Ruth for killing Gonzo. Maybe the story about Bubba helped. Ruth purred loudly, so Althea could hear her from across the room. She was purring so loudly.


THIRTY-NINE

‘Shyla is doing just fine,’ Fiona answered Grace. ‘I took her to see the new Tyler Perry movie. It was ridiculous but she loved it. Yes, we talked about Althea some. I couldn’t get much out of her. She had more questions than answers. Like Hal’s mother? How she died?’

‘Why would she ask you about that?’

‘Beats me. You might want to pick that up when you come home. Oh, Althea? The woman is definitely off somehow. And hey, I’m on the patio because I get this weird feeling she’s lurking just out of sight while I’m talking to you. Is that how it feels for you?’

‘Off how?’ Grace asked, wanting, no, yearning, no, desperate for confirmation of what she herself had felt and been unable to express to anyone, especially Hal.

‘I dunno. Different. Out of sync with how the rest of the world operates. For one thing, she’s depressed because you and Hal didn’t send her an anniversary card or call today.’

‘But Robert died in the summer. Hal bought her flowers on the anniversary of his death.’

‘Not his death. Their wedding anniversary.’

‘No shit. I repeat. Robert’s dead. People still get anniversary cards after their spouse dies? Am I supposed to make a cake on his birthday?’

‘Don’t get all defensive, I’m just repeating what she said.’

That was disappointing. With Fiona being into self-help books, Grace had hoped for a confirmation of some pathology. It was part of the reason she had left the two women alone together. The anniversary thing was just Althea being Althea.

‘How’s Hal doing?’ Fiona asked.

‘We’re mostly talking about what he should do with his life.’

‘Come up with anything yet?’

‘Maybe. Will tell you when I see you because it makes me nervous to think about it.’ Grace changed the subject back, maybe on purpose. ‘One of these days I’ll see if I can get the story of his mom out of him.’

‘Or just ask Althea. She’ll be happy to tell you. Thrilled, maybe. Maybe she needs attention.’

Fiona’s voice drifted off in the way that Grace could tell she wasn’t speaking about something specific.

‘Tell me,’ Grace said to the silence. ‘Please.’

Fiona sighed. ‘OK, but I don’t want to fan your flames.’

‘Talk to me.’

‘I tell you, nothing specific, something. Something about her eyes, when she’s talking to me, she looks over my shoulder as if someone was standing behind me. Her lips move but no sound comes out. She plays with her own fingers when she appears to be nervous about something. Makes me think of someone imagining rosary beads. Have you noticed that?’

‘I haven’t spent much time studying her. I try not to think about her, remember?’

‘And the way she smiles on one side of her mouth, as if she was trying it on little by little.’

‘But everyone loves her.’

‘That’s because she says and does everything perfectly.’

‘Is that why I hate her?’

‘Could be. Too bad Florida houses don’t have those big attics. You could lock her in it.’

‘Like the mad woman in Jane Eyre? She’d just burn the house down. I can’t win.’

‘There must be something you can do,’ Fiona said, unable to sustain the light tone any longer. ‘My heart hurts for you, Froot.’

Silence on both ends of the line.

‘Listen,’ Fiona said. ‘I shouldn’t be so serious. This too shall pass. Like a kidney stone.’

‘Now you’re trying too hard. I think Shyla is OK, right? I do try to keep Shyla from spending too much time with her,’ Grace said. ‘I worry that she’s being drawn in. It feels like she draws her in. Maybe to get the attention, like you said.’

‘Do you want me to make her keep her door open?’

‘What door? She closes the door? To her area?’

‘After dinner. Just once! Listen, I should cut out my tongue. This was all about you and Hal having some alone time after all the stress of the move, and Althea, and the job/business and I don’t want to spoil it. Don’t worry.’

‘We can come home. It’s not like we’re out of the city or anything.’

‘Don’t you dare, I’d never forgive myself. Besides, what can happen? And if she tries anything funny, I can take her.’

‘Have you asked Shyla what they talked about? Was that when they talked about Robert’s first wife?’

‘Not that she told me. This was something about women having their breasts lopped off because they refused to have sex.’

‘What?’

‘There I go again. It was just about some martyr. Those are the stories that should be banned. Listen, you can ask her when you come home. Again, Shyla is alive and well and does not look like she’s being taken over by an alien life form or influenced for evil. OK?’

‘OK. Woomy?’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know what I would do without you.’

‘That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me, including your father, God rest his soul.’


FORTY

After Shyla left to do her laps, Althea had wandered back through the growing dusk in the living room, where presents had been left in disarray under the tree. There was the scarf she had bought for Grace. Grace left it at home rather than take it on her getaway with Hal. But the not terribly attractive blouse Althea remembered Grace having received from Fiona on her birthday, the one that looked like more of a summery thing with lilacs on it, that she took. It was a slap in the face. But Shyla appreciated her. Althea kept running that thought through her mind, almost as pleasant as the silken feeling when she spoke to Robert.

Fiona was talking on her cell phone to Grace on the patio, sitting on the edge of the pool dangling her feet. Shyla swam back and forth, the Australian crawl, not paying attention. They were talking about her, awfully cruel. At least what Althea could hear from the kitchen. Althea was doing things in the kitchen. Fiona didn’t bother to close the door, which Althea thought was too bad because it let out the air conditioning. The things took plenty of time to do, so Althea couldn’t help but hear the conversation. Then Althea thought it was about time to close that door and stop wasting electricity.

When Fiona heard the door shut, she gave a little jump and turned. Good, Althea thought. An attic, a mad woman! She heard that part all right. Well, actually, that was not such a terrible thing, being thought of as mad. It was sort of … elegant. As she had explained to Shyla, when you’re spiritual you have to get used to being thought of as abnormal. She gave a blank stare and what she felt was a suitably mad smile as Fiona got up from the pool and passed her going back into the house.

And she decided to sit and watch from one of the chaises as Fiona came back out in her bathing suit and joined Shyla in her laps. Back and forth, back and forth, Althea counted the laps until Fiona said she couldn’t go on and Shyla went back inside to play with a video game or something, leaving Fiona panting.

‘The kid started before me, but she still wore me out,’ Fiona said.

Althea praised her. ‘You’re certainly a strong swimmer.’

Rather than deflecting the praise as any person with a speck of humility would do, Fiona boasted with a grin, ‘Who do you think taught Shyla to swim?’

‘You?’ Althea asked.

Fiona ran her fingers through her wet hair. ‘Looks like she inherited my curls, too.’ She pushed off from the side of the pool and trod water. ‘I worry about Shyla a little,’ Fiona said. ‘We talked some today and she’s not happy at her new school, says the kids are snotty. I decided I’m going to take her out tomorrow and buy her a new turtle.’

‘Tortoise,’ Althea said, barely able to get the word out. She hadn’t thought of that.

‘I was gonna go full puppy, but Grace said might not be a good idea with your cat. I found a place in Boca called Fins, Furs, and Feathers that has big turtles. Want to come with us?’

Join them. Althea bought Shyla a picture while Fiona was going to get her a new pet. Althea screamed inside her head. That feeling of silk slicking across the surface of her brain was followed by Robert’s voice saying, ‘Poor love, no matter how hard you try, you just can’t win, can you?’

‘It’s such a small thing,’ Althea said to him.

Robert said, ‘No. You mustn’t invalidate your feelings.’

‘Althea?’

‘Althea, are you all right?’

Althea began to rise from her chair before she realized she was already standing. ‘May I get you something? A glass of wine?’

Fiona looked a little surprised and then said, ‘That’d be great, thank you.’

Althea found a plastic-stemmed glass that Grace and Hal kept for outdoor use, and poured from the bottle that lay opened on the counter, a white that wouldn’t show up if it accidentally spilled in the water. She glanced outside to see Fiona still in the pool but needed to move quickly just in case. She was pleased by how quickly she could run up the stairs, take the pills from Grace’s medicine cabinet and spill a few into her hand. Back in the kitchen, crushing them on the granite countertop, she dissolved the powder in the wine with her finger. She tasted the finger and found nothing unpleasant. Althea took the glass outside.

‘Sorry it took so long. I wanted to find the plastic wine glasses that they say I’m to use on the patio.’

Fiona made as if to get out of the pool.

‘Oh no, stay. Here you are.’ Althea bent over and handed the glass to Fiona, who held on to the aluminum stepladder on the side of the deep end. As Althea expected, a bit sloshed over the side of the glass, but there was still plenty left.

‘Whoops,’ Fiona said. ‘Good thing it’s white.’

‘Yes,’ Althea said. If there were undissolved particles in the white wine, you couldn’t see them in the dying light. She watched while Fiona made her way slowly along the wall toward the shallow end. The fingers of her left hand moved along while she sipped with her right.

Fiona made short work of the wine, despite there being nearly twelve ounces to cut the taste of the drug. She had nearly finished draining the glass when she screamed. Her body jerked and the plastic glass tumbled away from her. It floated on the surface of the water.

Then she laughed. ‘Oh my God, I stepped on the cleaning thingy,’ she said. ‘It felt like a snake.’

‘I’ve done that,’ Althea said, getting up to take the strainer with the long metal pole from its hook on the wall. She fished around with it until she had the plastic glass in the mesh, and pulled it out. There was no residue that she could see. She put the glass on the side of the pool and then fished out a few leaves that had fallen in the water. ‘Have you ever let it pull you around the bottom?’

Fiona dived under water and grasped the cord of the barracuda, just as Althea imagined she would. The dark had set in, cloud cover hid the stars and the moon hadn’t come up yet. Neither the pool nor the patio lights was on, creating the same darkness whether you were under water or above it.

If Althea said she was going inside, Fiona might follow.

‘Would you like another glass?’ she asked when Fiona breached.

‘God, no. I’ve had more than enough.’

Enough for what? Althea bent and wiggled her fingertips in the water. ‘It’s a perfect temperature for a night swim. Stay. I’ll get on my suit and be right back.’

Althea wandered back inside of the house. Except for the glow leaking from Shyla’s room upstairs, the rest of the house was as dark as the patio. She picked her way carefully into her room and, without turning on the lamp, sat in her armchair and imagined what Fiona might be feeling.

Fifteen minutes after drinking the wine, Althea imagined Fiona would have been a little sick to her stomach instead of just drowsy. Feeling dizzy, she would have started to walk-swim to where she thought the shallow end was, moving her arms in a breaststroke while her toes felt for the bottom. She would have needed to get out of the pool before she threw up.

Her feet would have slipped along the tile and pulled out from under her. Mouth open, water would come in. She wouldn’t have had time to take a deep breath before she went under. Getting that breath eclipsed wanting to throw up. But you can’t breathe in when there’s water in your mouth, and when it runs into your throat you can’t choke it out without some air to force it. The first trickle went into her lungs, and she panicked. Now she might be disoriented, and not know where the shallow end was, or the side of the pool, either.

Not so sure of herself now, Fiona would have learned her lesson.

‘Momya, why is it so dark down here?’

‘Hello, Shy,’ Althea whispered.

‘What?’ Shyla reached up and pulled something out of her ear, one of those music things, probably.

‘I just said hello,’ Althea said, a little more loudly.

‘Why are the lights all out?’

‘Sometimes I like to pray in the dark, sweetums.’

‘Where’s—’

‘Hold on,’ Althea said, lifting an index finger. She bowed her head again and thought. She wanted to answer ‘learning her lesson’, but that might elicit more questions. And that might necessitate a lie, which was unacceptable. ‘There,’ she finally said. ‘I was just adding a prayer for you when you walked in. Love you,’ she said, and Shyla took it as good night.

‘Love you, too,’ Shyla said, put the earbud back in, and left.

Althea looked at her wristwatch which had a little glow dial. The second hand moved as she watched.

Fiona would have managed to keep her mouth closed and hold on to her breath for the next twenty-six seconds. If she had let herself float she would have lasted longer, but her thrashing about used up the oxygen in her system more rapidly. Her carbon-dioxide level rose to a critical level until she finally reached the breaking point. Her upper respiratory airway spasmed and she gasped involuntarily. The gasp brought water flooding into her. The water that she swallowed she simultaneously vomited. Most of it went into the water and rose to the surface in a foam, but some of the vomit was aspirated into her lungs. Impossible to get it out now, unless someone rescued her. It was too late to save herself.

A small seizure might have jerked her arms up like a marionette suspended by the wrists as the oxygen in her brain depleted. Respiratory and cardiac arrest would both follow in rapid succession. It might take only about eight minutes.

Althea, on the other hand, breathed deeply, aware of the luxury of it. Her heart was greatly eased, much better after having imagined all that. Much better, even though Fiona had probably passed out on one of the chaise lounges on the patio, and would come inside later after sleeping off the wine and the drug.

Althea went into the living room, first listening at the bottom of the stairs for signs of Shyla, who must have returned to her room with those bud things in her ears. She called out a soft goodnight to Fiona and Shyla, whether or not they could hear her, and returned to her room to say her bedtime rosary. As her fingers, like eyes, went over the beads one by one, her mind wandered back to the conversation between Fiona and Grace that she had accidentally overheard.

Perhaps she was mad. It was a romantic old word. Stick her in the attic, would they? Well then, she wouldn’t be Mr Rochester’s wife who burned down the house. Manderley in Rebecca had burned down as well.


FORTY-ONE

‘Mom thinks Althea’s certifiable,’ Grace had said after her conversation. The house they were staying in was even more opulent than what Grace still thought of as Althea’s house. This one wasn’t just on the Intracoastal, it was oceanfront property. So the view they enjoyed was the Atlantic. There was something relaxing about lounging naked, elbows propped on the side with a glass of wine, in a pool that overlooked a view straight out to the horizon. A full moon was rising, spotlighting a cruise ship making its slow way north, Grace guessed from Fort Lauderdale to maybe Bermuda.

If she were able to stop worrying about how Shyla was doing with the moms, Grace could almost enjoy this. Once past the initial shock of Hal losing his job, this setting seemed to put things in perspective. You couldn’t stay in a house like this one and believe you were poor. Althea was right, they owned the house outright and had the money from the sale of their Eau Gallie place that could go toward …

What? Hal thought he should just find another restaurant job. In this setting, Grace’s sights went a bit higher, as if the house was speaking to her. ‘What about opening your own place?’ she said. ‘Take a chance. We can afford it now.’

‘What if it doesn’t work?’ Hal said.

‘Then it doesn’t work. You can’t tell if you don’t try. Something better than—’

‘Being just a baker?’ he asked. He looked a little downcast at that suggestion.

‘Did I ever say that?’ Grace asked. ‘Even once? Besides, at least being a baker is an expert trade. You could say that cleaning houses for a living is just manual labor.’ She finished her wine and put it away from the edge of the pool so it wouldn’t break. You had to be extra careful with other people’s stuff. The wine and the pool and the dark and the change of scene made her a little more honest than usual, the way people get when they’re on vacation. ‘Neither of us complain much, but since we moved into Althea’s house I’ve felt even more like a loser. I go off to take care of digs like this while the other women in the neighborhood are at the tennis club or serving on charitable boards.’

‘I didn’t know you felt that way,’ Hal said.

Of course he didn’t know, Grace thought. He was happy in his own world. Baking was all he enjoyed, and baking was all he did, at least until now. She wanted to mention that Shyla felt the same way in her private school, having a hard time making friends with girls who had elevators in their homes and a Mercedes in the garage. But this was not the time to dump her unhappiness on Hal. Maybe there would come that time, when things had leveled themselves out again, but this was not the time. Now she needed to be supportive and encouraging, keeping her mouth shut.

When would that time come? That leveled time when she could open her mouth?

You can only be so honest. ‘Forget I said that about cleaning houses,’ she said, instead of what she was thinking. ‘This place must be making me feel like an entitled bitch.’

‘You’re never that,’ Hal protested.

‘No? Watch me.’ Grace came up out of the moonlit pool with a surge of confidence that matched it. She grasped Hal’s hand and helped draw him up from where he had been sitting on the coping with his feet in the water. ‘On the bed, Hal,’ Grace commanded, tilting her head in the direction of the bedroom that overlooked the patio.

Hal looked surprised but let her take him there. They had stopped having sex at some point since Althea arrived and Grace wasn’t absolutely sure it was only her stepmother’s presence downstairs that had inhibited her. Could be partly Hal’s depression over work that prevented them coming together even on Christmas Eve, which everyone knew was one of the most romantic nights of the year. But she preferred to blame it on Althea.

They went at it like all couples who have been married a long time, knowing where the other’s buttons were and when to press them. OK, so maybe he came a little too fast, and she came a little too slowly. But it happened, and for this Grace was grateful, whether the sex was good or only decent. Pillow talk ensued, This and That. How great it was that they had this interlude alone. How nice Christmas had been after all.

That was when she mentioned Fiona saying Althea was nuts, making a joke out of it, the business about having the attic remodeled and such.

To her surprise Hal didn’t laugh, protest, or try to defend his stepmother. He just twisted his mouth into a funny expression. And didn’t ask why Fiona thought that, either as if he already knew, or didn’t much care.

In the interest of keeping her mouth shut, Grace didn’t press him. She felt a troubling little ripple through her mind, feeling as if she were caught between Althea, Shyla, and Hal. Not part of a triangle but somehow at the center. She didn’t know why. She didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to spoil the moment in which she had been feeling relaxed for the first time in a while.


FORTY-TWO

Grace got the call around 10 a.m. the next morning. Shyla was barely coherent, but Grace was able to piece together these facts:

Shyla had gone out to get her laps in early.

Thinking about other things, she got to the end of the pool and was ready to dive when she saw, slipped, and fell in.

She got out, called 9-1-1 and screamed her address.

The paramedics had arrived within minutes and were pulling the body out of the pool now.

You know how your skin gets all white and wrinkly after a long bath?

This was worse.

Althea was lying on the couch in the family room off the kitchen.

No, Shyla couldn’t say how Althea was, just that she looked weird.

One of the paramedics checked her blood pressure or something.

The paramedics said they would take the body to the m-m-morgue.

Shyla broke a little.

Grace said stick with me kid, you’re doing great. She said this as she was moving to the table in the front hall where she grabbed her purse.

The paramedics would leave paperwork with a number to call.

Shyla was sorry that after calling the paramedics she had sort of ‘gone out of her head’ for a while, dripping on the kitchen floor until the paramedics knocked on the door. She was sorry she hadn’t called her mom immediately.

Grace told Shyla how brave she was and to hang on as she grabbed Hal and her keys and left the house. Their things would be fine to get later; it wasn’t like they were at a hotel where they had to check out.

‘Oh, oh, they’re coming through the kitchen with … with …’

‘Shyla, listen to me. Tell them not to take the … your grandmother until I get there. Ten minutes tops.’

‘OK.’ Grace heard Shyla do that. She must have been following the gurney through the living room.

‘They can’t,’ Shyla said back into the phone. ‘They won’t wait! I can’t—’

Grace heard the hysteria in Shyla’s voice, that wanting to do the one thing for her mother and shattering with her failure.

‘It’s OK! It’s OK, my dear one. Let them go. We got this, right?’

‘We got this.’

In the aftermath of discovering Fiona’s body, Hal sat in his recliner, arms draped over the arms so that his big, long fingers hung passively off the ends. As if there was too much effort in raising his eyes, he stared at the stand that held up the blank television screen.

Grace sat on the couch with her feet on a hassock and Shyla’s head in her lap. Except for seeing that all signs of the day were gone, the water on the kitchen floor, Shyla’s wet suit in her bedroom, the wine glass that had been left sitting on the side of the pool, the scuff on the front door, probably from the gurney as the paramedics had rolled her mother out, she had hovered over Shyla like a guardian angel.

She saw that, however much Hal had come away from his doldrums while on their little staycation, he was now back at square one. She had gotten him excited enough about the possibility of another kind of life. Looking at him now, she felt as tired as if she’d been trying to push that freight train with her shoulder again. Her mother gone, Shyla traumatized, Grace couldn’t worry about him this minute. She nearly smiled thinking of her mother’s impression of Scarlett O’Hara saying, ‘I’ll think about that tomorrow.’ Well, sometimes that wasn’t such a bad idea, not thinking. She wondered how long she could keep that up.

Althea came into the room. ‘Have you seen Ruth?’ she asked.

Grace shook her head, hating to have the blessed silence broken. Her voice was almost a whisper, ‘Maybe she got freaked by the … all those people rushing around.’ She couldn’t think what made her want to strike, but it was only a small strike. ‘Maybe she ran out when the paramedics had the door open.’

‘What a mean thing to say,’ Althea said, but with her tone light, to let Grace know the strike hadn’t succeeded. ‘No, I’m sure she hid somewhere the moment they arrived. I know Ruth.’

Althea came to the couch and stroked Shyla’s hair without sitting down. Grace hated her doing it but didn’t know why.

‘It’s past your bedtime,’ Althea said. ‘You should let your mother rest.’

Shyla buried her face in Grace’s leg and Grace gripped her arm a little more tightly. ‘She’s afraid to be alone. She’s really upset.’

‘As are we all,’ Althea said, bespeaking resignation to being resigned. ‘What about giving her a little something? Don’t you have something?’

Grace knew her tone was, as Shyla would put it, ‘coming in hot’, but seriously, ‘Like a valium, you mean? How would you know that?’

Althea held up a hand as if to ward off an attack. ‘I was thinking perhaps a Benadryl. When Hal or … Hal was upset about something, I found that helped him fall asleep.’

Grace was damned if she was going to take any advice about her daughter from Althea, so it was an hour, when Shyla had fallen asleep in her lap, before she finally made Hal get up and carry her upstairs. She followed and found Ruth there, curled up in the covers of the unmade bed.

Shyla woke up as Grace pulled the sheet up over her. That was when Grace noticed her right knee was scraped. She got some antibiotic ointment out of her own medicine cabinet and applied a thin coating to the scrape even though it was already beginning to scab over. She considered letting it go until another day, but then she remembered Fiona never let anything go. ‘How did this happen?’ Grace asked, sitting at the foot of the bed.

‘Oh. No,’ Shyla said, and shook her head.

Grace held her foot and massaged her instep with her thumb, the way Fiona used to do hers. Her glance shifted away so Shyla wouldn’t feel pressured, and fell on a framed photograph on the floor, a little girl in a field with the caption something like ‘Acting normal is exhausting.’ It was hard to read it in the dark, and Grace thought it better not to ask about it right now. ‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Start somewhere and see where it goes.’

‘I was thinking about school when I went out to the patio. Stupid school. I didn’t even look up until I was at the edge of the deep end ready to dive in. I saw her. Then my heel slipped and I fell in.’ Shyla was speaking in a monotone voice that wouldn’t commit, but was just obedient enough to do as she was told. ‘I swam to the ladder.’

‘You must have felt so terrible,’ Grace said to encourage her.

‘I didn’t feel terrible, or not for Grandma, anyway.’ Shyla sounded angry, a little. ‘I was grossed out that I was in the same water that she was in. Some of it had gone in my mouth, Mom.’ She heaved once, but didn’t throw up. ‘I didn’t care about Grandma, I only cared about getting that water off of me. I fell on the patio, but I wasn’t running to save her. I was running to get away from her.’

Shyla’s eyes, wider than Grace had ever seen, waited on her own for judgment. When Grace stayed silent, wondering when Old Wise Mother would kick in and say the perfect thing, Shyla added, ‘I still feel like I can’t get the water off me.’

Then Grace said, ‘I would feel exactly the same. Thinking about it makes me want to gag.’

Shyla stared for a moment longer to confirm that Grace wasn’t condescending, even if she didn’t think that word. Then, apparently satisfied, and somewhat eased, she wearily stroked the cat down to the tip of her tail, and that seemed to comfort her more than anything else Grace could say. Shyla murmured, ‘It’s probably stupid but I miss Gonzo right now. Grandma was going to buy me a new tortoise today.’

Grace sobbed at this unexpected summoning but said, ‘I know, sweetheart. He was a good turtle. And you can’t blame Ruth for being a cat.’

‘I don’t.’

Tempted to leave her there for comfort, Grace relented in an effort to stop being so bitchy and make everyone happy. ‘Althea is worried about her. Mind if I take her downstairs?’

Shyla shook her head. Grace picked up the limp cat and said, ‘There’s nothing you’ll ever feel that I haven’t felt. Can you believe that?’

Shyla didn’t say yes, but her head seemed to relax deeper into the pillow.

Grace carried the cat downstairs and delivered her into Althea’s arms as a peace token. But peace be damned, Grace couldn’t help taking some pleasure in the look on Althea’s face when Ruth hopped to the floor and ran back up the stairs. She would work on disliking herself for it a little later.

Hal had retreated back to his recliner after carrying Shyla upstairs. With everyone in their place, Grace couldn’t avoid picking up the paperwork that the paramedics had left on the island in the kitchen and taking it back to the couch where she curled up again.

First she scanned the paper looking for which hospital – which morgue – Fiona had been taken to. Not the closest one, that would be too convenient. It was at a hospital in West Palm Beach, about twenty miles north of Delray. Grace wondered why for a moment, tried not to think of her mother lying on a slab, or in one of those refrigerated drawers you saw in movies. When she’d seen those movies, she had never dreamed this would be her. This is what people must mean when they called an occurrence ‘surreal’.

She read the paper more carefully for any other details. No formal identification was necessary because Althea and Shyla had both done that, and if Shyla was too young, Althea fit the bill.

She was to call the medical examiner for information regarding the autopsy.

WHAT? What autopsy? With all her heart she hated doing so, but she went back to Althea’s room where Althea sat in her usual chair. Apparently finished with her evening rosary, she was staring at Robert’s ashes and talking to herself. For a moment Grace regretted her feelings for the woman. She stood quietly at the door until Althea could finish whatever conversation from the past she was rehearsing and notice her.

When Althea did notice Grace, her body gave a little jump, the whole thing levitating a micron. Grace remembered that she was the one who had been there to see the water-soaked corpse drawn from the swimming pool, the one who told the paramedics its name.

‘Momya,’ Grace said gently, while holding the paper that had been left on the counter, ‘Did they say anything about an autopsy?’

Althea’s eyes flashed wide. ‘No!’ Then, ‘No. It was a terrible, terrible, accident.’

‘She drowned. It was an accident. Why would they do an autopsy?’

‘Terrible,’ Althea said, and then moaned as she rocked back and forth in her chair. ‘Grace, I’m so sorry.’

Grace entered the space of the room that she had been so careful to avoid. She stood next to Althea and put her hand on the rocking shoulder. ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she said.

Althea let go with a particularly long, ‘mmmmm.’

That made Grace want to smack her as much or maybe more than usual. Her spine chilled and she said, ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’

‘There is.’ Althea’s hands moved back and forth on the chair’s armrests like excited crabs. ‘It was my fault! When I tell you what happened you’re going to think awful things about me! You’re never going to forgive me!’

Grace felt a leaden pull in her gut. She managed to keep her voice low when she said, ‘It’s OK. Tell me.’

‘The way it really was?’ Althea asked timidly.

‘Go on.’

‘Please don’t be angry with me.’

Grace didn’t have a second ‘go on’ in her. Althea took a deep breath. ‘If they test your mother’s blood alcohol level, I’m afraid they’ll find it quite high.’ She stopped.

This wasn’t what Grace had been expecting; she didn’t really even know what she was expecting. She didn’t speak at all, neither to encourage or to tell Althea that Fiona would never be so irresponsible. And what did Althea even think was a lot of alcohol? That was it, one glass and Althea would be all judgy.

‘That’s it?’ she asked.

Althea shook her head, but at least had slowed her rocking and the arc wasn’t so extreme. ‘I saw her take something else. But I don’t know what it was. For all I know it could have been an aspirin. A small white tablet that she took with the wine. Of course I wouldn’t be so nosy as to ask her what it was, but I should have checked on her when she had been in the pool for a while. I checked once, and tried to coax her out, but she just laughed at me and said she was fine. I should have tried harder and not just gone to bed. With the drinking and all. I blame myself.’

Althea looked up, and Grace felt her face being searched for any sign of anger, dislike, disapproval.

‘I blame myself,’ Althea repeated, her eyes still fixed.

Well then, maybe she should. Grace was too drained after comforting Shyla to spend time reassuring her mother-in-law that she wasn’t going to be blamed for Fiona’s death. For the first time but not the last, she flashed the thought that it should have been Althea. No one needed Althea the way Grace needed her mom. It was a mean and cruel thing to think.

Mean and cruel.

Time to turn in and stop thinking.

Hal was brushing his teeth when she dragged herself up the stairs to the master suite. Only his glance shifted briefly to her when she bent over her own sink next to his. How did they ever get along with only one sink, she thought. Amazing how the mind could think such banalities at such a time. She fixed on her own eyes in the mirror while she brushed her teeth, feeling as if a second person of her was observing them both with detached interest, noting how different eyes looked when the grief was fresh.

When she got into bed, Hal was there, not curled on to his side in preparation for turning out the lights, but on his back with his head raised on the pillow and his hands folded on his chest. Grace was put in mind of a corpse, that pose of his. Men. Her skin yearned for contact with him, for human comfort at a cellular level.

All the books said that a woman shouldn’t expect a man to know what she wants, that they lack intuition. A woman has to ask for what she needs. But Jesus in tears, what the hell? Why can’t he know this? Is it more than he can give? If he couldn’t know she needed his touch now, when would he? What would it take, cowering in a ditch during a fuckin’ zombie apocalypse? Of all the things she might have expected to feel at a time like this, rage at her husband wasn’t one of them.

Grace took a deep breath and let it out slowly through her mouth. Her pride appeared to go with it, for when she inhaled she took Hal’s hand off his chest (who’s to say he didn’t leave it there by design?) and held it between them. He turned his head to look at her lying beside him.

That was enough. As if donning an old thick scarf, she wound his arm around her until she was tucked safely against his side.

He kissed the top of her head. ‘I’m sorry I’m not so good at this,’ he said.

‘You’re doing fine,’ Grace said, forgiving (burying?) anything past present and future. ‘Hal?’

‘What?’

‘They want to do an autopsy.’

‘Is that usual?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll call the hospital, or medical examiner, or whatever in the morning.’

Hal twitched, or shivered, sending a small reverberation through Grace’s own frame.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘Now you sound like me. What are you thinking?’

‘I was just thinking of my own mother.’

‘You mean your actual mom. Not Althea.’

‘It gets all mixed up. I was only ten when she died and I was there when it happened.’

‘What did you tell me, an aneurysm?’

‘That’s all I know. She was putting away groceries in the kitchen and dropped a jar of dill pickles on the floor. To this day I hate the smell of vinegar. An ambulance took her away and she died in the hospital. Dad and Joan and I didn’t talk much about it after the funeral.’

The Deming family, Grace thought. Nobody talked to anybody. Unlike her own where no thought went unsaid, no feeling left unexpressed. This time she didn’t speak and he went on.

‘Then Dad married Althea a few years after that and I was involved with my own life. There were enough years between Joan and me that we didn’t have much to do with each other. We were never close. Maybe she knew more than I did, but she and Dad are both gone and there’s no one to tell the story.’

Except Althea, Grace thought. At some point as Hal was talking, Grace was aware that she was holding her breath. As if she didn’t want anything to distract him from this rare talking thing. She drew in her breath cautiously, slowly, and expelled it the same way, taking care not to let the breath cross his hand.

In the midst of her own grief, she thought about this man beside her, never speaking of the mother who died, the father who died, the missing sister who was presumed dead. Just because people don’t harp on their sorrows doesn’t mean they don’t feel them. Maybe that’s what they meant when they said something was unspeakable. For now it was almost a relief to think of something besides Fiona’s death and that phone call she had to make in the morning.

‘What was your mother like?’ Grace dared to break the moment with a question that might end it all. ‘You don’t know anything about her death, but you must remember something from when she was alive. Any memories, cub scout leader, creative, professional … was she a home-baked cookies kind of mom?’

‘Singing,’ Hal said. Grace wasn’t looking at his face but she could swear she felt a smile in his voice.

‘What kind of songs did she sing?’

‘Fifties rock and roll. I was eight and Joanie was eleven and she’d teach us to sing “Chantilly Lace”, and the “Purple People Eater” and “Yellow Polka Dot Bikini”. But the best is when she made up songs.’ Hal paused a moment. ‘There was one she sang to the tune of “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”. He started to say, ‘They asked me how—’

‘You have to sing it,’ Grace said.

‘No, you know I can’t sing.’

Grace was willing to listen but was too tired to coax. ‘I get so sick of people saying they can’t sing. Maybe not totally on key, but everybody can sing.’

He cleared his throat and was just slightly off-key as he sang so Grace could feel the baritone hum in his chest. It was a parody that had something to do with the color of donkey dung.

After tonight, Grace reckoned she might not laugh for a while so she welcomed it. It was only a chuckle, but she took it and was glad. ‘I never really appreciated how much your mother was like mine,’ she said.

‘When I met you, I guess it was partly your mom I fell in love with. It was being able to imagine what a whole life would have been like with my own. I loved your mom very much.’ Hal’s voice twisted and he sucked in a great noisy breath. ‘Even if I never said.’

They both cried in their own ways at that, a wall that had to be broken through in order to get to the other side. Hal was the first to reach for the tissue box on his bedside table, but only to pass it to Grace so she could blow her nose. She did, and didn’t want to stop this breaking through that had taken so many years to arrive and couldn’t be trusted to come again. This time, this room, the only place in the house where no one could hear them, might be their only chance at intimacy. Then back to the loneliness.

She said, ‘And what about Althea? You’ve never told me how you felt about her … taking your mother’s place. Is that how it felt?’

‘She was fine. Good enough. What I remember most is watching her fight with Joan.’

‘Fight? Althea raise her voice? Hard to imagine.’

‘Oh yeah. You can’t blame either of them. Althea was trying to be a wife and mother of two at the same time. Joan was just entering her difficult teen years. I watched the two of them go at it and hated it. Can’t be sure whether I made a conscious decision or what. Never stepped out of line. Never challenged.’

Never even spoke? Grace thought. A lifelong habit, that.

‘I knew I was the favorite child,’ Hal added, ‘because I was the good quiet kid.’

‘How? How did you know?’

‘She told me. She said, “You’re my favorite.” This was before I was the only child, before Joan went missing. I think she told both of us we were her favorite.’


FORTY-THREE

Althea stood in front of the bathroom mirror with her robe pulled to one side so she could inspect herself just under her ribs where the gash from the centurion’s sword would appear. As she usually did, she pressed her blunt, unpolished fingernails into the skin where it was likely to show, giving it a bit of gentle encouragement. Could one get the stigmata in that place only and not in the hands and feet, she wondered? She had never heard of it happening before, but there was always a first time. It would certainly be more convenient, not having to wear gloves in public, that sort of thing.

Robert perched on the bidet, watching her attentively. He was dressed in a Scottish kilt that they had bought on a lark in Edinburgh. She had dared him to wear it without underpants, and the thought of what lay beneath the plaid still gave her a little frisson of erotic pleasure. She hadn’t seen the kilt in thirty years, having given it to a thrift store, but she remembered it fondly. Though she felt she had to say for appearances’ sake, ‘You look quite absurd in that old thing.’

He chuckled as she gave up her inspection and snapped the snaps on her more sensible housecoat. It was pink and white striped, with a bit of piqué frill around the collar for style.

‘Well, that went as well as could be expected, don’t you think?’ Althea asked, changing the subject.

‘Your conversation couldn’t have been more perfect. Perfect.’

Althea was aware of her face in the mirror, blushing becomingly. ‘I can’t even say how terribly I feel about what happened to poor Fiona,’ she said. ‘My heart is breaking for poor Grace. You could see how much she loved her mother. How close they were.’

‘You always were so tender-hearted. Perhaps too much so,’ Robert said sadly.

‘Hush,’ Althea said. Strained to listen to whatever sound was coming from the air-conditioning vent over her head.

‘Can you hear what they’re saying?’ Robert asked, brushing imaginary dust from the sleeves of the black velvet jacket that complemented the kilt.

‘No. It’s very frustrating. Perhaps they’re in bed close together. That would be nice. I can’t remember the last time I observed them touching each other. Not like the way we were, darling. Right up until the end when I would sit beside you during dialysis. I never left your side.’

‘Never,’ Robert said. His eyes appeared to blink out and then back, so for a moment she could see the white tile of the shower through his face.

Althea regretted getting off the subject at hand. ‘All I can hear is the change in pitch between his voice and hers.’

‘Very frustrating,’ agreed Robert.

‘Wait. Is that singing?’

‘I can’t imagine that it would be,’ said Robert. ‘Can you make out a tune?’

‘It sounds like … like “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”.’

‘That seems highly unlikely, that they would be singing “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” when Grace’s mother has just died. One might think more along the lines of funeral hymns at this time. Something more dirge-like.’

‘Highly unlikely, Robert. But then all kinds of strange things have been happening.’

‘You mean, such as—’

‘Precisely. Gonzo’s death. That extraordinary coincidence. And then there she went, drowning in the pool. Drunk. Kerplunk.’

‘Extraordinary,’ Robert agreed with a wry tone. His sense of humor was always so wry, just like hers.

‘Well now you’re just making fun of me,’ Althea said, letting down her braid and tossing it girlishly. She turned off the bathroom light and took off her housecoat, which she laid neatly across the foot of the bed where it would be in the morning. She eased under the covers, leaned over to kiss the urn with Robert’s ashes in it, and turned on the faux candle. There was one benefit to that candle, she conceded. She didn’t have to extinguish it, so she could use it as a nightlight. ‘I wish you hadn’t insisted on cremation,’ Althea whispered. ‘It’s not appropriate. I don’t see how you’ll fare in the resurrection. I’m going to be buried properly, but with your urn in the casket with me so there’s that comfort.’ She settled into the pillow with the words drunk kerplunk drunk kerplunk, the remembered drops of water dripping on her brain.

In the dark she tapped her thumb against the fingers of her right hand.

Clare.

Robert.

Gonzo.

Fiona.

Awful lot of dying in this house. Wait, did Clare die in the house, or had she just made up the story to scare Shyla? From the time she was a child, Althea was sometimes confused by her own imagination.


FORTY-FOUR

Awful lot of dying. It seemed to Althea that all of life could be recalled in terms of those who had left it. Every successive funeral made one think that way, made one recall the other deaths. Her own parents long ago. Robert. Joan.

At first Robert had hired a private investigator to look for Joan, but after a month or so there was some yelling in the living room while Robert chastised the detective for his incompetence and Althea sneaked upstairs and took a shower. Then the private investigator was gone and Robert took matters into his own hands.

She and Robert didn’t travel together very much before Joan’s disappearance. She told herself they would have gone on the trips even without Joan missing. That Robert carried Joan’s photograph in his wallet, and that they would stop in every police headquarters in every town and city, and that he would show that photograph, sometimes to strangers they happened to meet in a café, it didn’t matter. In her mind the trips weren’t all about Joan, but Joan missing didn’t hurt.

Venice in the spring was especially delicious, she recalled. Althea had been able to talk Robert into spending a few hours in Murano, a glassmaking city hundreds of years old, where she bought a millefleur paperweight as a memento. Althea and Robert took the train from Rome to the mainland and then a water taxi to the old city. She could have wished for a romantic gondola ride with or without the gondolier singing Italian opera, but this was good enough. Robert had brought her here within months after they last heard from Joan. They were traveling across Europe, to all the places where Joan might have been. Now they sat outside at one of the cafés that ringed the Piazza San Marco. Althea sipped her cappuccino in the coolness of the morning, glimpsing the edge of the photograph of Joan that showed in the pocket of Robert’s short-sleeve shirt. They had just been to the police station. Neither Althea nor Robert had much Italian, but the nice young officer there spoke enough English that he was able to understand why Robert was showing him Joan’s photograph.

The officer shook his head with sympathy. ‘No, we do not have any information on a young woman fitting this description,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, this does happen. Are you sure she did not … run away?’

Robert was different when he was alive. That day he took a step closer, fixed his eyes on the other man, and said, ‘I hope language isn’t a barrier and I can make myself understood. My daughter is a reasonable young woman. We had a good relationship. Am I being clear so far?’

The officer nodded, looking like he was trying not to gulp.

‘Joan wouldn’t disappear on her own. We know it was foul play.’

If the officer thought that ‘foul play’ was a little trite, he knew it was better not to say so to an American. Instead he said, ‘I’m so sorry. If you would like to leave the photograph, we could keep it on file and let you know …’

Robert had many copies of the photograph. He took the pen the man offered and wrote their telephone number on the back with his name and Joan’s. His hand was shaking more these days. Althea thought maybe he should cut back on the espresso. Robert handed the pen and the photo back to the officer with a less aggressive, ‘Grazie.’

‘Prego,’ the officer said, glancing at Althea with something more than sympathy. She was only in her late thirties at that time. She loved the way the rolled r in prego sounded like a cat purring. It caused a pleasant stirring in her groin, and she hoped Robert would want to have sex later.

They made their way across Europe that way, mostly by train rather than renting a car, and stopped in most of the major cities. So grazie/prego was followed by dankes and bittes, by mercis and de riens, gracias and de nadas.

No one should think that this time was boring or depressing for Althea, oh not at all. While she accompanied Robert to all the police stations (you couldn’t deny that was an interesting tour in itself), she was able to visit the cities themselves, sometimes while Robert followed up with leads that led nowhere. Her Frommer’s Guide to Europe, however, led her on fruitful paths to all the top art museums.

But by far the most memorable, the most moving point of her journey through Europe with Robert, was the first time she walked into a gothic cathedral. She talked about that moment often with Robert, at first on the day when it happened, and then now and again when he felt sad about Joan’s disappearance and she wanted to show how he could find solace in spiritual things. He would cry and pour another bourbon and that was frustrating, but she couldn’t do anything about that.

The last time they had talked about the cathedral was the day of his own funeral, when all the guests had gone home after cleaning up for her. It was in this same house, which looked different on that day, with all the things in it that were Althea. She found him sitting in his recliner with the footrest up, facing the television that wasn’t turned on. He had only startled her for a moment, but then she sat down in her own recliner next to his, and tried speaking to see if he was really there and would respond.

He wasn’t wearing the suit she had dressed him in for the wake at the funeral home, prior to his cremation. His attire was more that of a nineteenth century ‘laird of the manor’, something a gothic hero would wear around the manse when there was no company. Breeches, they would call the cut of those slacks, and a white shirt with full sleeves, unbuttoned at the top to show his chest hair. A waistcoat (pronounced ‘weskit’) fitted beautifully. His face looked healthier too, without that sallow jaundice that comes with kidney failure. Quite powerfully attractive, and if a trifle menacing, as was his wont, not frightening at all.

‘It was a lovely service,’ she said of his funeral. ‘Were you able to enjoy it?’

‘Oh yes. You did a wonderful job planning it. I never helped with the planning when I was so ill, but you must have taken care of everything without telling me.’

Althea laughed. ‘Well, I had all that time while you were having your dialysis, dear. I never talked about it with you because I didn’t want to depress you.’

‘Always so kind, so thoughtful,’ Robert said.

‘The church. I could have wished for more than our usual little church,’ Althea said. They looked at each other, the look that said she was about to launch into memory. ‘Do you remember our first gothic cathedral?’

‘Notre-Dame. That rose window. Looking straight up to the vault, ninety feet above. How could I forget?’ Robert said.

‘Notre-Dame, ah!’ Althea put her hand over her heart as she always did when she said that.

‘I’ll never forget when I got back from the police station to our hotel …’

‘At Place des Vosges.’

‘And you said, “You’re far too glum, come with me right now” …’

‘And I took you to Notre-Dame and walked you inside and said, “See, doesn’t it ease your heartache to be in here, to look up and feel as if your …”’

‘“Soul is flung up to God.”’

‘Yes, that’s what I said. It was very poetic, I thought, and I’m sure it helped take your mind off Joan, even for a little while.’

‘Oh yes, dear, you always knew exactly what to say and what to do. I’ve never loved anyone more than you.’

‘Not even your first wife,’ Althea said for the first time. It was a relief to finally say this to him.

‘Not even my first wife,’ Robert said. ‘I can hardly remember her. I’m not sure I even liked her very much, to be frank.’

‘You were never this frank with me when …’ Here Althea wondered if it would be indelicate to speak in terms of Robert being somewhat less alive now than he had been the day before. They could work that out later, if necessary.

‘You love me more than Joan,’ Althea added, while hoping she wasn’t pushing the issue too far. But as it turned out, this Robert was delightfully agreeable.

‘I love you more than Joan,’ Robert admitted. ‘I just did all that searching because I thought that was what a father should do. I hardly remember her—’

‘You don’t need to go on about that,’ Althea said, fearing that if things went any further, he would seem less convincing.

During the whole time she was in Ocean View, while Grace was tearing down the wallpaper and having Robert’s recliner sent to the local thrift shop along with sets of dishes, and bed and bath linens, and the collection of engravings of the churches and famous buildings she had brought back from their trips to Europe, she didn’t speak to Robert. It seemed he was only in the house, and for that year when she was not in the house she feared that Grace would destroy him, along with everything else. But she had worried for nothing. Robert was here again, with her, telling her all the things that comforted her, even better than he had before he left her.

Robert gave her strength for Fiona’s funeral.

On the other hand, poor Grace was a total mess. The four of them drove all the way up to Eau Gallie to the Unitarian Universalist church where Fiona had been a member. There was modest attendance. The church service (if you could call it that) was strange, hardly a Christian theme expressed. Althea spent her time with hands folded in final judgment in her lap, and sneaked looks at Grace when she could do so without being observed herself. If they only knew how this spurred fresh grief at the loss of Robert only a year before. She could hardly bear it.

Now that, that had been a funeral. With Robert being so prominent in the city, through his real-estate dealings and such, there were lawyers, and doctors, his repeat clients through the years. Even the mayor had attended! People of Substance.

This time they held a small reception after the service where Eau Gallie people gave their condolences. Then a few more people back at the house in Delray. Grace’s boss came, or whatever you called the woman who was responsible overall for the rental properties in Palm Beach County. Someone, not the owner, from the bakery when Hal had been working. A few people from St Mark’s who were fond of Althea came. Monsignor Fogarty stopped by. What a surprise that was! Althea’s breaking down in tears when she bought a Mass card at the church office might have precipitated his attendance.

Althea spent a little time with the next-door neighbor whom she had told about the service and invited over to the house, because heaven knew Grace was unlikely to have the presence of mind to be courteous even at the best of times. The Neighbor Lady asked about Shyla. She knew that Shyla was the one who found the body.

‘It was ghastly,’ Althea confided to the woman.

The woman agreed. ‘Where is Shyla now?’ she asked.

‘She’s in her room. Her mother told her she didn’t have to be here.’ Althea leaned in. ‘She didn’t want to go to that service in Eau Gallie either and her mother told her she could stay here. As if she were a child. I convinced them.’ Althea let her lips thin and shook her head in a silent tsk.

After hearing the neighbors tell Grace what a comfort Althea must be at a time like this, and seeing them to the door, Althea returned to offer some comfort of her own.

‘I’m sorry more of your past friends couldn’t make it,’ she said softly. ‘But look at all the cards you got!’

Grace turned away without a word after looking at her with a crumply face. She hadn’t put on a lick of make-up, not even some gloss on her bitten lips. There was no doubt, her face wasn’t suited to mourning.


FORTY-FIVE

In the weeks following Fiona’s death, Grace’s mind played back all the events in a cinematic way, watching rather than experiencing them. She saw herself running around, taking care of funeral arrangements, putting multiple calls through to the Palm Beach medical examiner’s office, asking for information about alcohol postmortem, not getting a call back, googling alcohol postmortem, not speaking to anyone about her obsession with getting the final autopsy results even though she had resisted it, seeing her mother’s body pulled out of a refrigerated drawer.

Grace saw Shyla refusing not only to go back into the pool, which she could understand, even though she called for it to be drained, scoured, and refilled. What she couldn’t understand was Shyla quitting the swim team altogether. Who knows, maybe that part was an excuse to stop something she didn’t want to do anymore. Grace preferred to think that rather than to imagine what it might feel like every time Shyla dived into water, imagining afresh the water that had washed over Fiona’s corpse. She wouldn’t blame Shyla if she never again closed her eyes in the shower. Shyla went through all the usual motions of school, and homework, and chores, but never asked to go out with friends. Grace saw her walking from one room to another, her arms close by her side, as if not wanting the house to touch her. Once Shyla said something about the house and how four people had died in it, but Grace wasn’t sure exactly what she said, and couldn’t coax Shyla into explaining.

Grace saw the blinds on the sliding glass doors to the back yard, closed. It made the family room gloomy, but that way no one had to avert their eyes from the pool. She didn’t know what they would do with that pool. What did people do? Crime dramas offered no advice.

Grace saw Hal, sitting silent in his recliner. How she thought to ask him to fetch all their things from the rental house where they had been when they got the news, and rushed home. She went back there and cleaned the place up because she hated to ask him to do it. Or had she remembered that right? Hal must have done things in that time after Fiona’s death, scouted for a job, thought about their idea of opening a place of their own. Helping her with arrangements somehow. She vividly recalled that he was dressed in his nice dark suit for the funeral and gathering at their house. She looked at him across the room and had a stray thought about how handsome he was with that tie. The memory was probably vivid because he never dressed up. She saw him roaming the room with a glass of wine in each hand so he could look like he was on his way to deliver one and need not stop to chat for long. She had a hard time seeing that conversation they had about their mothers the day that Fiona died, had a hard time summoning his singing the donkey version of ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’.

Grace saw the few friends and their husbands after the church service in Eau Gallie. She remembered this especially because she wondered if the next time she would see them was at Shyla’s wedding. No, by that time they wouldn’t be even ‘big moments’ friends anymore. She hated them making the effort now because it only served to remind her how lonely she was.

What did Grace see Althea doing? She saw the woman as an awfully good mourner. Sitting in a black dress in the front pew of the Unitarian Universalist church that Fiona attended, looking like she was struggling not to cry. Sitting in a living-room chair at the gathering afterward, allowing people to bring her a small plate of food. ‘Oh dear, how will I eat all this? I couldn’t possibly. No appetite. Wine? Is there any hot tea instead? Yes, iced will be OK.’

Also overhearing Althea telling the next-door neighbor how she tried to coax Fiona out of the pool but Fiona laughed and waved her away. How she blamed herself because she knew … and here she sadly pantomimed someone repeatedly tipping a glass against their lips.

That was when Grace first thought about Fiona drinking that night. Grace wouldn’t go so far as to say that Fiona wasn’t a drinker, but she was absolutely sure that Fiona could hold her liquor with the best of them.

Well after the medical examiner released Fiona’s body for cremation, Grace saw herself continuing to fret over the results of the autopsy.

‘But she did drown, right?’ she asked, the third time she called.

Oh yes, it was definitely drowning. There was water in her lungs, which indicated she had taken in water prior to her demise. The death certificate said cause of death was accidental. Why had Mrs Deming asked that?

‘Then what’s the hold-up?’

They told her that, although they had done the autopsy itself and could release the body, they still didn’t have the results on the blood and other bodily fluids they had drawn.

‘What’s going on with that?’

Pardon?

‘What kind of testing are you doing?’

They said for things like drugs and alcohol. It was delicate because the body tended to metabolize drugs and alcohol postmortem so they weren’t sure what they would find. And they apologized for the delay. There were so many tests they were running on so many bodies that it tended to back up. It was in the queue.

‘Drugs? What drugs?’

A typical list that they checked, including prescribed narcotics and over-the-counter substances like Sominex and Benadryl that were responsible for reactions in the autonomic nervous system.

‘What is that?’

Processes in our bodies that operate automatically. The medical examiner was so patient, actually, using his time to explain. Things like regulation of breathing, keeping our heart beating, etc.

‘When will you have results?’

That was hard to say, it was in the queue.

Round and round and round.

Grace couldn’t see Hal being with her making the arrangements with the funeral director. But he must have gone with her, right?

When Fiona’s body was released and cremated, the three of them went to toss the ashes in the ocean at the beach a bit south from Atlantic Avenue where there wouldn’t be onlookers. When Althea heard they were going to do it, she commented privately to Grace about it being a pagan thing. Grace didn’t answer.

Grace didn’t invite her to go along. Hal and Shyla looked at her funny when they all got in the car, but didn’t try to convince her otherwise. They did it early in the morning. Unfortunately, they hadn’t reckoned on the tide coming slowly in, and they could see the ashes floating on the surface of the water, then coating the sand where they were deposited by the small waves. Grace didn’t know what to do about that. They went home.


FORTY-SIX

It felt like adultery. One without any of the rush that comes with doing something so wrong. But was it wrong? Grace couldn’t tell anymore.

Grace had fixed the early dinner as usual, and no one noticed that she had heated up leftovers saved from two days ago when she had made her plans. No one noticed that she didn’t eat very much of it herself. No, Althea noticed. She noticed everything. But if she merely raised an eyebrow it might mean that she thought Grace was still mourning her mother. Althea would scowl at an unnecessary expense even at the best of times (the money should be given to the poor, she would quote, without realizing the irony that Judas was the one who said it). These days, with Florida veering into off-season so there were fewer people arriving to rent a house, and with Hal bringing in so much less on unemployment, it would be even worse. Like adultery, it gave Grace a little thrill, to think she was keeping this a secret and Althea would never know, and judge her.

She had put a bag with a change of clothes and make-up into the trunk of the car late in the afternoon when everyone else went about their usual pursuits.

Now she kissed Shyla goodbye and told her she was going out for coffee with a friend.

‘Who?’ Shyla asked.

Grace hadn’t been out with a friend in a long time. And they say kids are self-absorbed, hah. Even mild interest was a good sign, even if Shyla didn’t look up from her phone as she asked. Grace didn’t want to be intrusive but hoped she wasn’t waiting for likes.

‘With Nanette from …’ she started to say ‘home’ but corrected herself. ‘With Nanette.’ It didn’t make a difference if Shyla knew or didn’t know who Nanette was. Or even if there was actually a Nanette.

Grace kissed the top of Hal’s unresponsive head from behind as he sat in his recliner, clicking one news station after another without appearing to get outraged by whatever commentator was riling for ratings, without appearing to feel anything. She didn’t bother to make an excuse to him because she was certain he wasn’t listening.

On the way out she passed Althea’s open door, where she knew the woman was saying her rosary as she did every evening after dinner. Grace could almost hear the beads as they clicked against her wedding band, but told herself she was imagining it. She stopped, considered whether she should go in and give Althea the same reason for going out that she had given Shyla, and then thought what the hell, and continued to the door that led to the garage.

So many people in the house, yet she couldn’t remember a time when she was lonelier than now.

Or richer. Fiona had never discussed finances with Grace, but it turned out that Grace had been left a tidy inheritance. Predictably, hearing about the money hadn’t boosted Hal’s mood, only made him feel more useless. It was work he needed. So she had to celebrate it herself. Maybe it was the loneliness that caused her to do something as pathetic as this and call it rebellion.


FORTY-SEVEN

It all added up, and what it added up to was no good. Althea’s empathy had picked up the vibrations of a new tension in Grace. Different from her depressed state over the loss of her mother. Althea could almost feel the draft of Grace’s caution being thrown to the winds. Now was the time of her discontent. Grace usually had a good appetite, even at the reception right after the funeral, almost indecently so. Tonight she had barely eaten, doing that thing where one moves the food around one’s plate, hoping that no one will notice that it was destined for the garbage disposal.

Althea watched to make sure Grace actually did dispose of the food on her plate and not try to put it back in the refrigerator again. Then she went to her room to say her evening rosary. Shortly after the noise of the dishes being put in the dishwasher, Althea saw Grace walk past on her way to the garage. She was wearing the same faded jeans and pale pink T-shirt (someone should tell her she looked ghastly in pastels) that she had on at dinnertime, but didn’t have her small cross-body purse on the way she usually did when she was just running out to the drugstore. Instead she carried one of those very large reusable tote bags you could get at Home Goods for ninety-nine cents. It had a geometric design on it, red, black, and beige. Althea had seen prettier ones.

Grace had left the house without a glance into Althea’s room, without explanation or even goodbye, at least not to Althea herself.

Unacceptable. Althea went into the family room where Hal and Shyla were busy at their own quiet pursuits. They could have spent their time more wisely reading than staring at screens the way they did, but that wasn’t the primary issue on Althea’s mind this evening.

‘Where’s Grace?’ Althea asked. Quite innocently, voice gentle on the uptick at the end. Perfect.

Neither looked up, which started to make Althea feel bad. Then she remembered what she had come for and forgave both of them. They were each probably thinking the other was going to answer and could be excused. Or else her voice was too gentle and they hadn’t heard her. She said, more loudly and more specifically, ‘Shyla. Look at me, please.’

Shyla did.

‘Did your mother say where she was going?’

‘Meeting a friend, I guess.’

‘You guess? I would think she either told you she was meeting a friend or not?’

More decisively this time, ‘Meeting a friend.’

‘Who?’ Althea pressed.

‘Jeez, Momya, what’s with the interrogation?’ Shyla said.

‘Jeez means Jesus and that’s blasphemy,’ Althea said, temporarily thrown off track.

Hal was finally roused from his stupor. ‘Shyla, are you being rude to your grandmother?’

‘Sorry. I think she said Nanette.’

‘Who is Nanette?’

‘An old friend of hers?’ Hal offered, making it sound like a question, the way young people did these days.

Good grief, this was as difficult as pulling teeth from a runner in midstride. ‘It’s a long drive all the way to Eau Gallie. Was the friend coming here?’

When Shyla and Hal both finally looked in her direction at the same time with nothing more to say, Althea added, ‘I would be concerned about her driving all the way up there. Perhaps drinking.’ Althea thought this would be an ideal time to discuss an intervention, but Hal intruded into her thoughts once more.

‘It’s not that far, Momya. If they meet halfway, it will just take an hour.’

‘An hour! Each way! Golly! When did she say she’d return?’

There was no further response to that unless the shrug counted, so Althea retired back to her room to pick up the third decade of her rosary. Robert sat with her and was so much more communicative than the other two, she pondered who was actually more alive.

Click click went the beads for a short while and then they stopped. ‘So. Did you hear that, Robert?’

‘I did. It sounds highly suspicious to me. You’re likely the only person here who cares about Grace’s well-being, and that of her family. I imagine you’ll stay awake until the woman comes dragging back home.’

‘Indeed I will, Robert. I wonder if she’s finally wearing that good perfume I bought for her. And if so, why?’

‘Yes, why tonight but not before? So many unanswered questions.’

Althea looked at him as fondly as she ever had. ‘You understand me so well, dear.’

‘It’s as if we’re of one mind,’ he said, returning her look.

‘Well, now you’re just joshing me,’ Althea said with an appreciative smile. Click click.


FORTY-EIGHT

Grace walked in the door at ten p.m. She hadn’t changed out of her dress, knowing that Althea’s light was off by nine p.m. …  Actually, everyone was in bed by this time, Shyla with school the next day and Hal, either from his muddy spirit that no amount of medication could quite dispel, or only unable to break his work habit of early to bed. Even so, they wouldn’t notice, and if they noticed they wouldn’t consider it worth commenting on why she had changed on the way to seeing a girlfriend rather than at home before she left.

She hadn’t counted on Althea still being up, or on being spotted carrying her underpants.

When she came in the garage door, Althea was standing at the entrance to her area like the angel guarding paradise. First she clutched her robe as if startled. Then relaxed, as if recognizing it wasn’t some marauder come to murder them all in their beds. Althea came closer and peered at her through half-closed eyes. Hopefully Grace had put the hand holding her panties behind her before they could be noticed. Grace could feel Althea taking in the dress she was wearing, categorizing its level of propriety. Tracking to Grace’s face, no, closer than that, to her eyeliner and mascara. To a pale residue of lipstick left on her mouth. Grace had a physical sensation of those eyes tickling her skin.

The only thing Grace couldn’t figure out:

Is she sniffing at me? What smell is she looking for? Alcohol? And suddenly the crashing thought, Oh my God, sex?

‘Did you have a nice time, dear? With your friend? Nanette, I believe it was?’ Althea raised those lids to give one of those child-like looks that told the world she was ignorant of any wicked thoughts. ‘Did you make good choices?’

‘I had mussels,’ Grace said. Grace would think later about all the bad choices she had made, like giving in on living with Althea, like agreeing to let Fiona stay at the house. What if I had? What if I had not? Without speaking further, without bothering, she trudged up the stairs to bed. There was nothing she could say that wouldn’t sound like self-defense or full-on attack.

Grace had first gone to one of her unrented houses, just a few miles away. The thought of changing her clothes in a public restroom, the alternative to this, was too seedy. It was safer, too. Anyone who lived in one of the houses to either side of her would think nothing of seeing lights here and there, nor of her presence. She had introduced herself to the people who lived there.

This wasn’t the house where she and Hal had stayed. She was grateful that she hadn’t needed to go back there after she got the call about Fiona. At some point she would be required to do that, but not yet. This house was less upscale, just a place that qualified as a vacation home near enough to the beach. The owners had come for the winter but were now gone, earlier than usual for some reason. Most snowbirds stayed until at least the end of March.

Grace took her tote bag off the passenger seat and walked to the door. She regretted not finding the ring of keys with the address marked on it before leaving the car. The tote was large and the keys must have dropped to the bottom. She fished around quickly, hoping she wouldn’t be seen in the harsh light of the motion sensor, wondering too late about the camera she never gave a second thought to. Finally, the rough teeth of the key gnashed her fingers. She pulled it out, quickly opened the door with a casual smile, in case anyone was watching, and went inside.

They would think she had forgotten something there during one of her previous visits. She should think about what that might be.

Grace mused briefly that she had begun to think about handling contingencies like some criminal, and marveled how easy it was. Once inside she shed her jeans and T-shirt right in the living room, put on the dress which didn’t wrinkle easily (it was why she had chosen that one rather than for any fashion statement) and took her small make-up bag into the guest bathroom. A little concealer under her eyes, a little eyeliner slightly smudged, mascara, eye shadow? No, don’t bother with the eye shadow, this wasn’t that kind of evening. But lipstick, yes. Her mother had always told her when she was sad to slap on a little lipstick. No, don’t cry at that memory. It will only ruin the eyeliner. A fake smile to expose the apples in her cheeks for the blush and that was that.

She ran her fingers through her hair to fluff it some, and that was when she noticed how oily it was because it didn’t fluff but separated into strands as thick as licorice strings. When had she washed it last? For that matter, when had she taken a shower? Grace tucked her chin down to see if anyone could smell her. No perspiration smell, but yes, a faint odor of old urine. She took off her underpants, used them to rinse herself, and carried the wet pants out to the car where they could dry on the passenger seat.

Rather than going somewhere in Delray where there was an off-chance she’d see someone she knew, Grace had made a reservation at Mon Ami’s on Glades in Boca Raton for a table on the patio off the main dining room. The parking lot was a few steps away, but they had arranged young ficus trees in movable pots that hid the diners. There was a cold snap, which in south Florida meant high sixties. She asked the host to please pull the space heater a little closer to her table. She looked at the menu he handed her, still obedient. But she knew what she wanted, had decided days ago when she remembered how she had come here long ago with Hal, to celebrate completion of the renovations at the house. When? Certainly before Althea arrived.

A waitress appeared. ‘My name is Jenny and I’ll be your server tonight,’ the girl intoned with a sprightliness born of long practice.

‘Hello, Jenny,’ Grace said, still obedient to social norms despite her intention to revolt.

‘Will you be waiting for someone? Can I get you something to drink?’

‘I’ll order now, please.’

Jenny kept her face a mask of blandness. If the guest didn’t have a friend to eat with her it was none of her business, even if she could look forward to only half the usual tip and maybe less, this being a woman. All that Grace could read in the blandness. Jenny bowed her head to receive the order in a show of this being the kind of restaurant where the staff doesn’t keep a flip pad at the ready.

‘The pot of mussels. Please,’ she told Jenny. I need to stop saying please. This girl isn’t here to do me a favor.

‘My favorite.’

Grace felt suitably affirmed.

‘Wine or cream sauce?’ Jenny asked.

‘The cream, please. And a glass of … house?’ No need to go crazy. ‘House pinot grigio,’ she said.

‘Pinot gris OK?’ Jenny asked.

Grace nodded after a slight pause, as if she were able to tell the difference between them.

Jenny took the wine glass, the silverware, and the napkin from the other side of the table where she presumed no one would be sitting, and left.

She presumed right.

Grace had brought her little bag with her, big enough for credit card, license, and cell phone. She took the phone out now and, with the guilt and worry she should have anticipated, texted Shyla.

What are you doing?

Nothing. Where are you?

Just out. I’m nearly finished, home soon. Are you sure you’re OK?

Why wouldn’t I be?

I’m Mom. I worry.

Stop that.

OK. Love you.

Love you too.

What was she worried about? Shyla was there with two adults. Grace was not being irresponsible. But there was the guilt, and one guilty thought led to another. Fiona’s death, looping, looping, what if I had … what if I hadn’t?

As if her brain were connected to her phone, Grace turned it off and looked around the patio instead. This is Grace alone. She was trying on aloneness like a new dress, trying to make it something different from loneliness.

Jenny had brought her wine before she was done texting and – within sixty seconds of Grace turning off the phone – her pot of mussels with sticks of garlic bread for dipping. Grace knew how the service industry worked. Jenny would be hoping to get Grace out of here as quickly as possible so she could seat at least a couple, hopefully with one male who needed to impress, and make more in tips. Only to Grace, she wanted it to appear like good service.

Grace wished she had thought to bring a book with her, to read while she ate. But then removing the mussels from their shells sort of cancelled out that possibility. She could pull a book up on her phone and swipe with a dry pinky finger.

Oh, is this the kind of thing you thought about while dining at a nice restaurant by yourself? Grace took the little fork next to the pot and began pulling the mussels out of their shells, putting each shell in the empty bowl provided, swishing the meat in the broth (they didn’t put the splash of cream in as she asked, but what the hell?) and forcing herself to eat slowly as if she was enjoying herself.

Would the rich women in this neighborhood hesitate to occupy the space of this table? Were they secure enough in themselves to eat alone? Am I thinking about stupid things like that because I don’t want to think about what’s important?

She tried to face up to it. That’s why she had come here, to think of the important things.

Thing one, Hal was depressed and, more and more increasingly, immobilized. His unemployment would run out at some point, and if he didn’t come back from whatever dark place he was in, Grace would have to shoulder all the responsibility or start dipping into their savings.

Thing two, Shyla. She had reached that age where she was more private than she had been as a child, less willing to pour her heart out to her mom. Grace hoped that would come back some day and be the way it had been with herself and Fiona. Worse than the lack of communication between them, Shyla seemed to know how unhappy Grace was. All that telling her how nice she looked, how fantastic dinner was, blah blah blah, it all had too much effort in it. That broke Grace’s heart to think of a child trying to comfort her mother rather than the other way around.

And then there was the way Shyla had stopped using social media, no TikTok videos waiting for likes or attempts at friending on Instagram. Her not using social media was even more heartbreaking than her being marginalized on it. Like she’d given up.

Third, and this was more difficult than the first two. It was because of Althea that everything bad had happened. Because of her that Hal had sold his bakery in Eau Gallie and gotten a job at the restaurant in Delray that failed. Because of her that both Grace and Shyla had been forced away from the friends and surroundings where they had been happy. Because of her that Fiona was dead from drowning.

Grace wished with all her heart that Althea had been the one who had died. That she had been the one in the pool, floating with her arms out and her legs dangling. Oh, how Grace would have been so happy to see that sight! It had been in her dreams several nights running, fearful of who it might be, jumping into the water and turning over the body. Seeing Althea’s dead eyes. The joy, the feeling of utter joy that it was her and not Fiona there in the water. The odd thing was that she couldn’t quite figure out why. She only knew she could never tell anyone.

Mothers and daughters. Grace picked up her phone. Thinking that the tears wouldn’t come so quickly in front of strangers, without anyone sympathetic to witness them, for the first time she looked at some of the photos of her mother. That selfie with their lips pooched out in a mockery of women who did that. Remembering how they barely kept the pose until the photo was snapped and then one of them said something and that made the other bust out with one of those snorting belly laughs, and that made the other one laugh the same way. That signature laugh that no one else she knew shared. And it didn’t matter who made the joke. That person would unashamedly crack herself up.

So much for the tears-alone-in-public theory. Manners be damned, she wiped them away from her eyes and nose with the cloth napkin. Hal’s depression and immobilization. Shyla trying to fix everything. And that monster Althea. She thought of actually calling Nanette, or one of the other several friends she had in Eau Gallie. The contact had slowed as she expected. Any of them would listen to her complain now, but she knew what they’d be thinking. They’d be thinking we saw the house. We know how you’re living. You’ve just got first-world white-girl problems. That’s how they used to joke with each other when they complained.

Did they ever think to call her or wonder why she didn’t call? Or were they thinking: She’s moved up in the world. Made friends with people who live in two-story houses rather than ones with carports. Now she calls. How to respond? So sorry to hear about your mother.

She raised her wine glass and toasted Fiona’s memory. More than mourning, which she couldn’t imagine ever ending, Grace felt the guilt over letting Fiona stay at the house while she and Hal went off to indulge themselves. Fiona had suggested it, pushed it on them even. She and Hal even then had been at odds, riding a tandem bike with the chain slipping. Their going off alone to reconnect seemed defensible, even necessary. And yet.

Jenny circled just out of Grace’s sight. Grace ignored her.

And yet. It wasn’t just dying alone and so violently. Drowning was violent, wasn’t it? No blood or trauma, no bruising from slipping and hitting her head on the side. But there must have been suffering, those moments (how long?) of pain in your chest before you couldn’t take it anymore and sucked the water in. How much time would Grace have to look forward to when the contentment of a day wouldn’t be measured in moments of not thinking?

‘Will there be anything else?’ Not, would you like another glass of wine or would you like to see the dessert menu? Or when was the last time you washed your hair?

Fuck it. ‘Just the check, please.’

Jenny put it on the table, having it ready in her pocket.

‘Here,’ Grace said, without glancing at the amount, giving her the credit card she had pulled out of her purse several minutes before. ‘I’ll save you even more time.’ She fixed her gaze on the waitress and didn’t smile as she said it. Jenny got the message and wasn’t able to disguise a frown. Oh, how women communicate.

But by the time she had run the credit card, Jenny had recovered her cheery disposition and put an extra-big smiley face on the check. ‘Thank you so much for dining with us,’ she said.

Now it was up to Grace. If she left twenty percent she’d feel like a sucker. If she left less, she’d confirm everything restaurant workers thought about women. Well, better for the next woman if she left twenty percent, especially if the woman was more secure than she was and would hold her ground by holding on to the table.

Movement in her peripheral vision made her wonder if Jenny was coming to throw her out bodily, but no, a couple had been seated at the table next to hers.

Then, ‘Grace?’ She looked up. There was her next-door neighbor with her husband, the one Grace had waved to occasionally without ever introducing herself. The man had liked Althea’s brownies. If she ever knew the woman’s name, being caught by surprise would have still made her forget it.

‘Oh hi!’ Grace said, and quickly signed the check after adding the twenty percent. She put her credit card away and stood to answer the question in the woman’s eyes. ‘Hal just went to get the car,’ she said, hating herself for the lie. It was the dress she was wearing, too clingy, with a V-neck a little too deep for dining alone.

The woman didn’t appear to notice that Grace was both uncomfortable and couldn’t remember her name. If she had come to the house after Fiona’s funeral, Grace didn’t remember that either. The woman half-whispered as if death were shameful, ‘I know I should have brought over a casserole or something by now. I am still so sorry for your loss.’

When Grace did nothing but stare, the woman added, ‘We were at the reception. I’m not surprised you don’t remember. Althea invited us. It’s so good to have her back as a neighbor. She’s so adorable. And what a comfort it must be to have her with you during … this time.’

‘Adorable,’ Grace murmured. There’s nothing wrong with her. What’s wrong with me?

The absence of any real dialogue triggered an uncomfortable flood from the other woman. Maybe she felt really guilty about that lack of casserole. ‘Althea has told me how horrified she was that your mother was … that way, while she was going about her evening prayers without knowing. She knows she can’t … replace your mom, but she told me, and it sounded like she wasn’t accustomed to cursing very much, that she was going to “damn well try”. What a sweetheart.’

‘Gotta run,’ Grace said, and managed to escape between two of the ficus pots. If going to dinner by herself felt like adultery, then this is what it must feel like after the cheating – the anticipation better than the aftermath. When she got into the car she noticed that, despite the two glasses of wine, her teeth were chattering, not with cold but with rage at what Althea might have said to the neighbors about Fiona. That way? She grabbed the steering wheel and screamed. Cars were good for screaming because the sound was blocked, the way showers were good for crying because no one saw the tears.

In the olden days she would ‘rend her garments’. Tearing the fabric would take too much effort, but the next morning she took scissors to the dress she had worn, calmly cut it up into five pieces, rolled the pieces into a plastic grocery bag, and placed it in the garbage bin where no one would find it. Grace reassured herself that you were only a drama queen if there was an audience. She had become an expert at privatized grief.


FORTY-NINE

At some point after the arrival of the Christmas cards without her name on them, Althea found that sorting through the daily mail before the others came home gave her a sense of purpose. Today there was a brown envelope in the mailbox, the kind that Amazon put books in. As she was carrying it all back into the house, the Neighbor Lady came out for her mail.

‘Hello, Althea!’ she called, and waved vigorously enough to clear smoke. Althea couldn’t remember her name but it didn’t matter.

‘Did you finish the brownies?’ she asked. ‘Could I bring more over?’

‘Oh yes and oh no,’ the woman said, and then paused to let her wit be appreciated. ‘I’m having trouble losing the post-holiday five. Did Grace tell you we saw them at Mon Ami’s the other night?’

Althea was too perplexed to answer, and even so, the Neighbor Lady had reached her mailbox and bent her head cautiously over the open door, as if she thought something might leap at her face. Althea thought it wiser not to probe.

Fine, Althea didn’t have any more small talk left in her and the day was hot. She came inside, put the mail into her usual stacks: hers, Grace’s, nothing for Shyla, nothing for Hal (she knew Grace paid all the bills, so those went into Grace’s pile). Althea always wondered if Grace handled the money as wisely as Robert had. ‘Do you think she’s reliable in that way?’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Robert as he straightened the mail in their piles. He must have been out shooting grouse, dressed as he was in his jodhpurs and knee boots.

‘You were always so good with finances,’ Althea said. ‘Grace seems more, I don’t know, flighty.’

‘Ah, flighty. Say, darling, what’s that package?’

‘I don’t know. It’s addressed to Grace,’ Althea said.

‘You could open it by accident,’ Robert said.

‘Accident?’

‘Thinking it was something you ordered. You never know, by being a little inquisitive you could be saving a marriage.’

Althea picked up the envelope and pried open the top edge. She reached inside and drew out a paperback book with the title boldly ordering the reader to Stop Walking on Eggshells.

‘Whatever could that mean?’ Althea asked Robert.

‘I don’t know. Here, look what’s underneath the title: “Taking your life back when someone you care about has borderline personality disorder”. What is that?’

‘Sounds like a phrase my mother might have used. It sounds dreadful.’ Althea rifled the pages and read lines at random. ‘“Undefined boundaries … everything is your fault … interpersonal sensitivity …” It’s one of those self-help books, I think. What people are turning to instead of religion.’ Althea stared at Robert. ‘My parents had books like this. Do you think Grace is … unstable?’

‘I don’t feel equipped to judge that,’ Robert said.

‘What about trouble …?’

‘In the home?’ Robert had finished her thought as he was wont to do these days.

‘Mmmm.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ he said. ‘But you never know. Not all marriages are perfect the way ours was.’ Robert put his hand on hers and Althea could almost feel it if she closed her eyes. ‘Our union was the best thing that ever happened to me.’

Althea blushed to hear him say that but never tired of it. ‘Better than Clare, better than Joan?’

‘Better than Hal.’

Althea sighed and put the book on the bottom of Grace’s stack, which was appropriately in order of size. ‘Well, I’ll just leave it here. Maybe put a little tape on it. Now I suppose I should order a book of my own so I can honestly say I thought this was it.’

‘Excellent plan,’ Robert whispered, as if there were conspiring going on.


FIFTY

Grace came home early in the afternoon. She did her work earlier these days so that she could be home when Shyla arrived after school. She hooked her purse over the back of a kitchen chair and picked up the mail, only mildly annoyed to see that Althea insisted on bringing it in from the mailbox and sorting it for her. Bills on top. She knew there was enough to cover the utilities but a two-story house in Florida used a lot of air conditioning and she wasn’t sure how long they could last on only her income.

Grace reminded herself of the decent inheritance from Fiona that would keep them secure, enough to install solar panels. Grace nixed that idea as soon as she thought it, unwilling to put her own money into this damn house.

No correspondence today, which Althea always placed under the bills. Then junk mail, a plea from Heifer International. A flyer with discounts from Subway. A Talbot’s catalog with the moderately chic but not too expensive clothes she would be wearing if she had a social life. She paged through the smart town and country blouses with collars and tailored slacks. No, not these clothes, they weren’t bad, but God forbid she should look just like Althea.

She picked up a package that felt like a book. She frowned, remembering that at another time in her life she would have had the presence of mind to have them all sent at one time in one environmentally conserving package.

The padded envelope had been opened, and then taped closed again, as if she would be too stupid to notice. She pulled out the book and read the back cover: ‘Stand up for yourself and assert your needs.’ That advice alone was worth the price of the book. No time like the present to stop walking on those eggshells and she didn’t need a book to tell her how. It must have been that that triggered her. In hindsight, maybe she could have walked back the asserting a little.

Grace seethed into Althea’s suite, which she had come to think of as a den, waved the envelope at Althea and yelled, no not yelled, but stood up for herself and asserted her needs, ‘Never. Open. My. Mail. Again.’

‘Stop yelling at me,’ Althea said. ‘What makes you think I opened your package?’

‘Because you bring in the mail and Hal and Shyla weren’t here to open it. And if they did, they wouldn’t bother to tape it up. You think I’m that stupid?’

Althea paused a second too long before responding, ‘Well, you’re right. I resealed the package because I knew you would yell at me. And look. There you are, yelling.’

‘I’m not yelling!’

Althea took the package from Grace’s hand, gingerly, as if fearing Grace might bite her, pulled out the book, and turned it forward and back to study the cover. ‘Are you the focus of intense, violent, and irrational rages?’ she read. Althea arched an eyebrow. ‘Anyone we know?’

‘You—’

‘Now, now. No need to name-call,’ Althea interrupted, without waiting to hear what name would emerge. ‘Seriously, dear, I’m growing concerned about you. Do you think you should see someone? I believe that’s how it’s usually put these days, isn’t it?’

When words failed to come out of Grace’s open mouth, Althea had her explanation ready. ‘If you’re quite finished with your irrational rage, I’ll explain. I thought it was a book I ordered. I had it sent to your name because, after all, this is your house. I resealed the package because I knew you would be this way.’

‘What book did you order?’ Grace asked, rather than defending herself or protesting that it was Althea’s house too.

Althea lifted her chin in the jaunty manner of all feisty heroines as she handed the book and envelope back to Grace and dusted her fingers off against each other. ‘If I’m not allowed to know about your books, you needn’t know about mine. Also, I’d like to point out that there are worse things besides opening another person’s package. Secret sins, for example.’

Grace was quiet at that, and Althea couldn’t tell if she was admitting guilt or just bewildered. Once she could see that she had won, she said, ‘You really should try to not raise your voice to me with the windows open. The neighbors might hear and think I’m in trouble.’

Althea’s mood felt lighter than it had been for some time, and she felt more talkative at the dinner table. Because Grace slumped over her plate was blocking her from seeing around her, she leaned forward to ask Hal about a plate of brown, squareish cookies on the table.

‘Is this dessert? Shouldn’t they be covered?’ She didn’t direct the question to Grace; Grace would feel judged, and God forbid you should say anything that would hurt her control of all things kitchen.

‘Taste one?’ Hal said in his tentative way.

‘Now?’

‘Yes,’ Hal said.

She did, and nibbled it.

Shyla took one too, sniffed it suspiciously. ‘It smells like cheese,’ she said, her nose wrinkling.

Althea felt the reaction in her salivary glands and exclaimed, ‘Oh, good heavens, it’s wonderful! Not sweet, but savory. You know, these … what are these things? They have the consistency of a soft cookie, but they’re not sweet. Parmigiano? No, pecorino!’

‘You’ve always had great taste,’ Hal nodded, pleased, as if he hadn’t noticed that Grace was moping sullenly beside him. ‘It’s a new thing I came up with. Something instead of dinner rolls. Do you really like them?’

‘Sweetums, they’re delicious. Better than that, they’re unique. They’re an evolutionary leap. Never had anything like this, and I’ve eaten some unusual cuisines. We should name them. Let’s take turns. Cheesy cookies? … chookies!’

Shyla gave a laugh, and it wasn’t the polite kind. ‘I don’t think I could beat that,’ she said.

Hal shook his head. ‘Chookies they are.’

Althea felt prouder then she had in a long time, to be heard. To be thought clever.

Hal said, ‘Do you like them, Grace? Oh, you haven’t tasted one.’ More confident now, he picked up another from the serving plate and put it on hers. She stared at it, but only because she would have had to shift her eyes to avoid it.

Althea felt so magnanimous she decided to make a special effort. ‘I’m afraid Grace looks a little down in the mouth this evening. Isn’t that a funny way to say it? My mother used to say that. Grace, dear, you look like you’re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. We should pray.’ She said that last in a way that would brook no hesitation, that was how powerful she felt. Seated between Hal and Althea, Grace was unable to take their hands, even if it wouldn’t have made her throw up to do so. Instead, Hal put his hand on her right one, and Althea dared to rest hers on Grace’s forearm, where she imagined she could feel the skin draw back from her touch.

‘Dear Lord,’ Althea said, ‘Release Grace from her regrets. Help us all to understand that we need not look elsewhere for the true joys that can only be found here in our home. Give her your peace that passes understanding and reveal to her the light of your way, in Jesus’s name we pray, Amen.’

‘Amen,’ Hal and Shyla said dutifully.

Althea added, ‘There, wasn’t that nice? Maybe we should consider saying grace before every meal. I do, quietly, but I don’t want to force it on you. Faith is a very private thing, after all.’

Grace got up from the table and carried the plates to the sink, careful to put her uneaten cheese bread thing into a plastic bag. She murmured so softly she could barely hear herself, ‘Don’t forget to take the recyclables out, Hal. Tomorrow is garbage pick-up.’


FIFTY-ONE

Grace had brought the book on borderline personality disorder up to the room where she could read it without Althea observing her. But she looked at it now, somehow afraid to open it, as if it were the door leading down to the dark basement in a horror movie. She wanted to know what she was up against, but knowing could be worse.

On the edge of her bedside table the little pills lined up in their ranks awaiting Grace’s bidding. The two red and white antihistamine capsules weren’t up to the task tonight, and the small round valium was such low dosage that she feared having to take more than one and thus running out before the prescription refill date. The sleeping pill with its oblong shape looked like a microbe viewed under a microscope. The doctor had warned her about mixing the medications. Whatever might happen, it couldn’t be worse than the long darkness of the night she would face without them, looking at the clock every fifteen minutes and trying not to think of what the hell Althea meant about secret sins and regret and looking elsewhere for true joys. Seriously, what the hell?

Harrumphing at her own obsession, Grace rolled over to see Hal paging through the beautiful photographs in that baking book she had given him for Christmas. That was a good sign, and made her feel as if keeping her thoughts and feelings to herself had been a good decision. Or maybe the antidepressants he was taking now had blunted not only his own pain but his awareness of hers. She asked, not about her pain, but about his own mood.

‘Hard to tell,’ he said, looking over the top of his glasses which had slid down his nose in a way she remembered as endearing. ‘I can’t tell if it’s me or the drug. But better than I was.’

Grace tried a different approach, something safe that wouldn’t sound like she was trying to manipulate him. ‘I ate one of those …’ she couldn’t bring herself to use the word chooky, ‘parmesan things after dinner. It was really good.’

Hal actually grinned. OK, maybe it didn’t qualify as an out-and-out grin, but the corners of his mouth went up and she thought she detected a flash of teeth. ‘I think I might be on to something. A whole line of savory dinner breads. Puff pastry. Branch out from the cheese flavor. Herbs. Sriracha to go with Mexican dishes. Soy-flavored for Asian. Not a bread and not a cookie.’

‘If you do other flavors besides cheese, I guess … the name that came up at dinner wouldn’t work,’ Grace said.

Hal frowned. ‘We’ll work on it. I thought chookies was great, though.’

Grace had never hated a word with all her heart and soul before. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Since when do you need permission?’

More than anything this moment, this pause, told her something wasn’t right about her marriage. Now she should ask Hal about that weird thing Althea said at the dinner table about finding true joy in the home instead of ‘elsewhere’. That would have been honest. Had Althea caused this break, or had it always been there? It saddened her that she asked instead, ‘One of the things we’ve never much talked about is your childhood.’

‘I thought we just did.’

‘Your actual mom. Biological.’

Hal sighed, elaborately for him. ‘Oh, oh, what happened between you this time?’

‘This time?’

‘Dad had this saying, “the feathers are flying in the henhouse”.’

‘I knew he was sexist, but not that sexist.’

Hal took off his reading glasses, which was always a sign she had his full attention. ‘Criticism accepted. Look, maybe you’re just more sensitive to things after your mom … that was a terrible thing to happen to anyone, honey.’

‘Infantilizing.’

‘Are you sure those books you’re reading are good for you?’

‘Trivializing.’

‘I give up! What silly thing did Althea do now?’

Hal must have thought that was better. ‘Nothing,’ Grace said. Oh that word. If she led with Althea opening her mail it would just sound petty now. ‘I’ve just been thinking about what it might have been like growing up with her.’ She looked at Hal, trying to rein in the intensity of her gaze. It wasn’t easy.

Hal shrugged and thought, or pretended to, anyways. ‘I don’t know, it was like any kid growing up. Nothing unusual, if that’s what you’re trying to get out of me.’

Grace ignored the combative tone and kept prodding as gently as she could. ‘She traveled with your dad a lot. You didn’t go along with them.’

‘No. It was always when I was still in school. It wasn’t for months, just two weeks now and then, and it was more looking for my sister Joan than for pleasure.’

He still sounded on the defensive.

‘Who stayed with you?’

‘I played soccer, so I was friends with team members. Or the coach’s family. That was once or twice, and he had a son who was on the team, too.’

At this rate it was going to take forever to get to where she wanted to go, but that was how Hal was. Trying to force him to do anything was comparable to pushing a train with your shoulder. When she slid down and stared at the ceiling he said, ‘That’s not what you want me to say, is it? Look. I had a regular childhood. Althea was nice to me. Maybe nicer than most stepmothers. At least the ones in the fairy tales. She cooked us meals and made things I liked. She took me to soccer matches before I got my license. She’d let me and my friends camp out in the back yard and she brought us milk and brownies.’ Hal smirked. ‘She never tried to lose me in the forest.’

‘What about Joan? Did she try to lose Joan?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, stop making shit up. Coming into a family like ours, she was damn near perfect. I’m so sorry I like her! Does that make you feel better? Shyla likes her, too.’

That was when Grace came to the conclusion that this was all his fault; that if he hadn’t been so cowed by his father, Fiona would still be alive. She could never tell him his subservience was responsible for her mother’s death, but had to keep the hate in her heart, diamond hard, the unique and lasting hate reserved for spouses.

Grace got up for a last pee, and while she was in the bathroom she opened the medicine cabinet to find Hal’s pills. She opened the child safety top and shook one pill into the palm of her hand. The tiny white disc promised that it would make her life different, that it would keep her sane and calm and … happy. She could be happy enough.

Nah, besides making her throw up, Grace couldn’t afford to take a drug that dulled her wits or her senses. Because she had to be on guard, if not for Hal’s sake, or even her own. What if there was some danger that had been unleashed in her world?

Don’t be paranoid.

Fiona had said she thought Althea was ‘batty’ and they had both made a joke of it.

It is a joke, that mad woman in the attic thing.

Fiona died that night.

What about Shyla? The mere question hit her brain like a thing of substance. Oh my God, what about Shyla? It was for the best if Shyla liked Althea the way Hal said she did. Liking Althea would keep Shyla safe, and more than herself, Grace needed to keep the remaining people in her world safe.

What’s this conversation I’m having with myself? Who’s crazy now? Is there a different kind of drug for not-crazy, something to shut down these thoughts?

Grace put the pill back in its container, replaced the cap, and returned it to its precise spot on the shelf so Hal wouldn’t notice even if he was capable of noticing. Hal had given her answers she didn’t want, and she was going to need all her wits about her in the coming battle. Battle. Was she, as another book told her, maximizing?

Hal’s light was off when she returned from the bathroom. She didn’t know how long she had been in the bathroom. Hal hadn’t come to the door and asked if she was all right. It had always been his way, to leave her alone to process her stuff when she was troubled, a typical guy thing. He had turned out his light which was probably his way of discouraging any further conversation, though he said, ‘This is going to take a while, Grace, maybe a long while. Your mom’s death, my own feelings of uselessness. Blending Althea into the family. We’ll get past it. It’s a hard time.’

Despite her hatred, she wished he would touch her, or maybe not. He did not. He never really had; it wasn’t in him, though she knew he loved her. And for herself, she had lost the will to initiate that small gesture of forgiveness and affection. She said, ‘I know, sweetie. I know,’ without meaning it.

That’s what she said to Hal, I know, sweetie. What she knew was that underneath his words and hers was the truth. Hal had just told her the battle had already been fought and there was no knowledge beyond knowing that Althea had won. Althea’s presence had taken everyone away from her: her mother, her husband, her daughter, her friends, and somehow herself. How strange that you could be part of a family of four and feel so lonely. Before turning off her own light, Grace bit half of a sleeping pill, her drug of choice for the night, a compromise that would put her to sleep but allow her to wake up if something terrible happened.


FIFTY-TWO

Grace told herself that Althea staying at home all day every day following the letter from the medical examiner was just a coincidence.

It arrived on a Tuesday. As she’d been told, the manner of death was accidental, caused by drowning. But a line pointed out that there were contributory circumstances, a slightly elevated alcohol blood level coupled with ‘nonbenzodiazepine’, what may have been estimated at ‘thirty milligrams ante-mortem’. Rather than try to get the ME to talk to her, Grace spent a little time googling instead and found answers that were probably just as good.

Estimated ante-mortem meant that the toxicologist figured out how much she might have taken before she died, based on how much of the drug was metabolized after she died.

Nonbenzodiazepine was the drug class for several sedatives, mainly zolpidem tartrate.

The usual maximum dosage of zolpidem tartrate was ten milligrams.

Zolpidem tartrate was the active ingredient in Ambien.

With an average reaction time of fifteen minutes, you weren’t supposed to take it until you were ready to sleep.

Fiona had told her she never took Ambien because it had given her hallucinations.

Even if she did take it, she would have the sense not to do so before she went swimming. Or on top of alcohol. And if she still had thirty milligrams of it in her system the following morning, she must have taken more than three pills.

And then her mind took the next reluctant step, the only step possible. Did Althea have a prescription for sleeping pills?

So it wasn’t until Sunday, when Althea had no excuse for staying home from church, that Grace could go into her room. As she stood at the entrance, the word ‘lair’ came into her head, but she pushed it back out again as just too dramatic. Besides, there was nothing lair-like about this space. It was – as she had first thought when she planned it – cheerful, with lots of light coming through the large windows at the far end of the spacious room.

Althea insisted on cleaning her own room, and she was an exceptionally tidy person. Everything was in exactly the same place Grace remembered it being on that first day Althea had arrived. A coaster for her mug on the table next to her reading chair. The edges of the coaster aligned perfectly with the edge of the table. No wrinkles in the plush bedspread. Even the air felt pure, as if Althea had somehow managed to remove the dust motes that floated in any normal room.

The bathroom was the same. Not a stray gray hair in the sink, no spots on the mirror that usually appeared from the ill-flick of a toothbrush. Grace bent over and examined the edges of the floor for a bit of dust but found none to relieve her. What did they say about cleanliness and godliness?

Grace knew she was delaying what she had come in here to do. She turned toward the medicine cabinet mounted on the wall next to the sink, and pulled open the door. It appeared Althea was extraordinarily healthy for a woman nearing seventy. There were no prescription drugs, just an array of the typical multivitamin chewies, calcium supplement, Tylenol.

She closed the door and took a tissue from the holder on the counter to wipe away sweat on the mirror left by her palm. She knew she understood what she was doing in here. What it meant.

A quick glance into the cabinet under both sinks came up with nothing. Grace came back into the bedroom area, looking for something in which something might likely be hidden. Like the little red suitcase stuck in an empty spot on the lowest shelf of the bookcase. Shyla had told her about that, how Althea showed her what she called keepsakes. Whether or not a bottle of prescription pills might be hidden in there was almost secondary to the lure of the case.

Grace pulled it from the shelf and sat on the floor with it before her. Wiping her hands on her jeans she reached out and clicked open the double old-fashioned clasp at the front, raised the lid and found what she had been told she would find. Old photos: some prints, some Polaroids. Careful not to displace any of the items, Grace rooted delicately among them, finding a card from Mason’s Funeral Home with Robert’s picture on it, a dried yellow flower of some kind pressed between sheets of waxed paper, a tiny bottle of orange blossom perfume still sealed in a package with a seashell.

There was a plastic pocket on the inside of the lid where you could put a mirror or something. Before she shut the lid, Grace noted there was a piece of paper stuck in there and wondered what would make this worthy of separate keeping. She pulled out the paper, opened it to a full page, and read at the top in large and serious letters, Certificat de décès. Didn’t need a language degree to figure that one out. Intriguing, but not what she was looking for. Grace folded the paper and stuck it back in the pocket just as it had been, then closed the little suitcase and placed it back on the bottom shelf of the bookcase.

Grace got off the floor and wanted to search further, but she had spent too much time with the suitcase and church might be ending shortly and then only fifteen minutes to get home from St Mark’s unless there were errands to run.

Just a bit more, though. She didn’t know when she’d have the courage to come back. Turning toward the bed, Grace saw on the nightstand the photo of Robert, identical to the one on the funeral card. He had always been kind to her, when he noticed her. Between the photograph and the box containing his ashes there was a book, an old novel it looked like, with the jacket still on it but frayed and torn. Rebecca, Grace read, what Althea had been reading when Grace tried the heart-to-heart thing.

Grace moved the book to see if there was a pill container somewhere on the table cluttered with the urn, the photograph, a candle and a lamp. Her hand must have been shaking with the tension of her clandestine operation as it jerked to the side like a poorly operated marionette, knocking the urn sitting next to the book. With horror she saw it tip, and before she could catch it to stop it, it had tumbled off the table on to the carpet.

Didn’t they seal the tops of those things? Stunned, she saw the contents, the gray ashes from what had once been her father-in-law, scatter. Not just ash, there were bits of things in it.

And something else. Something that didn’t belong. Something.

In one of her psychology books, she had read about something called cognitive dissonance. It described the way our brain reacts when it sees something that has no context in our world as we have known it up to that time. A classic example, the book cited, is when the Native Americans first spied sailing ships coming over the horizon, huge tubs, with gigantic white things growing over them, billowing like great white jellyfish. What did they see?

Her brain trying to bring what she saw into some context of what was real, what Grace saw was the tip of a small finger, what would have been Robert’s little finger. Rounded at one end with a jagged edge where the first knuckle would be. She was not immediately moved in any physiological way. Did not, for instance, throw up on the rug. But she was indeed upset by seeing a piece of a human. She half wanted to look away and half not. Rather than move closer to the thing she stayed where she was and bent over at the waist to get a better look. The thing was covered with fine grains, as if it had been pushed down into the urn rather than placed on top. Upon closer inspection she could find no fingernail attached. The ash would have collected there by the cuticle and highlighted it.

A catalogue of all the things it might have been:

a)   A significant portion of Robert that had been left uncremated and of which Althea never knew.

b)   Althea cutting off one of her own fingers and placing it in the urn, perhaps her ring finger, in a bizarre effort to be with her dead husband. Grace closed her eyes and played her mind over all the times she had seen Althea’s hands. Sitting at the dinner table. Petting Ruth. Saying her rosary. All ten fingers present and accounted for.

c)   Something having to do with the spider that Althea said she killed. No, wrong shape.

d)   Something from Ruth. A cat turd! Yes, that was it. But then Grace’s imagination traveled from the cat’s litter box to the urn and thought this would be truly insane.

e)   Something not a cat turd from Ruth. A lizard, perhaps, that had been brought in as a gift, the tail broken off, the legs stuck to the side of the body. Althea wanting to keep it a secret. What better place to hide a secret?

Grace found herself pacing the room, back and forth, faster and faster, as she thought of all the things the thing might be. The lizard, yes, the lizard seemed like the most likely thing the thing could be. Althea’s motivation might be strange, but there would be a reason for hiding the lizard rather than throwing it in the garbage where it might be noticed, or burying it out back where the dirt might be noticed, or even flushing it down the toilet where it might get backed up and surface with an application of the plunger. Crazy, that is, and yet explainable. That was all Grace wanted – an explanation.

Secure in the knowledge that nothing happened in the world that couldn’t be explained, Grace stopped pacing and moved back to the little pile of ash. She carefully lifted her foot so as not to step in the gray … puddle more than solid … and bumped the thing with the toe of her show. More and more the image of a lizard began to catch hold. The thing had a tiny depression that could have been a closed eye. And a tiny cut underneath that. That could be a mouth.

She had picked up dead lizards before; you often found one in the houses that had been closed for a while, the creature having slipped in somehow and in time having caught every possible bug in the house, running out of both food and water and leaving behind its own drying carcass. But covered with Robert’s ash the way it was, the thought of touching the thing was abhorrent, so she got several tissues from the container in the bathroom and brought them back to the mess on the floor. She picked up the thing and carried it with her arm held straight away from her body back into the bathroom, dropped it into the sink by the drain, and ran water over it to clean away the ash.

As she had thought, once she was able to think, the thing wasn’t a Robert part. Even if it had been old, the skin (for it was skin) was too fresh to be so discolored. It was a lizard, or part of a lizard. Wrapping the tissue around her finger she poked at the lizard thing so it rolled over in the sink. Now she could see that the small depression was an eye, and that there were two of them. The slash that looked like a cut in a finger was a mouth.

In the way of cats, Ruth had killed it and brought it to Althea as a gift. Perhaps Althea hadn’t wanted to hurt Ruth’s feelings by disposing of it.

This is what Grace told herself, and for one moment felt the better for it. But then reality came back. The whole head was too thick, and too blunt, to be that of any lizard she had ever seen. Even if it were one of those iguanas that had become an invasive species in the area, big enough for this, the head was just too blunt. She was forced to think of the alternative, and realized that the alternative was what she knew all along but was putting off.

Gonzo. His head cleanly severed from his body, and hidden where no one would find it, where no one would even think of looking for anything.

But why? If Althea knew that Ruth had done this, if she found the head, why would she keep it this way instead of throwing it away? And wasn’t it a desecration to Robert’s remains, to hide an animal’s head in it? The only explanation Grace could think of was the one her mother had given her. Althea was nuts.

What should she do? Put it back? Throw it away herself? Call Hal? Not Shyla. Shyla couldn’t know. Grace forced herself to pick up the head in the tissues again in order to flush it down the toilet. Then she did not, but instead wrapped it up carefully in case she needed it as evidence to prove Althea was the crazy one. Evidence? What would she need evidence for?

‘Hal?’ she called as she came out of the bathroom. His name stuck in her throat and came out more softly than she intended, as if in one of those nightmares where you try to scream for help but can’t. Never mind, Hal didn’t seem to be able to think of anything these days except for not having a job, and this would only make his dark world worse. She could and must put off involving him. After all, Momya hiding a tortoise head in her husband’s ashes was bizarre, but not a serious threat to anyone.

Threat. Grace remembered why she had come into this room in the first place. To look for something. Something about Fiona’s death. But what?

How much time before Althea comes back? Minutes.

Grace carried Gonzo’s head in its toilet paper shroud back into the sitting area. Not knowing where Ruth might be, she put it on the edge of a higher bookshelf to keep it out of the way until she could clean up the rug. Down on her knees, she scooped up the ashes with her bare hands, grimacing at the feel of tiny bits among the ash.

She put the top on the urn but left it on the floor. Without a funnel some of the ash had drifted over the outside of the urn, slipping into the crevasses that the carving created. She didn’t want it to get on the table.

Grace dashed into the kitchen, hoping not to meet anyone on the way, grabbed a handful of paper towels, saturated them with water from the kitchen faucet, and turned to find Hal staring at her. At least that’s what it seemed to be at first, but he had a glass in his hand and was only waiting for her to get out of the way so he could get some water.

‘Hello,’ she said, and felt silly for it, like a guilty person caught in the act. They had been roaming around the house for hours already, her with no work on a Sunday though she would have welcomed it.

Even at his depth, he acknowledged her hello with a quizzical look and stepped aside so she could get by, the dance they had been doing for some days now whenever they met in the house. He didn’t ask what she was doing. Grace slipped by with the wet paper towels and returned to Althea’s suite. There she squeezed the towels over the urn to get the ash out of the crevasses, and wiped it off on her shirt. Satisfied that there was nothing left of Robert on the outside of the urn, she placed it back on the nightstand in the spot she thought it had been.

Then she attacked the rug. The ash had left the rug a slightly darker, slightly duller shade than it had been. A vacuum would be useless, but the wet paper towels brought up enough of the ash so that the carpet all looked the same color again.

Grace looked at the bits of gray in the wet paper towel she held. What to do with this bit of Robert? Throw him away? Burn him? Bury him?

‘Well, hello there.’


FIFTY-THREE

Althea had stood at her bedroom door, watching Grace, wondering what to do and how to announce her presence.

Having just returned from Mass she was feeling in a gracious and forgiving mood. ‘Oh Lord I am not worthy, that thou shouldst come to me. But speak the words of comfort, thy servant healed shall be.’ This before receiving Communion. Some, especially the younger ones, took the host in the palm of their hand and placed it in their own mouth. Althea thought this was just wrong. She still had the priest place it on her tongue where she moistened it with her saliva and swallowed it whole, avoiding – as best she could – it touching her teeth.

Back in her pew (she sat at the end so no one else could sit next to her), she felt holy, a being set apart with the body of Christ. She stared at the cross over the altar, feeling a little bad that this was a modern church where Jesus’s body, arms spread wide, looked more triumphant than she liked. She preferred the tortured depiction, face twisted in agony, ribs protruding, gashes in the side and hands and feet. She looked at her own palm and thought of Saint Francis and the other saints who had acquired The Stigmata. What did it take, she wondered? How good did you have to be? She squinted so that her hand was blurred, inviting the divine seal of approval, but nothing happened.

So she went on to her post-Communion prayers. She had prayed individually, at great length and in great detail, for the people living in her house. For Hal, and his sadness at losing the work that had made his life worthwhile. For conquering his passivity that made him bow to Grace at every turn, making Althea feel isolated. For Shyla and … and whatever it was that interested her, swimming, her pet … well, not Gonzo. Althea said a prayer for the dead for Gonzo. Also she whispered a prayer for Robert, which she had found in her old Saint Joseph’s missal: ‘Oh gentle heart of Jesus, ever present in the Blessed Sacrament, ever consumed with burning love for the poor captive souls in Purgatory, have mercy on them. Be not severe in your judgments, but let some drops of your Precious Blood fall upon the devouring flames. Amen.’ So what if the Catholic Church didn’t believe in Purgatory anymore? She thought the idea of drops of precious blood on the devouring flames was so delicious she almost hoped Robert was there to be cooled by them. He would, she thought, get out just in time to join her in heaven when she died.

And finally, always after petitioning for everyone else’s needs, Althea prayed for her own. Not for anything selfish, oh no. All she wanted was to be useful to her little family. To encourage Hal to gain the backbone he was lacking. To make Shyla think more of her looks and literature and not only of her sports and studies. To make her more respectful. To make Grace … well, there she was always stymied because she never knew what to ask for, to make of, Grace. Why she couldn’t win Grace’s love.

This is what she was thinking as she stood in her doorway and watched Grace’s backside which protruded from the end of the bed. It swayed vigorously, indicating something going on on the far side of the bed. If Grace had heard her come in the front door, would this scene be any different? Would she have jumped up? Would she jump now? Althea almost tingled with fearful anticipation. Well, it would have to happen at some point.

‘Well, hello there,’ she said, in a tone that pretended finding one’s daughter-in-law crouched behind one’s bed was common on a late Sunday morning.

Predictably, Grace jumped up. Althea spotted what looked like a wet paper towel in her right hand before Grace quickly balled it up and, as slowly as she dared, moved the hand behind her body. She didn’t notice that the front of her shirt was soiled too.

Althea watched her, enjoying the moment in which Grace was trying to come up with a reason for being on the floor in her room. At long last, Grace said, ‘I was dusting.’

‘You were dusting,’ Althea repeated, letting Grace flounder in whatever lie she would decide to tell.

Apparently Grace thought the lie needed embellishment. ‘Just, you know, at a loss for something to do. Worried. When I worry, I clean.’ There was no need to elaborate further on why she was worried; it was Hal these days, always Hal. Grace appeared to try a smile. ‘You were the beneficiary of my worrying.’

‘I was the beneficiary,’ Althea said. Oh, this was too much fun. ‘Was the rug very dusty?’

Grace wasn’t stupid. Althea could tell she was on to her, that she was being baited.

‘Of course it wasn’t,’ Grace said. ‘There was a spot of something, and I—’

‘Out, damned spot! Out, I say.’

Grace gave her a smile at that, intended to show that she wasn’t ignorant. Privately glad that Althea hadn’t asked a spot of what.

‘Did you fare better with getting it out than Lady Macbeth?’ Althea asked.

Grace simply scowled, tiring of pretense. But without a response, Althea could go on. ‘Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?’

Grace gasped now, and with wide eyes stared at Althea with a look like unbelief. Althea wondered why but she had grown tired of the pretense herself. ‘That’s the next bit of the monologue,’ she explained. She wondered why it was so easy to hold Grace’s eyes on hers. You’d think the eyes would be darting away, hiding themselves, looking for a way out with some dignity. Did Grace not want her to look at something else? Something that might incriminate her?

‘I’m sorry you’re so worried,’ Althea said. ‘I presume it’s about Hal?’

‘Yeah, that’s it.’

‘Well, you know what they say, ninety-nine percent of your worries are for nothing. I hope you’re not worried about me as well.’

‘Oh. No.’

That seemed insensitive, but that was Grace after all, an insensitive little snot, never caring a lick about her. Here Althea’s thinking shifted. Perhaps she had been making far too light of this situation. After all, what was Grace doing in her room? Did she mean to cause her some harm?

Grace had started to come around the side of the bed, closer to where Althea clung to the entryway. But she seemed unsure, or undecided, or … something. Althea was, understandably, she thought, afraid. She was aware of her own heart beating now.

‘I was going to make some pancakes and bacon for us,’ Grace said, her eyes still shifting around. ‘Would you like some?’

Channeling all her courage into a reply that would match Grace’s, she cleared her throat and said, ‘That sounds delightful. Let me just wash my hands and I’ll join you.’ Althea left the doorway and came into the room, but Grace didn’t run out as Althea expected her to.

‘Mind if I take another one of your books?’ Grace asked.

‘Did you finish the last one?’

‘Almost. You go wash your hands, I’ll browse a little.’

This was, Althea thought, one of those instances you’d call a Mexican stand-off. Grace wouldn’t budge until she did. The thought of turning her back on the woman made her heart speed up again, but turn she did and started to walk into the bathroom, only at the last moment glancing over her shoulder to see Grace quickly move to the bookshelves, grab a book at what appeared to be random from a shelf at eye level, and also something that appeared to be a tissue. White, at least. Tissue-ish. Then she scuttled, sideways like a startled crab, Althea thought, out the door. Her daughter-in-law was turning into a crustacean before her eyes.

When she was truly gone Althea, unable to maintain her cool reserve, started to tremble in a mixture of grief and fear. She looked over at the bed where Robert had been sitting during the whole confrontation. ‘I feel so bad,’ she said. When talking to Robert she didn’t worry about grammatical precision.

‘And to think I used to accuse you of paranoia,’ Robert said, shaking his head.

‘Do you finally understand the situation you’ve put me in?’

‘Indeed, I do,’ Robert said. ‘I did it for your sake, so someone would take care of you. But moving the whole family here was a huge mistake.’

Nothing to be done further at this time, she thought. She sat on her reading chair until hers and Robert’s breathing came normal again. But Althea knew that things were not going well, especially in light of that cryptic letter she had seen in the mail with return address Office of the Palm Beach Medical Examiner. Grace’s presence in her room could very well be connected to that. She pondered what she might do to protect herself.


FIFTY-FOUR

Althea stood in her bathroom under the air-conditioning vent, straining to hear something. The rest of the day had been no less trying than the morning. In the afternoon Grace had taken Shyla for a reluctant walk on the beach. Althea only knew this because she heard Grace call out to Hal as they were leaving and Shyla looked sullen.

She wondered if dinnertime was as much a trial for the others as it had become for her. Tonight Hal was his usual quiet self, and Grace appeared to lift her fork as if it weighed five pounds. Shyla was the only one making an effort, possibly spurred by that walk on the beach. Maybe she’d had a talking-to. She was making too much of an effort, with effusive chatter about a social studies project she’d been assigned. When that didn’t rouse the adults, she tried flattery.

‘This is delicious, Mom! What’s the extra tangy flavor, is it lime juice?’

From the corner of Althea’s eye, Grace looked ready to snap. Althea wished she would tell Shyla to stop sucking up. But Grace got her temper under control and said, in an easy bantering way of former times, ‘You’re brilliant, it is lime juice.’ And she forced a heavy wink.

Shyla looked proud and a little relieved to have her praise land well. ‘I thought so.’

‘I hope you love it enough to empty the dishwasher after dinner without me having to strong-arm you,’ Grace said, winking again.

Interesting how one wink had charm while two winks started to look like a nervous tic, Althea thought. She smiled and added, ‘See that thing next to your plate, kiddo? It’s a fork. You might want to use it.’

Grace threw her own fork down on the table and left the room. The table returned to quiet until she returned in time to clean up.

So much for light-hearted Sunday evening gatherings in the downstairs family room. Hal was the only one who seemed at a loss over the change. He lingered downstairs for a while, looked through the curtains at the empty patio, as if expecting to see someone there, then made some show of remembering something he needed upstairs and disappeared for the remainder of the evening.

Althea listened and listened. She stood for so long under the vent without hearing anything but the television in the upstairs alcove that she had to get a chair pillow from her room, put it on the toilet seat, and sit there. Even Robert was absent.

Finally, after the television had gone off and the adults had both retired to their own room, Althea could finally hear desultory conversation through the vent. No words were discernible, only that soft blah blah blah, with only a difference between Grace’s higher and Hal’s lower registers. The tones weren’t strident, so they weren’t arguing, but Althea still felt certain they were talking about her, that Grace was giving Hal an earful, despite all her best intentions to keep the house disagreements from him.

Knowing what they were talking about might have serious consequences for her. It might be a matter of life and death that she knew what Grace was telling Hal. Althea got up from the toilet and rubbed the numbness out of her butt cheeks. She had switched to her pajamas and now put a housecoat on so she could claim she was just going into the kitchen for something to drink if she was spotted.

Outside her door, she looked into the gloom of the living room and saw that it extended up the stairs. No light came from the alcove. If bedroom lights were on, doors were shut.

It would be safe to sneak up those stairs. In her bare feet, quieter than the foosh-foosh shuffling of a rubber slipper sole against the carpeting of the stairs, Althea pulled herself up the staircase railing, hand over hand. Her movements were as gentle and silent as the flow of silk over her brain.


FIFTY-FIVE

From behind the books on her nightstand, Grace took out the tissue that held Gonzo’s head. Should she get rid of it or hold on to it as some kind of proof when it came time to tell someone about how crazy Althea was, and how they couldn’t go on this way? But what was this evidence really, and what did it have to say about the more frightening prospect that was tickling around her mind without allowing her to quite say it?

If she said it, would they think she was the crazy one?

Where did you find the head, Grace?

How did you happen to spill your father-in-law’s ashes?

Grace took the head into the bathroom when Hal wasn’t looking and tucked it behind the toiletries on the small shelf next to the sink. In doing so, she noticed the bottle of bath spray that she used to use when things were fine in her life, that little uplift that wasn’t necessary. The bottle appeared to be more than half empty and she couldn’t remember it getting that way. Had Shyla been using it? Grace wouldn’t mind that at all; it might mean that Shyla was coming around after Fiona’s death, if a bit of smell-good had some value and was worth the effort of sneaking into Mom’s bathroom for a spritz. Funny how in the midst of such desperate worrying you could find hope in such small things.

That shifted her focus to something she could talk about with Hal.

Hal was sitting up in bed with the TV remote, clicking through the channels without the sound on. Grace had found herself more and more reluctant to invade his silence, not knowing if his silent times were the happy ones or the sad ones. But even if she couldn’t talk about her biggest fears, she had to talk about something. They couldn’t live in the same house with less contact than strangers at a B & B.

‘Anything good on?’ she started.

‘Haven’t found anything yet,’ he answered. He always answered, in a friendly and polite way, just like a stranger in a B & B.

‘Have you thought anymore about opening a place?’ she said, fearful yet charging in again like the character in a horror movie who didn’t want to go into that room but needed to know what was in there.

‘Mm,’ Hal said. ‘You know, I get so tense talking about it, could we speak at some other time instead of bedtime? It tends to keep me up.’

Then when? Grace thought. She tried to make light of it. ‘It makes sense to treat it like a business discussion, being, you know, business. We should make an appointment. Say, tomorrow at lunch? We could meet for lunch outside the house so we don’t even talk about it here at all.’

Hal had stopped responding, which left Grace inside her own head, wanting to get out because in there was wondering about people who had died and people who were probably dead. Crazy, she knew but, ‘Hal?’

‘What?’

Did that sound like, ‘What now?’ or was it her imagination? ‘What did Althea and Joan fight about?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘You must remember something. You were fourteen when Joan disappeared.’

‘A fourteen-year-old boy. I don’t know about girls, but at fourteen I was pretty much in my own world. What all your books would call narcissistic.’

Grace was surprised he knew even that much about popular psychology, but of course narcissism was in the news a lot these days. ‘And you don’t remember your own world. But you do remember Joan and Althea fighting.’

‘A teenage girl whose mom had died with a new stepmother. Doesn’t that just about guarantee fighting?’

‘What do you think happened to Joan?’

‘No one knows. She went missing during a trip around Europe. Pretty sure presumed dead.’

The mention of Europe made Grace remember. ‘Did Althea have any close relatives in Europe? Like maybe France?’

‘Beats me.’ Hal scanned a few more channels in the silence before looking up again. ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked.

‘What?’ Grace said, though she was certain he was just changing the subject.

‘Thought I heard a bump in the night,’ he said, smilingly enough.

Grace waited a second to see what he would do. When he did nothing, she pushed the covers aside and got out of bed to see if Shyla was all right. Moving over to the door, she pushed it outward.

A thump immediately followed by a shriek sounded in the alcove outside the bedroom. Grace pushed the door wide and saw Althea trying to regain her balance while holding her hands to her eyes.

She failed. Another series of thumps resounded as she took a header down the stairs. Grace saw her thrashing on the way down, trying to grasp the handrail unsuccessfully. The floor at the bottom of the stairs brought her to a standstill finally, where she writhed.

Shyla had run out of her room too, and stood at the top of the stairs while Grace and Hal ran down to where the woman was curled. Detached, Grace noted that she had never seen Althea’s body in other than ramrod perfection, and her long gray braid not attached to the back of her head.

‘Call nine-one-one,’ Hal said, which Grace would consider later with some small satisfaction that he was finally taking charge of something.

Grace didn’t like leaving Shyla alone in the house, but figured it had to happen sometime and the girl was thirteen, babysitting age. She and Hal had followed the paramedics to the hospital after gathering up Althea’s Medicare and insurance cards. Now they sat in the waiting room. Hal had offered to sit with Althea in the room where she had been taken on a gurney, but they told him no, he should wait with Grace outside.

After a half-hour or so a woman dressed something like a nurse came to speak to them.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting, it’s a little busy,’ she said, as if they had made an appointment with her. She seemed to know who they were, someone having pointed them out to her. Someone they hadn’t seen. ‘I’m Francine Walsh,’ she added, shaking their hands, Grace’s first, and then inviting them into a small, undistinguished office set apart from the emergency room waiting area. She beckoned them to sit down in front of the desk and then sat in her official chair behind it, resting her elbows on the arms and lacing her fingers in front of her.

‘Did she break anything?’ Grace asked.

‘You mean Althea,’ the woman said and stared at Grace, who felt like she had just blurted and that wasn’t a good thing. ‘I’m sure you’ll want to know whether she’s resting comfortably. Family members are primarily concerned about pain. Generally.’

‘Of course,’ Grace murmured, and wished Hal would say something, if only to take the Walsh woman’s gaze off her. ‘I’m her daughter-in-law, Grace. This is her son, Hal. He’s the one you should be speaking to.’

Hal finally roused himself. ‘Is she OK?’ he asked. ‘When can we see her? I hope it isn’t bad enough for her to be admitted.’

Well done, Grace thought. All the right questions. She took a deep breath and didn’t think about hating Hal.

‘After we’re finished here, I’ll ask the attending physician to fill you in on everything you need to know.’

‘You’re not the doctor?’ There Grace was, blurting again.

‘No, actually I’m the triage nurse.’

‘But she’s already been …’

‘Triaged?’

‘So why are we talking to you?’ Of course Grace understood perfectly well why they were here. She had a fear growing in her gut, even while she dialed nine-one-one, that this might not turn out well. There had been a family in-joke, whenever it just seemed like one bad thing after another without let-up, as if the whole world was turning to shit, Dad would say, ‘And then came The Depression.’

‘The doctor asked me to speak with you after speaking with Althea.’

‘Why?’

‘When Althea arrived she appeared to be very agitated. More so than just the anxiousness of a vulnerable elder person. We had to give her a bit of sedative. And we thought it would be a good idea to ask you for your version of events before you spoke to her again.’

‘What do you mean our version of events? What happened, happened.’

Walsh looked at Hal, apparently marking him as less defensive, or at least less confrontational, than Grace. ‘And what did happen?’

Grace looked at Hal as well, wondering for the first time how to spin this? How to say that Althea was lurking upstairs after they had turned in for the evening. How she wasn’t allowed upstairs? What kind of questions would that arouse? Seeing the danger that a man might not foresee, she fought the urge to take over. Let him take charge for once, she thought then. I give up.

‘Well,’ Hal said thoughtfully, ‘we, Grace and I, were in our bedroom. With the door closed. The lights were on and we were just talking.’

‘About personal business. Nothing to do with Althea,’ Grace said, and felt guilty as Walsh singed her with a glance.

‘Yes. I lost my job about a month and a half ago,’ Hal admitted. ‘We were talking about that.’

Walsh made a note on the lined yellow legal pad on the desk. ‘I imagine you’ve been under some stress, then?’ she asked, pen poised to record what he said.

‘I’ve been … I guess you could say … depressed,’ Hal said, and when he turned to look at Grace, it felt like an apology, which sort of broke her heart.

‘Depressed,’ Walsh said, and wrote something, possibly that.

‘Anyway,’ Grace said, by way of encouraging Hal to go on with the part that might not make them look like they were out of control.

‘Anyway,’ Hal continued, screwing up his forehead so he looked like he was trying to remember, or make up something on the spot (it was a very bad look for him), ‘I heard a noise, sort of a thump outside the room and wondered, I wondered aloud to Grace, what it might be. I got out of bed and went to the door. Did I mention it was closed? I opened it and there was a scream and a crash and we both rushed out and found Momya, I mean Althea, at the bottom of the stairs. Did I mention our bedroom is upstairs?’

Hal’s voice drifted off on that last bit. It was the most Grace had heard him say at one time since he invented the chookies. She tried to speak without making it look like she was correcting him. ‘Honey, sorry to correct you, but I think I was the one who opened the door.’

Hal looked confused. ‘I didn’t get up?’

‘You were going to, but I hadn’t gotten into bed yet and I said I’d make sure Shyla was OK.’

‘Who is Shyla?’ Walsh asked.

‘Our daughter,’ Grace said. There. That explained it truthfully enough and didn’t make Hal look less manly for letting his wife check out a noise.

‘Anyway,’ Hal said, ‘the door must have hit her.’

‘In the eye?’ Walsh asked.

‘We’re not sure where she was hit, or at what point, or with what,’ Grace said, and cursed herself for sounding like a defendant.

Walsh nodded and made another note. ‘You’re aware that Althea would have a great deal of trouble making it up the staircase without help?’

Hal and Grace nodded, a bit too vigorously, perhaps. That would explain to others why she wasn’t allowed upstairs at all. What made it so unexpected to find her there. ‘Whenever she comes upstairs, we have a little sitting room up there with a TV and sometimes she joins us, Hal always helps her up the stairs so she won’t fall.’ Grace tried to say this without a ‘see, aren’t we good to Althea’ tone.

‘She said she’s been up there once to watch TV. Once in …’ she checked her notes, ‘the past sixteen weeks? Shortly after she moved in with you?’

Well, that sounded lousy.

‘We watched a movie, Hal said, unnecessarily.

‘Yes, a horror movie is what she said. She said she remembered because it scared her.’

‘Oh for Pete’s sake, it was a Fifties monster movie.’

Nurse Walsh remained calm, almost too calm, in the face of Grace’s impatience. ‘Tarantula. She said she has a morbid fear of spiders. That she had told you this.’

Grace’s mouth dropped open but the thing that threatened to come out of it was ‘fuck’, and that felt somehow unwise in this situation.

‘She has a hematoma over her left eye, and they’re doing an MRI to see about any hairline fractures,’ Walsh said, moving on now that the couple appeared to have run out of defense. ‘Best case, it’s going to be a nasty black eye, I think. If what you say is true—’

Well, that was offensive. But Grace knew this wasn’t the time to take offense, it would only make her look bad. ‘Could she have been … do you think she was bending over at the door?’ she asked. Like, eavesdropping? But she didn’t say that.

‘It’s hard to imagine what might have occasioned that,’ Walsh said. ‘Bending over? At the door?’

‘No, I suppose not,’ Grace said. Better to not go there at all.

‘Have you asked Althea what she remembers?’ Hal asked.

Walsh was interrupted from having to respond to that by someone who actually was wearing a white coat. He was a young man whose attitude was far more careful than it needed to be.

‘I’m the emergency physician. Dr Ross,’ he said without extending his hand.

Grace was relieved to get to the medical part of this event. She was also a fast learner and this time said the right thing. ‘Is she OK? Is she in pain?’

Ross arranged his face into one of sympathy. ‘We’ve given her some good drugs to get her through the night,’ he said. ‘I assume Mrs Walsh told you we did a scan and found a hairline occipital bone fracture.’ He raised an index finger to a spot under his right eye, around the cheekbone. ‘Around here.’

Grace shot the woman a ‘how dare you’ look before saying, ‘No. No we haven’t been told anything. And we’re very,’ she thought, was concerned a better word or was that posturing? Worried? Yes, that. ‘We’re very worried,’ she said.

‘How bad is it?’ Hal asked. Not having the antipathy toward Althea that Grace had acquired, he actually sounded genuine and it impressed her.

‘She’s going to have quite a shiner, and probably be stiff and sore all over from the fall, but that’s one lucky woman, not to have broken an arm or leg. And the fracture isn’t displaced so there’s nothing that needs to be done. Right now you just want to get her home and into bed. I assume you have the wherewithal to take care of her?’

Did Walsh snort or was that Grace’s guilt imagining it?

Ross reached into his pocket again and pulled out a card. Gave it to Hal. ‘You’ll want to call her regular physician for a follow-up.’

‘We may be following up with you as well,’ Walsh said.

Once discharged, an orderly brought Althea out in a wheelchair to where Hal had pulled the car under the Emergency entrance portico. He tilted the front seat so that it was nearly flat and the two of them were able to maneuver Althea in. Grace got into the back seat and sat forward with her hand on Althea’s shoulder.

‘You can stop,’ Althea said. ‘No one is looking.’

That opened the door that Grace had managed to keep closed while still under the judgmental eye of Walsh. ‘What did you tell them?’ she asked.

But Althea appeared to doze off under the influence of the pain meds or the stress of the injury.

Grace bumped her shoulder. ‘Althea. What did you say to the triage nurse?’

‘Leave her alone,’ Hal said. ‘She’s been through a lot.’

‘She’s been through a lot? Do you realize what’s happening, Hal? Are we about to be investigated for elder abuse?’

‘Of course not. You should sit back and buckle your seatbelt.’

‘Because if we are, we’re talking me losing my security bond. And I’m apparently the only person keeping our family together.’

‘You’re being a little dramatic.’

‘I’m being practical. I’m facing reality.’

‘If there’s anything going on, I’m sure it’s just standard protocol. They’re doing their job and when Althea is feeling better she can help straighten out the facts.’

‘Straighten out the facts how? The facts are the facts.’

‘Well, you know, things happen, and different people perceive the events differently.’

‘Like how?’

‘Like.’

Grace leaned through the space between the two front seats so she could get her mouth close to Hal’s right ear.

She whispered, ‘Like I knew she was on the other side of the door when I opened it? Like I purposely smashed her in the eye with the doorknob? Like that?’

Hal kept his eyes on the dark road while he whispered back out of the side of his mouth, though probably more from conditioned response than from feeling a need to keep Althea from hearing. ‘Grace, calm down. You’re overreacting.’

‘Like you’re dealing with a hysterical female now? Is that like?’

‘I’m just saying, maybe it was something. Maybe she was just about to knock on the door. To tell us she needed something. Or maybe she heard the same sound we heard and she thought she should warn us. Don’t you see how stories can be different?’

Grace sat back but didn’t buckle her seatbelt in rebellion against Hal taking Althea’s side. Was he suggesting that Grace knew Althea was standing there and that she had purposely pushed the door open on her even if she didn’t think Althea would fall down the stairs as a result? He sure didn’t deny it. Saying she was overreacting wasn’t the same as denying it.

Wait a second. Which of us opened the door?

Would he acknowledge that Althea got bumped by the door and fell down the stairs because she was standing just outside their bedroom? And would he be able to explain what she was doing standing outside their bedroom door after everyone had turned in for the night? And what would you call what she was doing other than eavesdropping on their conversation?

Was that the first time?


FIFTY-SIX

Althea was telling the truth when she said she passed out at the foot of the stairs. At least she was in some state where certain stimuli impacted her but others didn’t. Voices first, possibly the memory of her own scream. A touch here and there. And then a blank until the sounds of wheels squeaking against the tiled floor, burly men counting one-two and up. A popping feeling. Change from the darkness of the downstairs to the too-bright light of the ambulance. Flashlight in her eyes. Talk talk talk.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Althea Deming.’

‘What’s your birthday?’

‘The seventh of November 1952.’

Talk talk talk.

Her own voice. ‘I feel like I’m going to be sick.’

And what may have been an answer, ‘She’s in shock.’ A prick in her arm. Fully out.

A bed in what she supposed was a hospital, big room divided by curtains.

‘Any fractures?’

‘I don’t know, take her for an MRI to see about that and concussion. She looks like she took one in the face pretty good.’

‘Hello, Robert.’

And then a woman identifying herself as Mrs Walsh. ‘Hey, hon, my name is Francine Walsh. Who’s Robert?’

‘Robert is my husband.’

‘Is Robert in the waiting room?’

Althea sobbed but stopped quickly because it made her face throb. ‘Robert is dead.’

‘I see.’ Francine nodded as if she saw.

Paramedics, not the ones who brought her in, but two others, a young man and a young woman, rolled a gurney by her bed, to another spot not far away. The young man on the gurney was twisting about, and there was blood.

‘What’s wrong with that poor boy?’ Althea asked.

‘I don’t know but—’ Walsh started.

‘I hope they take care of him quickly,’ Althea said. ‘I’m not in so much pain and I’d be happy if you took care of him first.’

‘What a sweet woman you are!’ Walsh exclaimed. ‘I’m sure they’ll take care of him quickly. But right now I’m here for you. Are you awake enough to tell me what happened?’

Althea reached out to where Francine’s hand lay on the bed and grabbed it as if she wouldn’t let go. ‘I’m frightened,’ she said.

‘What are you frightened about, dear?’

Althea let her head tremble.

‘Do you need something for the pain? For the anxiety?’ Francine asked.

Alarmed. ‘No! I need to stay alert,’ Althea said.

‘Why is that?’

She shook her head.

‘Can you tell me what happened before you came here?’

‘It’s hard to remember.’

‘What do you remember?’

‘I can remember being at the foot of the stairs in their house.’

‘Whose house?’

‘The house where my son and his wife keep me.’

‘Why do they keep you there?’

‘They made a deal,’ Althea said, ‘with Robert.’

Pause. ‘How did you get …’ another pause in which Francine appeared to choose a word with care, ‘… knocked in the eye? It nearly fractured your skull.’

‘Punched?’ Althea said, and trembled again. ‘I don’t remember being punched.’ She reached up and gingerly fingered her face on the part that was swelling so quickly she had trouble opening that eye. That’s how she knew it was the place, that her eye was swollen half shut and sight was blurry.

‘Punched, you say?’

‘I can’t imagine how someone could do this with their fist. It feels like I was hit with a brick.’

‘What do you think you might have been hit with?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Althea, let me help you. Tell me what you remember.’

‘I can’t. I can’t remember anything apart from walking past the staircase in the house. And some voices, alarmed voices, the paramedics; oh, everyone has been so good to me and I’m so grateful!’

‘Maybe you do remember,’ the woman said. ‘Maybe you don’t want to tell me. You do know that you don’t need to be afraid, don’t you?’

Even though the pain meds made her feel like she was wading through peanut butter, it finally came clear to Althea who this woman was and what she wanted her to say. But Althea didn’t have any more to say, so she stayed quiet. She could always switch course at a later time, but for now silence was best. The only confirmation she gave the woman was a slight head tremor.

‘They’re going to release you to your family members this evening, but I want you to take this card and know that you can call it at any time. Any time. Let’s keep that between us, OK?’

Althea took the card and slipped it under the sheet, the way you would if you didn’t want someone else to see it. ‘Would you do something for me tomorrow, in case I can’t get to a phone?’

‘Why wouldn’t you have access to a phone?’ Walsh asked.

Althea closed her eyes and gave her head a little shake. It could have been a reaction to the pain, or it could have been to deny there was a problem with phones. ‘Would you please call Monsignor Fogarty at St Mark’s Church and let him know what happened?’

‘Of course I will,’ Walsh said. ‘Althea, let me ask you something. Do you feel safe?’

Althea moved her head in a number of ways.


FIFTY-SEVEN

Between them, Hal and Grace managed to help Althea into her room, lowering her on to the toilet to pee before putting her into bed. Grace went out the next morning and bought a walker and a raised toilet seat in case Althea was unsteady. The very next morning she also called Althea’s doctor for a follow-up as she had been directed. Everything would look good if a social services investigator showed up.

As the doctor had warned, Althea complained of being sore and stiff. Bruises had begun appearing on her left leg and upper right arm, showing how she bounced off the handrail with one appendage on the way down and hit the floor at the bottom of the stairs with the other. Worse than a black eye, the whole area from her right eyebrow to halfway down her cheek was rapidly turning purple. But an indication that Althea was still able to get around pretty well was Francine Walsh’s business card under a magnet on the refrigerator.

Francine Walsh’s business card finished Grace off. Every time she spotted it, the possibilities of what might have happened in this house tumbled over one another without gaining purchase, like smooth rocks in a rushing current.

Her mother’s drowning.

That toxicology report that showed her mother had taken a medication she never took.

Finding Gonzo’s head stuck in Robert’s ashes.

Althea sneaking up to their room and listening at the door.

Althea’s threat of elder abuse.

The card that Grace saw whenever she opened the refrigerator door. A warning that Althea had something she could use against her, so she’d better not ask any questions and keep any suspicions to herself. How to tell anyone what she was thinking when she could hardly allow herself to think it?

The fact was, Grace didn’t have the strength to remove the card because she was dead. Ghosts have a hard time in the real world. Everything is much heavier for them, even their own eyelids. It’s very tiring. No one knew this about Grace, that she was dead, because ghosts go about their usual business. They can’t stop. They try to act alive, so no one knows they’re dead. They provide comfort for their daughter when they can see that the house had killed their daughter a little, too. They encourage their husbands who seem to be at a standstill in life, not quite dead yet but fading fast. They plan for when the unemployment runs out. Ghosts take their stepmother-in-law to doctor appointments and nod vigorously in agreement when the staff pretends to see them and say what a lovely woman Althea is. They prepare nutritious meals for her (no one could question that she wasn’t taking good care of Althea) while trying not to imagine that she somehow—

No. Ghosts don’t think.

The days followed each other in this fashion until Grace remembered something that was missing from her list of things she wouldn’t think about, something that wasn’t apparently connected to anything that had happened recently. That day Althea had to go to her doctor for a follow-up, so Grace said to Hal, ‘I’ve got a house to do and a tight schedule. Could you take your mom to the doctor?’

Hal agreed, and Grace watched from the front window as the car pulled out of the driveway into the street and headed toward Atlantic Avenue. She still felt bad keeping secrets from Hal without knowing why because, if you hate someone, who cares about secrets?

In Althea’s room she went immediately to the red case, opened the lid, and drew the death certificate she had discovered in her last search out of the little side panel. Doing something she shouldn’t be doing gave her an adrenaline jolt that made her more alive than she had been. Rather than look at the form there, trusting that it would remain hidden in the same place, she dashed (oh, she had learned her lesson about dawdling from the last time) to the computer station in the family room and made a copy of the certificate, then dashed back into Althea’s room to put the original … no, not the original but the copy, back into the case. The original had an official-looking seal on it, and she couldn’t foresee if that would be necessary at some point.

Now she had all the time in the world to study it at the kitchen table where she’d have plenty of time to hide it when she heard the garage door go up. Unlike Fiona’s certificate, this one had more information. Grace was prepared to use the computer for translation, but found she didn’t have to.

The document was dated the month of Avril almost three decades before.

Homicide was the same word in French. That was listed under Manière. Cause was cause, and likewise a familiar word listed under that: exsanguination. She did look that up, for the definition. Bleeding out, essentially, like from stab wounds. Grace would probably be able to find out more details, if they kept records this long after a murder. But murder it was.

More to the point, the name of the deceased was Joan Deming. Worse than that, Althea had known all these years that Joan was killed in France just a few years after she left home. Never telling Robert, Althea let him search for his daughter so she could tour Europe.

This was another secret Grace felt powerless to share. How did Althea come to have this document and how did she manage to hide from everyone else that Joan had died thirty years ago? Knowledge is power, they said, and Grace felt an inkling of that power in knowing about Joan. The death certificate might be a weapon at the right time, something to protect Shyla and herself in a way and for a reason she couldn’t yet know.


FIFTY-EIGHT

Althea felt just terrible.

Except for the visit to her doctor, who told her she was coming along just fine, it had been a few weeks before she felt well enough to leave the house, even to attend Mass. Then her black eye had faded to a green that matched the sea foam of her bedroom walls. Monsignor Fogarty hadn’t noticed at first, but he seemed very concerned when she pointed it out. He said that Nurse Walsh had failed to call him. That was one of the things that got her down, how people could fail you, and there were other things, too.

Grace hardly spoke to her. Come to think of it, no one in the house was speaking very much to anyone. It was depressing and Althea prayed nightly for them all.

Then there was the day she was reading, an often-read book from her shelf because she hadn’t felt well enough to go to the library. Despite her focus, she still spied out of the corner of her eye the figure gliding silently past her door, as if showing respect or not wanting to be noticed.

‘Shyla,’ she said.

Shyla stopped whether or not she wanted to. ‘Hi, Momya,’ she said, and gave a little wave, up on her toes in that sway that showed an inclination to be in forward motion. ‘I was just going to walk to Walgreen’s. Do you want me to get you anything?’

‘It looks like it’s going to rain,’ Althea said, looking out of her window. ‘Maybe better to wait.’

‘It always looks like rain these days,’ Shyla pointed out.

‘Come in,’ Althea said, and when Shyla did not, motioned with her fingers, ‘Come in, I won’t bite.’ She put her bookmark in the book she was reading and rested the book on the arm of the chair with the spine away. When Shyla entered, hovering midway between the door and the chair where Althea sat, Althea said, ‘I don’t have any friends to speak of, sweetums. I spent so long caring for Robert, I lost the knack of society. It’s nice to have a visitor.’ Althea heard herself say that word, ‘visitor’, and knew how pathetic it sounded.

Shyla didn’t ask what she was reading. Althea would have asked, but this had never been a curious family, at least when it came to books. They were too frenetic for that; a text and a Twitter suited their style better. After hearing Althea’s request for company, the girl roamed the room like a shark that would die if it stopped swimming. Althea watched as Shyla appeared to linger at some statue or needleworked pillow, perhaps looking for something to say so she could then say goodbye. Things were so different now from when she had arrived. And not at all like those years when the family would crash into her home for holiday dinners, a communal wave descending on to the shore, secure in the knowledge that the joining was only momentary and it could soon go back to sea. Althea would not give Shyla that relief just yet; rather, see if somehow she could connect with someone besides Ruth and Robert while she had the girl alone.

Shyla finally approached the Christmas tree and stopped. It was months after the season and Althea had some time ago carefully wrapped each ornament in tissue paper and placed them in a plastic bin that should be stored somewhere. The tree in the living room was long gone, having disappeared – ornaments and all – two days after Fiona’s death. But they had neglected this one.

‘Maybe you could help me take this tree apart and ask your mom where it and the ornaments should be stored,’ Althea said. ‘I haven’t wanted to ask.’

‘Sure,’ Shyla mumbled.

‘How has your mother been lately, dear?’

‘OK.’

‘She doesn’t seem OK to me. I worry about her, you know, so many things happening at once. I worry about you all.’

‘Shy-la!’ Grace’s voice came from a great distance. ‘Groceries!’

‘Coming!’ Shyla called back with a never-before-expressed enthusiasm for putting away groceries. It felt as if Grace didn’t want Shyla to be in her room and that was fine with Shyla.

Then there were a couple of things, not terrible, but just rather mysterious, so much like the things that happened in the stories she was fond of that she half wondered if she might be imagining them as she once had.

The first was one day when the mail arrived. As was her wont, Althea went to fetch it. Having been chided for being curious about the book package when Grace had yelled at her, she was very careful not to look too closely at anything not addressed to her. But she had to look at them a little, right? One by one, to see if her name was on them?

There were Spring catalogs aplenty. She shook her head at the chocolate eggs and cake bunnies done up in pastels. Like every season, secular, secular, secular, just a way to make money. It was obscene. There was her credit card bill. She put that aside. Two other bills, one from the hospital. Likely that was about her, the charges that Medicare didn’t cover. She took that, too. She might have left it for Grace, but since Hal lost his job she couldn’t count on Grace, so she would pay it. There was a bank statement for her account. They were always asking her if she wanted to get her statement ‘online’, but she was traditional in this way, too.

And last, a white number ten envelope with a label, addressed to just Grace Deming. No return address, but sometimes mail marketers did that. However, affixed to it was a regular forever stamp which meant it was personal rather than business. How odd that a friend would not include a return address. Maybe Grace would bring up something at their communal dinner. A note from one of the friends she had left behind in Eau Gallie, perhaps? Grace hadn’t received any mail from old friends since Fiona’s funeral. Althea would have remembered.

Althea tossed the letter on the family stack with the catalogs and took her own bills into her room. She sat down at the desk and focused on filling out a check to pay the small charge in full. Never buy more than you can pay for in a month, Robert always said. And pay it immediately before you could fret about the money. Althea knew how to pay bills the right way.

Then she opened her bank statement and balanced her checkbook with pencil and calculator.

The other mysterious thing, just as minor when one thought about it, happened in church the Sunday after the letter.

Althea couldn’t bear to sit in the main church after Robert’s funeral Mass was there. She couldn’t forget the way they had set up a little table with his ashes on it, along with his photograph. She had chosen the photograph of their trip to Rome, which pictured them both shaking hands with Pope Benedict. She liked the photograph. In it she was wearing a stylish but very appropriate black suit with a white blouse, a soft ruffle at the neck. Coincidentally, she wore the same outfit to Robert’s funeral.

She also didn’t care to shake hands during that awkward moment when the congregants had to pass the peace. When Robert was alive, she would take his hand and hold it until everyone around her had stopped that ridiculous gesture.

More to the point, she was now sitting in her usual next-to-last pew of the small side chapel off to the left of the main sanctuary. As she turned the pages of her St Joseph Missal that she had for so many years, she thought she felt an uncustomary draft on the back of her neck. The draft was strong enough to flutter the lace of her mantilla, which she insisted on wearing fifty years after hats were not required in church. The draft felt warm though, not like the air conditioning was on. Someone was standing closer than normal, and the someone was breathing on her neck. Althea shook out her imagination, put a hand up and brushed the back of her neck. The draft stopped.

At communion time, Althea didn’t have to walk up to the altar to receive the host. The priest came back to her.

Here came the youngish one with the Spanish accent. It was harder and harder to get American priests these days. You had to be an immigrant and poor to elect to stay celibate your whole life. None of the cup-bearers followed him. They’d all been told she was traditional, didn’t want to drink from the cup. Also, the cup-bearers weren’t even priests, they were just members of the congregation.

Althea couldn’t remember his name but that didn’t matter. He remembered hers. ‘Althea, the body of Christ,’ he said. She stuck out her tongue and he put the host there, the way she liked it.

Oddly, the priest didn’t turn immediately back to head into the church proper. He stepped one more step behind Althea. She heard him say, ‘The body of Christ.’ A woman’s voice replied, ‘Amen’ with an Ah sound rather than Ay. That’s how you could tell if someone was Catholic, the way they said, ‘Ay-men.’ So whoever was behind her was likely some sort of Protestant, but if the priest noticed it was too late. How strange.

Althea sat there, forcing herself to keep her eyes on the cross suspended from the ceiling over the altar, staring at Christ’s wounds and wanting them for her own. She pressed her right thumb nail into her left palm until it hurt. If she were granted the stigmata, would there be such pain all the time?

But, distracted, she went back to thinking of the person behind her, wondering who had invaded … well, not this chapel because it was open to anyone, but invaded her personal space.

She turned her body to look over her shoulder. Not out of curiosity, and certainly not to chide the woman for breathing down her neck, just to nod hello in a welcoming way.

The woman couldn’t have suspected she would turn this way, but as if it were anticipated, she had already risen, slung a backpack over one shoulder, and was heading to the exit at the back of the church.

All Althea saw was a ponytail swinging out the door. And jeans. And what looked like a man’s white undershirt. And a glimpse of … was that a tattoo of a Chinese letter on the side of her neck? The woman turned right and was gone. Althea gave herself a mental pat for observing so much in so brief a moment. Young people these days, so trashy, so disrespectful. Also typical of this impatient generation, she thought, running out right after communion, escaping mortal sin by a minute.
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When Grace arrived home from her rounds and incuriously opened the letter, she found no salutation, no correspondent’s name, just the words,

CALL ME

And a telephone number.

She felt like Alice in Wonderland finding a cookie that said EAT ME. If it had been a time months ago, when life was normal, she would have laughed, told Hal about it, and thrown it away.

Or, she might have been highly troubled by the mystery and possible threat of a letter like this. She might have wondered if it was a kind of reverse abduction note, coming before rather than after the abduction. She might have panicked and immediately called Shyla, hoping that she was allowed to have her cell phone in class and let her know she was OK.

But she had been drained of both sense and drama and wasn’t intrigued. She felt nothing of fear from outside forces. All the forces she needed to fear were inside the house. She put the letter into her backpack that she took to houses and forgot about it until the next day when she was cleaning and felt it against her hand as she reached for the cell phone to check the time.

What the hell. Grace called the number and got a woman’s voice.

‘Hello?’ the woman said.

‘Hello?’ Grace answered.

‘Is this Grace Deming?’

Pretty convoluted if this was a telemarketer, sending the letter and all.

‘Yes. How do you know?’ Grace asked.

‘Because nobody calls another person and just says “hello”. They say hi to the other person specifically or state the reason for the call.’

‘Oh,’ said Grace, not knowing what else to say.

‘I’d like to meet you somewhere,’ the woman said. ‘Can you make it right now?’

‘Why?’

‘I want to help you, and we don’t have time to waste.’

‘What makes you think I need help?’ Grace asked, and didn’t understand what was making her hold back tears.

‘Don’t you? Hang up, then.’

The tears went as quickly as they’d come. ‘No, wait. Who are you? Does this have to do with my mother? Are you a detective and you’re trying to trick me into …’ her imagination failed there, ‘what?’

The caller paused. ‘I’m so sorry. Maybe I could have done something. Look, I’m sorry to be cryptic and I promise to answer all your questions. But I need to keep this between us. Face to face so I know I can trust you.’

Grace felt a little something then. It wasn’t pleasant, that feeling. More of a tightening through her body, or an awareness of a tightening that had been there all along. So why did she feel absurdly grateful, as if she’d been treading water all alone with no planes in sight, and then a raft fell from the sky? She wanted to grab on, she wanted to tell the woman where she was, the address of the house she was in, but that would be stupid. She had heard the stories of women alone in empty houses being attacked. Maybe the woman on the other end of the phone was just a go-between with the attacker.

‘Come to my house at five p.m.,’ she said, feeling clever about the idea. ‘My husband will be there too.’ In an instant she felt stupid again, to think of giving this stranger her home address. Then she remembered having received the note addressed to her, and wondered how stupid she actually was.

‘Have you talked to him about this? Or anyone?’

‘No,’ Grace said, and wished she had lied. It would have been wiser to lie.

‘Look, I understand your fear. How about we meet at a public place, a coffee shop or something like that? In an hour?’

Grace quickly sorted out in her head the things she needed to do in this house, and then thought of the nearest Starbucks. She gave the woman that time and place.

‘Ça marche,’ the woman said, and disconnected.

This was stupid. This was possibly dangerous. But it made her feel a little like a spy, and that made her feel a little alive.
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Grace pulled into a parking spot in front of Starbucks and looked around, wondering what kind of car her mystery caller would drive. Was it that sporty little red something? Or the Subaru? A compact or an SUV? No telling what car went with that voice. She gave up the guessing game and went inside. Maybe the woman hadn’t even arrived yet. Then she thought that she couldn’t even be certain it was a woman she was meeting. The caller could have been working on someone else’s instructions. Should she worry about that?

The place was empty. The third option could be that this was a mistake or a prank. But for what purpose? She ordered a vente chai latte and, after a moment’s hesitation, the biggest damn muffin in the display case. She almost smiled that even at this point she felt disloyal to Hal.

The coffee and sugar would keep her awake yet another night, but oh God was it good. She sat and sipped, and nibbled, and thought she would leave when the muffin was gone. A man had come in after her and she eyed him from his big old shorts up over his belly to his comb-over. He itched his nose with the heel of his hand. Nothing personal, but she hoped for something less mundane than that.

Then a woman with her hair held in a casual uptwist, expensive sunglasses that dwarfed her face, cross-body bag, and skinny jeans, no more than a size four. Glancing around the place like she was slumming from Palm Beach, she let the door close behind her, noticed Grace, held up one imperious finger that said stay there, I’ll join you in a minute, and ordered herself a tall bold.

As Grace and comb-over man watched her, the woman paid cash for the coffee, got it from the barista, and brought it black and unsweetened to her table. She put the strap of her bag over the chair and sat down, using the side of her hand to dust off some imaginary crumbs. Closer now across the small bistro table, with the sunglasses pushed up on her head, the woman looked familiar but Grace couldn’t think how. What Grace knew for sure was that the woman was big city, while she was small town.

Mostly because of that, at any other time in her life Grace would have been more polite. More faintly submissive, the way she was with the people who owned the houses she kept. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’ she asked instead.

With the verbal equivalent of ripping off a bandage, the woman said, ‘I’m Joan Deming.’

She said that very precisely, pronouncing all the consonants and vowels the way a teacher of English as a second language would, or perhaps an American who has lived abroad for years and spoke several other languages and acquired what we think of as a ‘British’ accent.

‘The hell you are,’ Grace said, half jumping up and ready to run, then sitting back down but just for the moment. She was glad they were in a public place, or she might have worried about her safety. She kept her palms flat on the table, prepared to push up and away.

The woman seemed more curious than surprised. ‘Why not?’

‘Because Joan Deming is dead.’

‘Ah. How do you know?’ She asked it casually, calmly, as if she might already know but wanted to hear it from Grace.

‘I’ve seen the death certificate. She was murdered in France. Almost thirty years ago.’

The woman sat back in her chair, her spine sagging. She didn’t look surprised, like she’d been outed as a fraud. She just looked really sad. ‘Where did you see it? When?’

‘Not long ago. Where I found it is the only reason I haven’t called bullshit and walked out yet.’

The woman, who might have realized she’d lost some of her control over the conversation, cocked her head and waited for more.

‘It was in a case with photographs and mementos and things. Belonging to my mother-in-law.’

‘So Althea’s got it. Son of a bitch.’ That was said with more wonder than anger. ‘How did you see it? I don’t imagine she would just show it to you?’

Now it was Grace’s turn to be on the defensive. And Joan seemed to guess some of the possibilities behind the silence, like Grace nosing around where she didn’t belong. She looked at Grace with a little less condescension, a little more respect.

Grace said, ‘Forget how I saw it. If you’re Joan, maybe you can answer why Althea has your death certificate but no one in the family, including your father, ever knew about it.’

Something opening, like hope, crept on to the woman’s face. ‘Dad didn’t know?’

She was so apparently stunned, sounding as if all the air had been sucked out of her lungs and only the right answer could make her breathe, that Grace forgot for a moment that this couldn’t be Joan Deming. ‘Not that I ever heard. Your dad died without knowing whether you were dead or alive. Care to invent some logical explanation? Like, if Joan Deming was alive, why didn’t she call her father? Like if she’s alive, who sent the death certificate and why?’

The woman thought so long and hard before speaking that Grace couldn’t tell if she was making it up as she went. Then she finally said, ‘I sent that certificate myself, a year after I left the house. I can explain how, but just now let’s say I was at a low point and wanted to hurt Dad. I was immature and crazy and drinking. I figured they all thought I was dead and didn’t care, so I was going to give ’em what they wanted. Then there wasn’t even a response to what should be done with my remains. That hurt.’

‘Your dad spent years searching for you.’

‘He did?’ The tone almost child-like now.

‘He didn’t know whether you were alive or dead.’

‘But Althea knew.’

For the first time since she sat down, Grace smiled. ‘She still has a habit of being the first to the mailbox.’

‘And she didn’t tell Dad.’

‘I told you she didn’t. You know, this is a nice try, but even if it’s true, Althea hiding the certificate, it still doesn’t prove you’re Joan Deming. If you’re not dead, then you’re too young. You’re supposed to be, what, four years older than your brother?’

‘Three. I’ve had work done.’

‘And if you’re not dead, you’re pretty heartless to show up after your father dies. You know he’s dead, don’t you? Died over a year ago. Long brutal illness with kidney failure. I’m not suggesting you could have given him a kidney, but he would have appreciated a call whether or not he hurt your feelings.’

Joan was able to hang her head and still somehow appear haughty. Maybe it was the expensive manicure. ‘That might have been a little awkward.’

Grace ignored that. ‘What’s your brother’s name? Your father’s? Your mother’s?’

‘Hal. Robert.’ Her eyes showed a very present pain as she said the next name, ‘Clare. Keep asking, I could do this all day.’

Grace tried to sip her coffee but, despite her wanting to appear strong, it wobbled in her hand. The woman kept her eyes carefully on Grace’s face so as not to notice. When Grace managed to put the cup down without spilling any, she asked, ‘What happened to you?’

‘You mean how did I manage to disappear for so long? Or how there’s a death certificate with my name on it? Or how did I become a child who doesn’t show up for a funeral? What?’

‘Any. All. You wanted this meeting, so talk.’

The woman who called herself Joan sighed, took a sip of coffee without her hand trembling. Grace hated the woman’s composure when she was the one getting grilled. She hated her own trembling when she was the one doing the grilling.

When Joan started, though, she got to the point. ‘I’m here about Althea. That’s why you’re here, too, aren’t you?’

‘What about her?’

‘You can be all coy if you want, but I’m here for the whole truth so I’ll give you mine. I pretty much hated Althea from the start. Sort of a requirement for a card-carrying teenage girl with a stepmother, but it got worse. When she saw that I didn’t like her much, refused to suck up to her like everyone else, she turned mean.’

‘Such as?’

‘You want specifics.’ Joan’s eyes thought a little, then hardened into memory. ‘My sixteenth birthday party. She invited all my friends for a surprise pool party, humongous cake, the whole nine yards. During the party she took me inside alone. She told me that my mother had been … oh, she was so delicate and good, she didn’t call Mom a slut outright, only said that she had been unfaithful to Dad for years. Right there at my party she said that my father wasn’t actually my father. Then she told me to enjoy the party.’ Grace could see Joan was making an effort to be as emotionless as she could be in an effort to lay out the facts, but here pain creased her forehead and she nearly wailed, ‘Why would she tell me that? Whether it was true or not, she could have gone a whole lifetime without telling me, couldn’t she?’

Grace wondered if this might be the first time Joan was telling this story to anyone as she bit down on the pain and went on. ‘Sixteen years old, you don’t go to your father and ask him if your mother had affairs, if you could be someone else’s child. Plus, he adored Althea. She knew I’d keep it to myself. And that’s not the worst of it. Do you want more?’

Grace could only nod. If this woman was telling the truth, it might be for the first time in her life. And for the first time somebody hated Althea as much as Grace did. It felt good. She wanted more so badly she was afraid breathing would interrupt the flow.

‘I got through the next year without speaking about it, hardly speaking in the house at all. It was get out, or lose my life. At the time I didn’t even know what that meant.’

Grace knew what that meant. Hal had stayed. Joan’s story was about him, too. She wondered if his life had been saved.

‘When I graduated from high school, Althea was the one who suggested I do a backpacking trip in Europe. Before I went away to college, she said. Get rid of me, she meant. For once Dad stepped in. Objected. But for once Althea and I were on the same side, and I think that swayed him. He was happy to have peace in the house. I took off. Found out by accident that a southern accent was considered exotic in Zurich, so I cultivated it. Man, those people are repressed. They paid extra for the accent.’

Grace came slowly to realization. Joan could see it on her face and helped. ‘That’s right. I’m a whore, or at least was. Now do you see why I kind of avoided the family?’

‘I’ve had my suspicions about Althea but I never—’

‘Trusted them?’

‘No one, and I have asked around, has ever had anything bad to say about her.’

Joan laughed. ‘I remember. It was amazing how she could say what she did to me and I thought I was the bad one.’

A feeling that Grace could only, preposterously, identify as joy surged through her. ‘You should come home with me now. Confront her. Freak her out totally.’

‘With what proof? I’m the odd one out. And if I remember right, Althea is very good at what politicians call plausible deniability. She can even deny that I’m who I say I am and be pretty convincing.’

‘What about identification? A driver’s license? A passport?’

‘Won’t serve any purpose. It’s all fake, different name to prevent anyone from tracking me down. But I do have this.’ The woman reached into her cross-body bag and pulled out a photograph. ‘I’ve saved it for a moment just like this.’

The photograph showed a teenage girl with an almost certain resemblance to the one in the photograph in Althea’s room. When Grace held it up, hands less trembly now, and peered at the woman’s face across the table for comparison … sure it wasn’t perfect, especially with the changes wrought by cosmetic surgery. The woman acknowledged the difference but added, ‘I’ve kept it with me all this time. How else would I have gotten it?’

‘What about DNA?’

‘Done, because I couldn’t get what Althea had said out of my head. A birthday card, envelope Dad had licked. Testing has gotten way good. I had some forensic connections in Paris. I could show you the papers,’ Joan said.

The woman had to be Joan. Grace had to believe that. ‘Why now? Why did you choose now to come back?’

‘I’ve been keeping track of things for a long time. When I heard about your mother … I’m here for you. I’m just sorry I’m late.’

Oh, Grace had been doing such a good job with maintaining her cool. But at those words she covered her face and flat-out blubbed. Without being able to stop. She wondered if she would ever stop. It was awful, to be in public that way, trying to hide her face from the barista who tried not to look. But it felt so good.

She felt a hand over hers. Joan didn’t seem grossed by the tears that drenched them. ‘Shh, c’mon, seester. It’s OK. It’s OK.’

Grace dropped her hands and wiped them off on her jeans. ‘Not OK. She killed—’

‘Shh,’ Joan said again. She stood up, glanced around her and said, ‘Let’s get out of here.’

Grace couldn’t stand, could only cry. Joan mouthed a word at the barista who came to the table with a fistful of napkins.

‘Here. Have a good blow,’ Joan said, handing them to Grace. ‘Then we go someplace we can really talk.’

Grace took them, because it was either that or blow her nose in her T-shirt. She thought maybe ghosts didn’t use up napkins at this rate, and thought maybe she wasn’t dead after all.


SIXTY-ONE

They got ice-cream cones a couple of doors down from the Starbucks and sat on a park bench in the wide grassy strip punctuated by royal palms that divided the two sides of the shopping center. The cloudy cool of a February day coupled with the memory of sitting this way with some old friend in Eau Gallie made Grace feel a little better. That’s what you do with a crying child, you buy her an ice-cream cone. Embarrassed, she turned the conversation around. ‘How did you fake a death certificate?’

‘Like I said, I had connections in Paris. A medical pathologist who liked to mix business with pleasure.’ She held up her hand. ‘It was kinky. Don’t ask.’ As if she understood that Grace needed to lighten up as much as she needed the kind of strawberry ice cream that has big chunks of real strawberries in it, ‘How is Hal, anyway?’

‘Hal is … Hal.’

Joan laughed so unexpectedly she had to wipe a spit of butter pecan off her T-shirt. ‘I know exactly what you mean. Clueless, right? Oblivious to anything going on with you?’

‘How do you know?’

‘I knew him for fourteen years.’

‘Hal bakes. It’s all he knows.’

‘That’s not unusual, actually. D. H. Lawrence thought that men only care about what he called “their elemental work”. Of course, he also said that anything other than simultaneous orgasm wasn’t really sex so you can’t take everything he says as gospel.’

‘You sound smart,’ Grace said politely, because she didn’t know what else to say. She licked a bit of strawberry off the side of her cone.

‘Nah. I found a book called How to Talk about Books You Haven’t Read. It came in handy with clients who wanted to pretend they weren’t fucking a stupid whore.’

Grace stared. It struck her that, living such an average life, she’d never talked to a prostitute. She’d only seen them in movies. Instead of feeling judgmental, she felt … mature.

‘Sorry,’ Joan said, mistaking Grace’s silence for prissiness. ‘Look, what I’ve been telling you about happened a lifetime ago, sometimes it feels to someone else. I’m over it, more or less. I’m not here about me. What I’m here to do right now is help you so Althea doesn’t do to you what she did to me. Maybe there was nothing I could do about Hal, but I won’t let you be totally destroyed.’

‘What makes you think I’m being destroyed?’ Grace asked, as if she had any pride to hang on to.

‘Because that’s what Althea does.’ Joan took a cell phone out of her bag and pointed it at Grace. ‘Have you looked in a mirror lately? Too thin, pale, and that perpetual frown line between your eyes even when you’re smiling. You look like hell. I know that look.’

Grace gave in with a residual sniff. ‘OK, let’s say you’re right. About everything. What would you do?’

‘How about a walk? All this sitting is making my butt sore, and this hasn’t been any easier on me than on you.’

Joan rose and tossed the remainder of her cone into a bin with a comment about saving a few calories, then did a cat-style stretch as both men and women in the vicinity took notice. Grace followed suit, except hers wasn’t so much of a slow-motion twerk.

The two walked down the shopping promenade, past a small gallery with a display of ceramics in the window, then one of those stores that appeared to have only six handbags for sale, then a place that sold beach clothing. Joan stopped at a rack of fifty percent off and pulled out a thong bikini. ‘Americans,’ Joan said, ‘so puritanical.’ She looked at Grace’s face, and put it back.

‘Are you …?’ Grace began.

‘Nope.’ Joan walked on. ‘I’m tired of talking. Not used to it. Tell me about Althea.’

Grace talked. She talked more than she had since she’d lost the one person she could talk to. Everything. Trying to be a good daughter-in-law and fix a home for Althea while giving up her own. How Gonzo went missing, and how she found his head tucked in the urn that contained Robert’s ashes.

‘Good God,’ Joan interrupted. ‘She used to be mean, but not, comment on dit?, batshit crazy. Could it be Dad’s death that sent her over the edge?’

How her mother had mysteriously drowned after having ingested Ambien, which Grace knew was impossible because she had bad reactions to it.

Joan didn’t make any jokes after hearing that.

How the one night when she tried to speak with Hal about it in their bedroom, Althea had crept upstairs (to listen, she had to be eavesdropping) and Grace had opened the door and she fell down the stairs.

How Althea hinted at the hospital that she might be the victim of elder abuse, holding that over Grace’s head so it would look like Grace was making things up if she blamed Fiona’s death on Althea.

How she had grown fearful of … of what? Leaving Shyla alone with Althea? Could she even protect her? What mother needed to ask this question? It was with a confession of her growing terror that she turned and grabbed the woman she barely knew. ‘What about me? Am I sounding crazy?’

‘Oh God, no,’ Joan said, gently prising Grace’s fingers from her shoulders. ‘No one could understand better than I do what you’ve been through.’

‘I wish you had come sooner.’

‘I wish my mother hadn’t died. I wish Dad had never met Althea. I wish I never needed a bikini wax.’

‘Do you make jokes about everything?’

‘No. Only serious things.’

‘When did you find out that your father was your father?’ Grace asked.

‘About three years ago.’

‘But you still wouldn’t come back and confront Althea. See him before he died.’

‘It wasn’t just about Althea. I had this fear that Dad would choose her if I gave him an ultimatum. Or even if not actually choosing her, but instead not believing me. I couldn’t bear to think of that doubtful look in his eyes. I may act all tough and self-sufficient but that’s the one moment I couldn’t … I mean, why would he trust a child who ran out on him and then reappeared like the prodigal daughter? What would he do? Take me in his arms and tell Althea to go to hell? I couldn’t bear the thought of him not doing that.’ She snorted delicately. ‘Actually, couldn’t bear the thought of him doing it, either. I couldn’t win. She had me trapped, just like you. See? Crazy.’ Joan’s eyes were wide and staring and she hid her mouth behind her hand. ‘Now you know why I joke. It’s kept me from killing myself.’

Without clearly thinking what she was agreeing to, Grace thought, yes. She tore her gaze away and looked over the other woman’s shoulder at the front window of a small dark shop. A For Lease sign stuck there. It made her think of her husband, their talk about opening a place. ‘I have to tell Hal you’re here. I’ve never kept secrets from him.’

Joan turned and framed her eyes with her hands to look into the darkness of the shop. She said, ‘Why? It sounds to me like you’ve been keeping secrets for quite a while now.’

‘Hal should know,’ Grace said, her words digging in.

‘He would insist you tell Althea immediately. Am I right? Hal’s a sweetheart, but he won’t stick up for you. For anyone. He hasn’t got the balls.’

‘Hold on,’ Grace said. She could criticize Hal, could even cherish that little hate diamond, but Joan wasn’t allowed. How odd that you could defend a man to the death while wishing him dead in the same thought. ‘He turned into a good man. Responsible. An affectionate father. A thoughtful lover.’ But she didn’t deny that telling Hal might not be best right now. Later, when she’d had time to think.

‘And my brother,’ Joan said, turning away from the shop window so Grace could see her eyes again. They were soft. ‘I loved Dad, but he was pretty much absorbed with having everything his way. I loved Hal because he was the only one left to love. Althea loved him, too. Did you know she was the one who taught him to bake?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘It was one of the wedges she used to separate us. I was the one who took the heat for being a reminder of our mother. If Hal ever noticed, his response was to play dead like a possum. All I’m saying is that I think he got too good at it.’

‘I’m sorry, Joan.’

Joan shook her head impatiently as she started to walk again. ‘This isn’t about me. My life has been insane but lucky. When you’ve taken the chances that I have, you wake up every morning glad you’re not dead. Now listen. If Hal is the same, he hasn’t insisted on anything in years,’ Joan said. ‘It wasn’t just that he didn’t defend me. He barely noticed anything even as a child. Mom could leave his birthday presents unwrapped and he wouldn’t notice them. I’m betting he has no real idea what you’re going through. What happened to your mother. Because you didn’t tell him yet that you think Althea did it, did you?’

‘No,’ Grace said, which proved the point.

‘I didn’t think so. The way we’ve been talking, it would have been different.’

‘I was about to tell him. I might have if Althea hadn’t fallen down the stairs.’

‘Well, that’s the condition, don’t get Hal involved for now, so you think about it.’

‘About what? What will we do?’

‘No use talking about that if we don’t agree that this is between us. My number is in your cell if you want to call me. But I’m not going to be here long. I don’t much like it.’


SIXTY-TWO

It takes a lot to stop going through the motions of life. Grace drove to the next house she had to clean up for the next round of guests, already dreading the aftermath of what she’d heard were four college students on spring break. She looked at her watch. Less than two hours since Joan first walked into Starbucks. In that time she had spilled her guts to a stranger, to a woman who said she could get a phony death certificate because she had a ‘connection in Paris’. Grace wasn’t so naïve she couldn’t read into that that prostitutes could have leverage, and that leverage was probably a lot like blackmail.

Grace wasn’t sure if she could trust Joan, but for a few days just knowing that someone shared her feelings had the effect of a safety valve on steam pressure. The potential of righting a wrong was enough for a while. She didn’t have to think about the how of it right now, just enjoy the feeling, moving through the day-to-day motions, watching over Shyla, and talking with a newfound ease to Althea about what was for dinner as if she wasn’t different. I’ll get you, she thought. Not right now, and not sure how, but at some point, and some way. I’m not alone anymore. Once or twice she caught Althea sneaking looks at her as she poured herself a glass of wine without fearing judgment or put her bare feet on the edge of the coffee table in the family room. Some secrets were like that, Grace thought. They gave you power.

Sometimes she would wonder what Joan meant when she said she wouldn’t stick around long. Like, how long was that? She was afraid to call, though, afraid of spoiling the potential of hope with the reality of failure.


SIXTY-THREE

Althea saw the mail truck go by. After being pushed down the stairs, it seemed she was taking longer than usual to come back to her normal activities, running around town, the baked goods for the neighbors, the occasional midweek Mass. It appeared that fetching in the mail had become her sole purpose in life, but you had to take what you could get. Neighbor Lady must also have been watching for it, because she gave Althea a cheery wave and walked from her mailbox to Althea’s. With the day’s haul of catalogs and other junk mail in hand, Althea snapped the lid closed.

‘How are you feeling, Althea?’ she asked. ‘Over all those bumps and bruises? I can see your eye is almost back to normal.’

‘Bless you for noticing,’ Althea said. ‘I am healing …’ and added a vague, ‘no further incidents have occurred.’

Neighbor Lady paused at that curious turn of phrase, as Althea would have expected. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you’re feeling up for the company.’

‘Company?’ Althea said.

‘Your daughter.’

Althea felt confused and tried not to show it. This wasn’t a good time to come across as feeble-minded, when she might need Neighbor Lady as an ally. There was nothing to say except, ‘But you know my daughter lives with me. That is, I live with my daughter.’

‘Oh, I wasn’t clear. I’m talking about your other daughter. Your real daughter. Or real stepdaughter?’ Neighbor Lady laughed. ‘Now look who’s confused!’

Althea’s only options were to just walk away, or ask for more information to clear up the mistake. Neither seemed to cast her in the best light. So she stared.

Accordingly, Neighbor Lady filled in the blanks. ‘I met her yesterday when Bill and I were on our way to lunch. She was taking a walk past the house. Just a brief stop to introduce herself and say she was visiting from somewhere in Europe. Now I’m having a senior moment. Can’t remember where she came from or if she told me her name …’ Neighbor Lady paused to let Althea fill in that gap.

Althea did not. ‘All these spring catalogs. I should head into the house.’

She had only one piece of real mail today, and she carried the envelope into her room and sat next to Ruth where the cat was curled up against her pillow sham. Like the last time, there was no return address, and Althea Deming instead of Grace’s name in the same messy hand. Althea opened the flap and looked inside to find no message, only a photograph.

At first her mind resisted, so that she could only pick out elements of the photograph. The statue of Laocoön, he and his sons being consumed by a huge snake. Althea remembered that, from the Uffizi Gallery in Florence. She had seen it on one of those trips when she and Robert had gone to look for Joan.

Standing next to the sculpture, nearly eclipsed by it, with that sly smile Althea always disliked, one that always made her feel somehow … appraised.

Joan.

In the photograph.

Announcing herself to the next-door neighbor.

That woman in the church? There were the jeans, the T-shirt, the sunglasses. Standard attire for American tourists but Joan?

Althea felt herself fall backwards on the bed, overcome by a wave of vertigo. Her lower lip, her whole jaw trembled as she forced out the words, ‘Jesus help me. Mary help me. Jesus help me.’

The prayers slowed her pounding heart and quieted her mind enough to question what was going on. Could it even be? She had done nothing to deserve this, whatever this was. She had done nothing wrong. So if this was Joan, in the photograph, in the front yard, in the church, why go about announcing herself to Althea in such a sneaking, underhanded fashion? Why not just call and casually mention that she hadn’t died in Europe after all, that she was still alive?

Rethink. It wasn’t Joan after all. Joan was dead. Grace had done this. Found a photograph somewhere, in Hal’s things, of Joan in Europe, and sent it to Althea. She had found someone who looked like Joan, or maybe didn’t even look like Joan after all, because this was two decades later and the neighbor wouldn’t know what Joan looked like. That’s why Grace had been so sly lately, knowing that the neighbor would see Althea and ask about Joan because she was a busybody and … Hal was home. Hal wouldn’t participate in such a scheme. She went to find him.

He was in the kitchen making more of those chooky things. She kindly waited until he had taken the hot pan from the oven and put it on a metal rack to cool so she wouldn’t cause him to burn himself. He looked up at her, without guile. Her good boy.

‘Would you like to try one?’ he asked. ‘It’s a different flavor, rosemary and black olive, but with the same consistency. I made them a little bigger too, but still a single serving like a roll.’

‘Hal, I …’ Althea started.

‘What?’ he asked, his eyes all innocence, that same sweet boy who had always delighted in sweet things.

She knew he wouldn’t think she was crazy (at least not immediately) if she asked outright. ‘Have you heard from Joan?’

Hal’s eyes flashed in genuine surprise, and then he frowned. Althea knew before he spoke that he would be telling the truth. He had always been transparent. ‘Momya. Do you mean lately? Joan keeps coming up in conversation. Why would you ask about Joan?’

‘Wait right there, I’ll be back,’ she said, remembering that she left the photograph on the bed.

‘Where are you going?’

She lifted up her hands, palms out, as if to press him in place. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’

Only when she went to get what had come in the mail, to show him the proof of her suspicions, and then to accuse his wife of doing things to make her crazy, the photograph was gone from her bed. The envelope too.

Could they all be in this together? Not Hal, not her sweet boy. And not Joan. Joan was dead. This was Grace’s doing. Why did Grace hate her so?

But Grace wasn’t at home, so where had the picture gone?


SIXTY-FOUR

In their exchange that evening before dinner, Grace standing barefoot on the driveway with her cell, there had been no greeting from Joan, no superficial niceness, just, ‘There. So did you have your talk with Hal?’ The tone was still gentle enough, but what was it, less sisterly and more like close the deal or don’t waste my time? Were there finger quotes around the word ‘talk’? Grace couldn’t say.

‘No. I didn’t say anything.’

‘Good,’ Joan said, letting the phone sound a faint thwump as if she’d pressed speaker and then thrown it on the bed. ‘How did she react to the photograph?’

‘I can’t tell, she hasn’t said anything, and if she said something to Hal it didn’t make enough of an impression for him to mention it to me. So far we got nothing.’

‘Still, I’m sure she’s unsettled. That’s what I wanted.’

Grace heard ice dropping into a glass. ‘Listen. Can we meet again?’

‘Ooh, sorry, I’m busy with a minibar just now.’

Grace heard the snap as the seal of a cap was twisted. Over a week’s time, the steam had built up again. Nothing major had happened to cause it, only a gradual surge of the tension that Grace felt whenever she drove into the garage and saw Althea’s car there. Living with your mother’s killer. No one to speak those words to. Somehow, just as bad in some inexplicable way, the Sunday before Shyla had gone to church with Althea.

When Grace stayed silent, Joan seemed to relent. ‘I shouldn’t be so rough on you. You deserve better. Really, should I go back to Paris?’

‘When?’

‘That’s sort of up to you. Has something happened to make you change your mind?’

‘No. Yes.’

‘Would you believe I get that? Look, if you want me to go to the next level, you can’t wimp out on me. So?’

‘OK,’ Grace said, louder and strong, trying to match the other woman’s voice.

‘Greeeat.’

Grace thought that both of them didn’t really know what they were agreeing to, and Joan confirmed it.

‘But,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to call all the shots. I at least want you to tell me what you want from all this.’

Grace had been thinking about this. She said, ‘I want her to admit—’

‘Like a confession?’ Grace heard the ice cubes shake impatiently in a glass and silence as Joan took an audible sip. ‘That’s not going to happen, and even if it did, you’d never see her convicted of anything. And even if she was convicted, she wouldn’t serve any time. Innocent by insanity or something.’

Grace was at a loss for words. Phones were bad for that.

‘Hello?’ Joan said.

‘I’m here. I just don’t know.’

‘Yes, you do. Tell me what you want.’

Grace didn’t want to lose Joan now that she had made this call. She thought she might lose her if she gave the wrong answer. What was the right answer? ‘I want to make sure Shyla is safe.’

Nothing this time, not even the ice cubes to reassure her someone was on the other end. Then, slowly, ‘What do you want?’

Grace took a quick breath, said, ‘I want her out of my life. I want to keep the house and I want her gone from it.’

‘All right then,’ Joan said, and the voice was sisterly again as she said, ‘I’m actually glad I had some time to think.’

Grace was in, no matter how many second thoughts she might have. Despite the week in between the meeting and the phone conversation, the days between the phone conversation and now, it had all happened so fast. Like in that old movie, Strangers on a Train. She didn’t feel as good as she thought she would, but she was excited. You don’t always know beforehand whether you’ve made a deal with the devil.

Grace knew what would happen, it was Joan’s idea. She stayed out all day, and arrived home to say she had been getting houses ready for renters. She returned with some mac and cheese in a box, Kraft, the good kind, and some hot dogs to dice up in it with a can of corn. This had been the Deming comfort food when they were first married, when they were poor. Shyla loved it, and loved hearing the stories of those times.

There was enough to keep her busy in the kitchen, so Grace didn’t have to be careful about not spying on Althea and testing her mood. She couldn’t guess the effect the day, that photograph of Joan and its disappearance, would have on her.

The effect was unavoidable. Ruth wandered around the kitchen, rubbing up against Grace without seeming to notice that Grace had hated her ever since she’d found Gonzo’s head. Maybe Ruth hadn’t had anything to eat, and besides, Grace was feeling so crazy she couldn’t even be sure that it was Ruth who killed the turtle. Maybe Ruth had been framed. Grace shuddered at the thought of what might have really happened, then relented and poured a half-cup of cat kibble into Ruth’s dish, then washed out and refilled her water bowl, too. Grace told herself the care for Ruth had the added benefit of ensuring she looked innocent.

Althea stayed in her room until Shyla was sent to call her for dinner. Shyla was the first to sit down, and Grace allowed herself to observe her daughter. Looking at Grace with widened what-the-fuck eyes, Shyla had definitely noticed something different when she went to get Althea. Grace had a stray thought about how Shyla wasn’t self-absorbed, that she noticed other people’s feelings. What they called empathy. This was a good kid. Grace’s pain turned into love turned into worry for where that might take her girl.

When Althea finally wandered in, Grace was busy dishing out the mac and dogs. Wandered was a good way to describe it. She didn’t look like she was aware of where she was or where she was going, didn’t go in quite a straight line. She managed to find her chair and pulled it out from the table with trembling hands, then fell into it rather than sitting herself down primly as she usually did. Grace didn’t know if the neighbor had said anything to her about seeing Joan, but Althea had certainly seen the photograph. And maybe missed the fact that the stamp hadn’t been cancelled.

It was important to play things just right. Having rehearsed how much concern was required, given that they were at war, Grace put Althea’s plate before her. ‘Are you not feeling well?’ she asked. The cool tone could be construed to mean if you’re sick go to your room.

Althea stared at the orange cheese noodles and dark pink hot dog pieces before her without answering. She tried to pick up her fork but it fell out of her shaking hand.

Rather than press, Grace sat down, picked up her own fork, and tapped Hal’s hand with it. When he looked up, she cocked her head in Althea’s direction. He sighed, having apparently tired of being the demilitarized zone between his wife and his stepmother. ‘Mom,’ he said. And louder when Althea didn’t seem to hear him, ‘Mom.’

Althea finally raised her eyes from her plate. Grace pretended not to notice, but ate with perhaps more gusto than she had in a long time. If Althea was unhappy for whatever reason, to whatever extent, Grace was a little happier.

She felt Althea staring at her, finally, and said, ‘What?’

Nothing.

‘Don’t you like your dinner?’ Grace asked.

Althea mumbled something that no one could hear. Then she put her elbows on the table and hoisted herself from her chair in a very un-Althea-like way. ‘I’m actually not feeling all that well this evening,’ she said. ‘I’m going to go lie down a bit and maybe just get some crackers later.’

‘Want a chooky?’ Hal asked. ‘They’re the ones I made with rosemary and olive.’

‘No thank you, dear,’ Althea said, and shuffled from the room.

‘Olives and rosemary?’ Grace asked, reaching for one and taking a bite. ‘Wow, that’s really good.’

‘Mom, shouldn’t we go see how Momya is?’ Shyla asked. ‘If she needs anything?’

‘If she was sick, I’m pretty sure she would have said,’ Grace answered.

Shyla started to get up. ‘Then I’ll go.’

‘Finish your dinner,’ Grace said, with maybe a little more bark than intended.

‘You’re being mean,’ Shyla said, making it almost a question.

‘Am not,’ Grace said, biting into a chooky to hide her reaction to her own response that sounded in her own ears like a middle-schooler. The combined shock-and-surprise look on Shyla’s face made Grace relent. ‘Honey, she doesn’t look like she’s going to stroke out any time soon. I’m going to finish my dinner before it gets cold, then I’ll go check on her.’ She stabbed a chunk of hot dog as a confirmation of her rebellion.

‘You think she’s not normal,’ Shyla said. ‘You can be religious and still be normal.’

‘Where did that come from?’ Grace asked, and without pausing for an answer added, ‘I think she’s just a little tired. Finish your dinner.’

The response might have been more surprising than sensible, but it succeeded in silencing Shyla for the moment. Grace knew she was being a Grace she’d never been before – or not for a long time. For the first time in months, for the first time since she had moved into this goddamn house, she felt like she was in control of hers and her family’s life. She was doing something, taking charge, and it felt good. She had to remember to keep her mouth from smiling so as not to give it all away.

The ensuing silence after Grace’s retort got Hal’s attention. ‘There was something today,’ he said vaguely.

‘Really,’ Grace said, holding on to her good feeling and a mouthful of macaroni, not caring what anyone else had to say.

‘When I was baking before, Althea came into the kitchen looking … troubled?’

‘Does anyone want more mac and dogs?’ Grace said, getting up from the table. ‘I’m hungry today.’

Shyla lifted her plate as Grace went by and Grace took it, understanding it was meant for a second helping. Shyla would only give so much effort to defending Althea. She was a kid, after all.

While Grace ignored Hal to dish out more of the mixture that was getting a little hard in the pan but was still good, he went on.

‘She asked the damnedest thing,’ he said.

Grace brought the two plates back to the table, put one in front of Shyla and sat down with the other.

‘She asked if I had heard from Joan,’ he said.

Well, that kind of required some response. ‘Your sister?’ Grace asked, drenching the words with incredulous surprise and hoping she wasn’t overdoing it.

‘Yes.’

‘Your sister who disappeared?’ Shyla asked, locking on to the mystery.

‘What do you know about Joan?’ Grace asked her.

‘Momya told me she ran away,’ Shyla said, and with some pride in the knowing of adult things added, ‘Because Grandpa told her she wasn’t really his daughter.’

‘Shyla!’ Grace said.

Shyla was warned but wouldn’t back down entirely. ‘Well, she did run away, right?’

Hal nodded. ‘We don’t know if she ran away, had an accident, was kidnapped, nothing for sure. We just never heard from her after she left for a backpacking trip in Europe decades ago. That part is true. Dad and Althea used to take trips at least once a year to try to hunt for her, but they never came up with a single clue as to what happened to her.’

‘Into thin air,’ Shyla said, with an air of mystery.

‘Then Dad got sick. Althea blamed his failing kidneys on Joan. That’s kind of stuck with me,’ Hal said.

‘Could you give Grandpa a kidney?’ Shyla asked.

Hal said, ‘I wasn’t a match. Mom told you Joan wasn’t Dad’s biological daughter?’

Grace got the subject back on track to play along. ‘Did you ask Althea why she was asking about Joan?’

‘I did, and she told me to stay in the kitchen, that she would be back. It sounded like she was going to go get something in her room.’

‘And …’

‘And then she didn’t come back.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I had another batch of chookies to take out of the oven and then I forgot about it until now.’

It was a good idea that Hal hadn’t been told about Joan, Grace thought, even if it had been making her feel disloyal. ‘How would you feel if your sister suddenly showed up?’

‘I’m not saying Joan was responsible for Dad’s kidney failure, but after all she put Dad and Althea through, all those years of worry, I guess before I felt anything at all I’d want a few questions answered.’

‘Huh.’ Huh was such a useful all-purpose word. It gave Grace time to think about how best to react when the secret was out. Could she play dumb for long? Maybe for the rest of her life? Certainly right now, better not to mention, to be as surprised as he by whatever happened next.


SIXTY-FIVE

What happened next came sooner than Grace anticipated, and was so genuinely shocking she didn’t have to put on an act. The three of them jumped up from the kitchen table. No sounds like this had ever been heard in the Deming house before, yet they instinctively knew the sounds meant something bad. What they would never agree on afterward was the sequence. Grace thought it was this:

The dull yet angry thud of an object hitting a wall.

Ruth releasing a yowl that would freak a zombie.

Althea screaming. Not a scream of fear, but of rage, unlike anything they’d ever heard from dear sweet Althea before.

Grace told Shyla to stay put as she rushed from the room, followed by Hal, who moved with uncharacteristic speed and precision. Shyla wasn’t about to stay put. The three arrived at the entryway to Althea’s room, wide enough for all of them to see given the double doors.

Althea’s back was turned to them as she charged Ruth, who scooted out of the way just in time as she screamed, ‘Why!’

She paused as if the cat was answering. Althea’s body heaved with her inhaling and exhaling. With what could only be described as listening.

She said, ‘It’s your fault. I know it is.’

Listening.

‘You brought her here. You always loved her more. Don’t you deny it!’

Listening.

‘I was so good to you. I gave you everything I had. And look what you’ve done. You and your children!’

Grace couldn’t take her eyes off the woman, but she had the presence of mind to grab Shyla and try to shield her from Althea’s argument with a cat. Like a cat, Shyla wriggled out of her grasp and ran into the room, not toward Althea but Ruth.

When Althea spotted Shyla, her attention turned from the cat, but not toward Shyla either. Not exactly. ‘You! Why have you come back?’

Shyla cringed at that, then frisked out of the way with all of Ruth’s wiliness as Althea came at her with her hands outstretched. That was when all the fears hiding inside Grace coalesced into truth.

For once even Hal shouted, ‘Mom! Stop!’

Grace didn’t wait for that to work, but ran towards Althea and shook her. ‘Althea. Look at me.’ The woman’s eyes stayed blank for a second before focusing. It was vaguely gratifying that the focus revealed a look of such malevolence that Grace knew she had made the right decisions. Then the look was gone.

‘We never did get along very well, did we?’ Althea said, gently enough.

With Hal’s help, Grace led Althea willingly to the bed and laid her on it. After directing Hal to sit down with her, Grace called to Shyla to get a glass of water from the kitchen, and herself ran upstairs and grabbed the bottle of valium out of her medicine cabinet in the master bathroom. She returned with the whole container and considered. What the hell, they’re only two milligrams. She shook three out on to her palm and gave them to Althea with the glass of water Shyla provided. Althea took them without protest, all her emotions equally spent.

‘Should she see a doctor?’ Hal asked, and then, as if he really needed to take some stand, added, ‘She should see a doctor.’

‘Tomorrow morning let’s decide. I think she looks like she’s OK for the night.’

Someday Grace hoped to be able to make a call inside the house. This time she walked outside by the pool where her mother had called from that last time they spoke, and where Grace had not been since, and called Joan.

‘I’ve been sitting here waiting. Tell me everything,’ Joan said, as if Grace was about to share some gossip about a friend they both hated.

‘It worked.’ Grace felt her voice trembling in the aftermath, but she was able to describe how they watched Althea attacking Ruth.

‘Fuckin’ A, it worked. Who’s Ruth?’ Joan asked.

‘I forgot to tell you about Ruth. Ruth is her cat. A Maine Coon. Ten years old,’ Grace said, aware what such superfluous information might mean in terms of her own hysteria. She told Joan about the argument that Althea seemed to be having with the cat, and the moment when the cat didn’t seem to be the cat anymore but, ‘your father.’

‘She was arguing with Dad?’

‘It’s not totally clear, but it felt like she confused Ruth with Robert, and said, “This is all your fault.”’

‘What do you mean by attack? Did she have her hands on the cat?’

‘I think she was trying, but Ruth was too quick for her. Shyla is looking for her now in case she ran upstairs again like she did when … when Mom.’

Grace was not given to confusing imagination with reality, but invoking Mom brought her mom into mind with her wry, ‘You’re all right honey, the world’s all wrong.’ This didn’t feel right. She said so.

There was a pause. ‘What do you mean this?’ Joan asked. ‘This is exactly what we expected. This is what you want.’

‘She was freaked more than I thought she’d be. Out of control. I gave her something.’

‘What?’

‘Three valium.’

‘Jesus. What dose?’

‘Two milligrams each.’

‘Not too bad then. We’ll let her sleep a little. Maybe the drugs will even help.’

Now it was Grace’s turn to pause.

Joan filled the space with, ‘It’s working, you said. Didn’t take much. We wanted to tip her over the edge, right?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What don’t you know? You don’t know if Althea killed your mother? You don’t know if she’ll, like, kill your daughter?’

Grace gasped. She knew Joan was a tougher sort of woman, but didn’t have a good feel for how much tougher until now.

‘Maybe we just take one step back,’ Grace said, aware of the airy timidity in her voice compared to Joan’s self-assuredness. ‘Rethink what we’re doing and where to go from here.’

‘You said you wouldn’t wimp out on me. You’re wimping out.’

‘I’m not. I just can’t take any more tonight. I can’t stop shaking. I’m a wreck, Joan.’

There was another pause, longer than before, but Grace wondered at Joan backing down so easily as she said, ‘OK. We’ll wait a couple of days and see what she does next. Sure was a big reaction for one photo, though.’

Grace felt better, having some control over Joan.

‘But Grace?’

‘What?’

‘You should lock your bedroom doors tonight when you turn in. You should tell Shyla to do the same, and not open it no matter what she hears. OK?’

‘OK.’

‘In case Althea is truly dangerous, I mean.’

‘Now you’re scaring me.’

‘I mean to.’

‘She’s so frail,’ Grace said. ‘When I grabbed her I understood what “skin and bones” actually means.’

No response.

‘OK,’ Grace said.

‘Stay strong, seester.’ Joan paused. And as if an afterthought, ‘I’ve always wanted a sister.’

‘Me, too,’ Grace said, and remembered how good she had felt when Joan entered her life. ‘Especially now.’

‘Did you really actually slug her?’

Grace felt a twinge of pride at Joan’s tone. So impressed. Grace could be a strong woman, too. ‘It was more of a shake.’

‘That’s smart. Not to leave a mark.’

For the rest of her life, Grace ran that scene through her head at least once a day. Althea’s crazy episode couldn’t have been staged, could it? That would serve her no purpose. And if it was therefore real: was Althea bad? Or merely mad? And does that make me bad?


SIXTY-SIX

Althea was so tired. So tired. She had been asleep, she thought. Looking at the illuminated face of the digital clock on her nightstand, that and the battery candle casting all the light there was in the room. The clock said eleven p.m. So she must have been asleep. There seemed to have been a dream, too, something about looking for Ruth but Ruth evading her. Because she had lost her head and was too embarrassed to be seen. Ruth had lost her head, that is. Not Althea. She reached a hand up to check and found her head, still attached to her neck.

Well, that was reassuring.

But then her body felt constrained somehow, not like she usually felt under the covers. Her hand passed over her chest. That was it. She was still dressed. Elastic pants and buttoned blouse. She couldn’t remember exactly what she had worn the day before, but this was something like it. She had never gone to bed in her day clothes before.

What was it that had happened?

Althea pushed herself to sit up. Someone had put her in bed and covered her with a sheet. Had they crossed her arms in corpse-like fashion? Not quite awake, she stared into the darkness of the room.

Heard a rustle, some swish of fabric against fabric. Or claws.

‘Ruth? C’mere, kitty kitty.’

Nothing.

Althea squinted her eyes at the spot from where the swishing sound had come, across the room where her armchair sat. Was there a form in it? Something like a head that rose from the back of the chair?

Could Grace have worried about her for once, and was keeping watch over her?

‘Grace?’ she ventured.

And heard, ‘No.’

More hesitant, for he never appeared unsummoned, she said, quietly, ‘Robert?’

It took him much longer than usual to respond, and then, with uncharacteristic brevity, ‘Yes.’

That didn’t feel right. There was no pleasant silk across her brain. Althea heard herself make a loud chirping sound, and then stopped, scarcely daring to make the sound of a breath.

‘Why are you …?’ Althea began to hate the sound of her own voice, that old woman tremor that she never had before.

A few more words from the dark smudge across the room, sounding calm yet somehow cold, too. A deep voice that was and wasn’t Robert, Robert really dead. ‘Can’t you guess?’

The memory of events just a few hours ago began to piece together the grogginess that still folded through her with the dash of her pumping heart. Being put to bed like this. A never-before argument with Robert. The photograph that shocked and then disappeared. The conversation with that neighbor whose name she couldn’t remember. Joan.

Not breathing, not blinking, her beating heart was all there was, and it was making up for the deathly stillness of the rest of her body. Althea summoned her lungs to push some air past her vocal chords, but couldn’t get out the whole name, more of a ‘Je Je.’

The dark smudge in the chair must have heard what she was trying to say.

‘That’s right. I’m finally here about Joan.’

‘You, you know.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you hate me?’

‘Of course. How could I not after what you did?’

‘I didn’t do anything! What did I do?’

‘You never told me why Joan left, what you had to do with it. You let me think she had been kidnapped, was out there somewhere, needing me.’

‘It was for you. To see the world instead of staying here, mourning her. It was the only way you would go, you didn’t like to travel. We had such wonderful times.’

‘No, we did not. You wanted me to search for her so you could run around Europe.’

‘Yes! No!’

‘I loved Joan, Althea. And you hated that, but you used it to get your way. Could you really think I was enjoying myself?’

‘It was the only way. You always wanted everything your way. But you think—’

‘—that Joan is still alive. I know she’s dead. And the Robert you’ve made up? He doesn’t exist. I’ve been watching you and I saw you hurt someone and I won’t let you hurt anyone ever again.’

Althea was confused now, and tried to remember who was sitting in the chair. She tried to call out ‘Grace’ but, as in a nightmare, only the air without sound came from her throat.

The figure, whoever it was, rose. Althea was certain it was coming after her and no longer thought it was a spirit. She screamed (did she scream?), pushed the sheet off her, and leaped from the bed. She ran out of her room, through the front hall of the house in a thin light that streamed through the window from a streetlamp, her trembling hand jerking the door, remembering it was locked, turning the lock. She felt a tug on the back of her light sweater. She shrugged off the sweater with one smooth shrug, flung open the door, and dashed outside.


SIXTY-SEVEN

Grace didn’t think she would sleep at all that night. She had made sure that Shyla’s door was locked from the inside, insisted despite the scoffing. She had laid herself down next to Hal, who dropped off with his usual ease, no matter how he felt. But she must have fallen asleep after a couple of vigilant hours, otherwise the tap on her shoulder wouldn’t have been a surprise.

Her eyes flew wide as a hand clamped over her mouth.

‘Shh,’ a voice said, ‘whisper.’

She recognized the voice and nodded so the hand could be taken off her mouth. ‘What are you doing here?’ she said, but obediently soft.

‘You didn’t lock your door like I told you,’ Joan whispered.

Joan gestured her to get out of bed. The woman went into her closet, took a T-shirt and jeans, and re-emerged while Grace stood wondering. Joan left the room and Grace followed her into the alcove at the top of the stairs. ‘Quick, put these on, then grab your keys and come with me,’ Joan whispered. ‘Meet me outside.’

Joan’s body flowed easily down the stairs while Grace watched her go out the front door.

Too surprised to question, Grace did as she was told, along with pulling on a pair of sandals that Joan had neglected to include. She ran downstairs, then stopped at Althea’s open bedroom door to see if she was asleep. The room was dark, and so was the bathroom.

Althea wasn’t there.

The front door was open.

Connecting those facts, Grace picked up her bag where she had left it on the credenza in the front hall, and ran outside.

Althea lay prone on the grass in the front yard.

‘What did you do to her?’

‘She’s fine,’ Joan said. ‘Do you have the keys to the car? And keys to a rental house?’

‘What?’

‘I’ll tell you what on the way. First, help me get her into the car.’

‘But—’

‘Do it!’

Grace punched the code into the box attached to the wall beside the garage door, got into her Kia and pulled it out to the driveway. She jumped out, opening the back door of the car before running back to where Joan stood next to what Grace resisted calling ‘the body’.

‘Help me turn her over,’ Joan said.

They did. Althea’s face was coated from forehead to chin with slick scarlet.

‘Oh my God, look at her face! Look at that blood!’

‘It’s a face wound. There’s always a lot of blood. She must have smacked her head when she went down but there’s no rock or anything. It can’t be that bad.’

‘Here’s a rock with blood on it,’ Grace said, stooping to touch her fingers to a piece of limestone decorating the front yard.

‘Oh. Well,’ Joan said. She picked up the rock and threw it under a hedge by the porch.

‘I’ll call 911.’

‘Are you kidding me? You can’t take that chance.’

‘Then let me get some paper towels for the blood.’

‘We don’t have time. Someone might see us.’ Joan picked up Althea’s shoulders. The woman’s head lolled back and Joan let it balance on her knee. ‘Althea. Althea,’ she said.

Althea’s eyes opened and seemed to try to see through the blood in them.

‘We have to get you to the hospital,’ Joan said. ‘You fell on your face.’

She looked up at Grace. ‘She’s like a sack of potatoes. Help me get her into the back seat.’

‘I told you we weren’t going to do anything! You promised!’

‘You want to stand here over her body and discuss it?’

‘An ambulance.’

‘Shut up and help me.’

Grace gave in for the time being. At least they were doing something. Between the two of them, and with minimal cooperation from Althea, they managed to get her into the back seat and rest against the far door.

‘I’ll get back there with her. You know where you’re going. You drive.’

‘She’s going to get blood on the seat.’

‘That’s the least of our problems.’ Joan got in the car after Althea, resting the woman’s legs in her lap. She quickly hooked her seatbelt. ‘Well, here. Do you have something in the car to staunch the blood? What’s this Dunkin’ Donuts bag?’ Joan unhooked her belt, leaned forward and grabbed it from the floor in front of her. ‘Shit, didn’t you get napkins? Who doesn’t get napkins?’

‘I used it for the jelly donut. There’s another in the bag.’

‘You want me to use a donut?’ Without waiting for an answer, Joan pulled the donut out of the bag. She found the spot, near Althea’s hairline, where most of the blood seemed to be oozing. She pressed the donut against it. After a moment she said, ‘That works better than I thought. But we could use more donuts.’

Althea moaned.

‘Quiet. Where are you going? What house are we going to?’

‘I’m going to the hospital. It’s just a mile west of here.’

‘You’re still not getting it, are you? You take her to the hospital this way, after what happened before, she’s got you in a corner. Then how will you protect Shyla? We’re talking Child Welfare Services.’

Grace felt the center of her chest spasm so painfully she almost ran off the road. Even the discovery of her mother’s body hadn’t thrown her into such a panic as she felt now. Then there was nothing to be done but comfort Shyla and grieve. She hadn’t realized that was the easy part. Now she had to make decisions, and those quickly. ‘Where should I go?’ she asked, hating herself for hoping Joan would take the decision from her.

‘A house,’ she said. ‘We need one of your houses where no one will show up. For some time. The longer the better, just to be on the safe side. Something maybe with extra space between neighbors, but not so fancy it has security cameras.’

Grace tore through the addresses in her head. ‘OK. I got it.’ She doubled back the way she had come and took a right on A1A. The driving let her think more than she had since the moment Joan had awakened her. Here she was, doing what Joan told her to do, without knowing what that was. This after Joan had agreed not to come into the house tonight.

She said that.

Joan said, ‘You’re repeating yourself. I know I promised. I didn’t think she would bolt out of the house. We have to stay flexible.’

Grace tried to keep her eyes on the road while angling the rear-view mirror so she could see the back seat too. ‘Is she doing OK?’

‘Sure, she’s fine. You’re fine, aren’t you Althea?’

Althea moaned a response.

‘She doesn’t sound fine.’

‘Oh, you know her. Making a big deal out of nothing.’

Grace pulled into a small front yard of the modest home opposite the beach. It was the kind of old Florida house that was worth nothing compared to the land it was built on. The kind that no amount of modern tiled floors and renovated bathrooms could hide that it was a terrazzo and turquoise toilet house. This was the same house where she’d changed her clothes to go out to dinner alone.

‘Looks good,’ Joan said. ‘Can’t tell until we get in there, but I don’t want to leave Althea out here. In case she’s better than she’s acting and tries to run again.’

Joan got out, ran around to the other side of the car and, locking her arms under Althea’s armpits, dragged Althea out. She yelped a little when her heels hit the paving stones.

‘Careful,’ Grace said.

‘Oh please,’ Joan said.

Each of them got on a side of her, pulled her arms over their shoulders, and mostly walked her to the front door. Grace had the keys with her and unlocked the door. The mustiness of a closed place came out on to the porch, but at least it was only moderately warm inside with the AC just low enough to limit the dampness.

‘Do not get blood on the tile,’ Grace commanded, summoning back some of her will, while her mind was going: when in my life did I ever imagine I would say that? ‘I don’t want the grout stained.’

‘I think the donut helped a lot,’ Joan said. She held up her left palm to show the crumbled cake looking like it had been soaked in merlot. She was right, Althea didn’t seem to be bleeding so much, at least for the time being.

But just the same, Grace directed that they walk her to the kitchen off to the left of the house where there were some comfortable vinyl chairs around the table, chairs that could be washed with a disinfectant. ‘Can she sit up, do you think?’

And thought what am I doing?

They tried, and she did, though slumped on the table with her face to one side. The blood had subsided, but what wasn’t left in the front yard and the car was all over Althea’s clothes, face and hands. Crumbs, too. Joan washed the donut and blood off in the sink while Grace wet a paper towel and did her best on Althea.

‘What do we do now?’ she asked.

Joan wrenched her attention from Althea and forced it on Grace. ‘You go to a twenty-four-hour Walgreens and get some of those strips that close a wound. And some cleaning supplies to take care of the blood in the car … unless there’s something here we can use. And a change of clothes, you can get them at the house. For all of us. I’ll get Althea’s off her and throw them in the wash. They’re the worst.’

‘Then what?’

‘None of this is what I had thought would happen. The plan has to stay flexible.’

Now who’s repeating herself? Grace doubted more than ever that there was any plan at all. Or maybe there was and Joan just wasn’t letting her in on it. She felt like such a bungler. She said, ‘Tell you what, you’ll need clean clothes too and you need to get that yourself. I’ll stay here with Althea. Get some antibiotic ointment too.’

‘You know where the Walgreens is. I don’t.’

‘If you’re getting clothes, you need Walmart. It’s close. A few blocks.’ Grace got a pen and an old receipt out of her purse and scratched out a map with two turns. ‘You know how we got here so you can get back to my house, then start from there with these directions.’

Joan took the receipt. ‘What about getting into your house?’

‘You’ll have the keys.’

‘What if Hal or Shyla are awake, and see me?’

‘You’re better than I am at keeping quiet,’ Grace said. ‘And I think you’ll worry less if you don’t give me the chance to wake them up.’


SIXTY-EIGHT

Althea had been conscious enough during the ride to wherever this was. Conscious enough to hear Ghost Joan talking to whoever it was she was talking to. It sounded like Grace, but that would be nonsense because Grace was still alive. If she could only raise her hand to wipe the blood out of her eyes, she would be able to see where she was, who was with her, and why she felt in motion. Even lifting her arms was impossible, not knowing whether she was paralyzed or somehow strapped down. It was hard knowing nothing.

Now the motion had stopped. Now she was being helped to walk. Now she found herself sitting on some chair. Now someone was wiping a little of the blood away from her face with a wet towel.

She tried to listen to the voices as they drifted around her ears, some words entering.

Not enough to make sense.

The silk passed over her brain. She welcomed it. Finally, there was her salvation.

‘Robert?’ she whispered.

She felt his hand on her shoulder, giving it a less than loving shake. He had never touched her before. It made her wonder if she was dead.

‘I’m here, my love,’ his voice said.

She looked up and saw him, dripping with as much love and concern as she was with blood.

‘Help me,’ Althea said.

‘Anything. What would you like?’

In her vulnerability she admitted to herself that Robert never did anything these days without her helping him. It wasn’t him saying terrible things in her bedroom, it was that Ghost Joan who had been impersonating him, who said the terrible things to and about her.

‘Help me,’ Althea said, and hoped that she wouldn’t have to be any more specific about that hazy figure across the table.

‘Are you sure this is the only way?’ Robert didn’t sound regretful, only a little doubtful.

Althea didn’t have the strength to ask again. She felt her lips and tongue barely form the words help me.

She lifted her head enough to watch Robert, who had somehow found a steak knife, approach Ghost Joan and stab her, the blade coming down and down and down. Ghost Joan stood still, perhaps too wounded to scream, and too startled to run. Her surprise was understandable. Joan had always been so certain of her father’s love. But no more. Althea gazed at the two of them, Robert and Ghost Joan, finally content that Robert loved her more than Joan. This was the proof, that he would sacrifice his daughter for her sake. This was the final contest. Althea paid close attention as the knife went in and in and in. One, two, three, four, five.

‘What’s that she said?’ Joan asked.

‘I couldn’t understand.’

‘Look at her. What is she looking at? And what is she saying now?’

Grace watched Joan lean over and put her ear close to Althea’s lips. ‘It sounds like she’s counting.’


SIXTY-NINE

When Joan was gone, Grace tore more paper towels off the roll, balled them up, and pressed them to the wound on Althea’s head. ‘You’re bleeding again,’ she said.

‘My head hurts. And I’m sick,’ Althea said. She seemed to have come back to full consciousness, but like someone who’s drunk. ‘I was afraid to say it when she was here.’

It’s strange what you can think about when you’ve only had a couple of hours of sleep. It had all happened so fast. It was that same evening Grace had told Joan to stay away until she could get her bearings and figure out the next step and the next, but Joan had come into the house and done things her way, without explaining what that way was, precisely, and now here Grace was sitting alone with Althea in a stranger’s house while Joan was who-knew-where. Grace had begun to feel as if she was back in control of things after Joan’s arrival, but no more. She was less in control of her life than before. Right now, it just felt like two women who’d had too much to drink.

‘What do you mean sick?’ Grace asked.

‘Nauseated. And so sleepy.’

Grace needed her to stay awake. ‘You need to stay awake,’ she told Althea. ‘In case you’re concussed. Talk to me.’

‘What would you like to talk about, dear?’ Althea slurred.

Althea’s eyes were a little blurred with fatigue but Grace could tell that deep inside them her mind was operating. Maybe not on all cylinders, but enough. She had to face the fact that maybe this would be her only chance at the truth.

‘Did you kill my mother?’ she asked.

‘Why ever would you think that?’

‘Then what happened? What the hell happened that night?’

‘Fiona was mean to me. Terribly mean.’

Grace felt as if she were talking with a child. It gave her a queasy feeling, to be talking to this person about something that hurt her more than anything else in the world ever had, and she had to maintain the same control she would have when talking with Shyla about a negative social media post. She might be OK with Joan killing Althea when this was over, but for now it was just her and the child beside her. She forced herself to ask gently, ‘Like how? Did she say something that hurt your feelings?’

‘Yes.’ Althea gave a vigorous nod and then clutched her head because it must have hurt.

‘What did Fiona say?’

‘She said that Hal loved her more than he loved me.’

‘Are you sure that’s exactly what she said? Tell me now, Althea. The precise words.’

Althea struggled to remember. ‘She said that he told her she was like a second mother to him. I said that couldn’t be. She said she was as much his mother as I was.’

Grace’s pulse sped up and she felt as if she were inhaling only as far as her collarbone, but she went on gently. ‘How did that make you feel, Momya?’

Althea smiled at the term of endearment. ‘It made me feel bad. Very bad.’ She reached across the table and gripped Grace’s hand. ‘You see, dear, Robert loved me as much as I needed to be loved. When he died there was no love. Everyone wants to be loved. You understand that, don’t you?’

The skin on Grace’s hand had crawled under Althea’s touch, and her gut wrenched with disgust at the thought of what she had to say next. ‘You know everybody loves you best, don’t you?’

‘You don’t. And Shyla. I thought Shyla was going to love me but then Fiona said she was going to buy her a turtle. All I had to give Shyla was a picture she didn’t even like very much, but Fiona was going to buy her a turtle.’

‘But Fiona is gone …’

Althea’s lower lip quivered. ‘Are you going to buy Shyla a turtle?’

Gonzo’s head wrapped in its toilet paper shroud, hidden in her room. Grace could not ask. She said, ‘Not me. I promise you, we’ll go out, just you and I, and you can buy Shyla a turtle.’ Shyla would be next, Grace thought, unable to stop the dread from flooding her body with the burn of an intravenous chemical. As long as Althea went on, so would the threat.

Focus. And prepare for the worst. ‘Just think how happy Shyla will be when you give her a turtle. You’ll tell her you thought about it all yourself, and you can sit with her and feed it strawberries. Can’t you just imagine that, Althea? Now. Tell me more about that night. What did you do after Fiona hurt you?’

‘I didn’t really do anything. I never do anything. Sometimes I just imagine doing things. It’s not a sin if you only imagine it.’

‘You imagined slipping her a sleeping pill. Maybe you just pretended it was a sleeping pill. Maybe you thought it was an aspirin. Maybe crushed up and mixed in a glass of wine.’

‘Or two. Those plastic glasses you have for poolside are too large. A lot of wine fits in them. It encourages people.’

‘And then she drank it. And she fell asleep in the water and drowned. Is that how you imagine it?’

‘I might have imagined something like that.’ Althea’s lips moved around her mouth, as if they had struggled to keep the words in. ‘I have a fear of drowning. I’ve imagined how it feels. When I was a child, my mother was very careful about me in the bathtub.’

Little Althea. Her mother was so concerned about her drowning, she said, she made Althea sing the whole time she was bathing. Mother listened, too. Althea had a repertoire of songs from a Mitch Miller album that Mother played on the Victrola. When she was between songs in the tub, and figuring out which one to sing next, her mother would hear the silence and call out, ‘Althea! You’re not singing!’ And Althea would quickly begin, ‘You Are My Sunshine’.

Althea loved bubble baths, imagining that her knees poking above the bubbles were the tops of mountains rising from the clouds. And her parents loved her more than she loved bubbles. They told her this often, knowing how important it was for a child’s psychological health. They were both psychologists at a time when therapy was something you didn’t speak of. Very ahead of their time.

On one evening, Althea wondered why her mother wasn’t calling out to make her sing. So she got herself out of the tub, dried quickly, and left the bathroom to go to her room and put her pajamas on.

When she opened the door, though, her mother happened to be passing by. She had a lopsided grin that Althea associated with the smell of the bourbon Mother liked when she was playing cards. Althea hadn’t been told there was a card party going on this evening. She discovered it when Mother impulsively grabbed her wrists and, letting her dangle in the air like a gangly pup, brought her into the living room just off the hall that led to the bathroom.

A card table had been set up, and her father was seated there with another couple who Althea didn’t know. Their faces were heavy with thought about how to play their cards. Mother, laughing out loud, carried Althea towards the card table while Althea struggled and screamed. ‘Look, I caught a naked monkey!’ Mother cried.

Althea tried to get purchase on the living-room carpet with her toes, but though they brushed the surface she failed to achieve the traction necessary to escape. She thought she might have kicked Mother’s shins with her heels but not hard enough. The memory that stuck, like the priest lifting his fat head in the confessional when she had gone to make her confession like Karen Wrobleski, was that of the strange couple looking up, just gazing without a smile, those faces. The man’s face, especially; he slowly lifted it as if it were so heavy it took an effort. Eyes just as slowly turning to look at her body with a look she would one day think of as boredom.

While Father said, ‘Oh for God’s sake, Marjorie, put that child down. It’s your bid.’

In one final effort, not thinking whether it would be a spanking offense, Althea wrenched her head to the side and bit Mother’s wrist, like the wild monkey Mother said she was. Startled, but laughing at the same time because it was really only a nip and couldn’t have hurt that much, Mother dropped Althea. She in turn was so startled by the suddenness of Mother letting go that she fell to her knees before jumping up and running out of the room. The last thing she remembered about that event was the look of disgust on Father’s face that stayed with her for her whole life and left her feeling forever ashamed of herself.

No, not actually disgusted. The look on her father’s face, as on the visitor’s face, didn’t speak of disgust as much as a lack of interest. It wasn’t that she was disgusting and therefore unlovable. It was that she wasn’t worthy of notice at all.

Little Althea stayed in her room until mid-morning the next day. Mother finally was able to coax her out with some cinnamon sugar toast and the admonishment ‘not to be so silly’ and ‘you shouldn’t feel that way.’ Althea did try to speak of it one time, months after the fact, but that didn’t go so well. She got the facts all wrong. Memory can be so elusive. She had heard of people mistaking dreams for real memories. It might have been a bad dream.

Were there other times like that? If so, Althea could never remember them, but why would Mother do that even once? No, Althea must have gotten it wrong.

Althea said to Grace, ‘None of it happened, you see? Just like with Fiona, none of it happened. And even if it did, it only lasted five seconds. Such a small thing in a whole lifetime.’

Because overall, Althea had good memories of her mother. Just the two of them, they played gin rummy on occasion as well. And Althea would help Mother make Jello, stirring and stirring when Mother poured the boiling water into the red or green powder and it seemed like it took so long before it was fully dissolved. And there were the quiet times, on the couch in the TV room, when Althea would lie with her ear against Mother’s belly so she could hear the gurgly sounds. And that’s when all the imaginings began. It spoiled things when she started to imagine holding a knife and stabbing it into her mother’s belly. Not actually, though. She never actually did that, and the confession where she tried to get rid of her imagination went sadly awry because she wasn’t a Catholic yet.

Years later, when she married Robert and converted to Catholicism, she confessed again. The priest told her you haven’t committed a sin if you only imagine something.

‘You have to actually do it,’ Althea said. ‘Although it can be a venial sin if you dwell on it. I push the imaginings away. You see?’

Grace had let Althea tell the story without questions or comments. Even if something had come to mind, it would have been hard to speak with her jaw trembling the way it was.

‘My head is pounding,’ Althea said when she saw that Grace had nothing to say. She bent over and rested the side of her head, the side without the gash, on the table.

Grace said, ‘Stay there.’ She glanced at the sliding glass door leading from the kitchen to an atrium. There were walls surrounding the little patio and, even if Althea had the strength to get up and the speed needed to open the bolts locking the door, she wouldn’t be able to climb the wall. Grace got up from the table, checked to make sure the front door was secure and that she could get there in a hurry, and went to the guest bathroom off the hall from the living room.

There were a few things in the medicine cabinet, including a flattened tube of toothpaste, a can of sunscreen, and a small bottle of Tylenol that had been forgotten by the previous guests. There was nothing for an upset stomach. Thinking something was better than nothing, Grace brought the Tylenol back to the kitchen.

Althea had thrown up on the kitchen table without lifting her head up. It was bile mostly, she hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch, but the yellowish foam had seeped into her hair. Mixed with the blood it made orange.

Grace got a highball glass from the cupboard and a little filtered water from the refrigerator door. ‘Do you think your stomach can tolerate this?’ she asked, resting the back of her hand on the table next to Althea’s face so she could see the pills. Althea’s head moved a little in what Grace thought was a nod. ‘Lift up so you don’t choke,’ she said. Althea obediently rose off the table, grimacing at what might have been an aching head. She put her face on to Grace’s hand and licked up the pills from her palm like an animal would, and then took a sip of water from the glass that Grace put to her lips.

Grace said, ‘If you can manage it, we should get you cleaned up some. Do you think you could make it into the shower? You don’t have to step over a bathtub.’

‘I feel a little woozy.’

‘I’ll help you.’

The two managed to make it down the hall, with Althea trailing her fingertips along the wall. Grace was glad that Joan was bringing a change of clothing for all of them. She wondered if there would be a change after that, and after that. Now that Althea had told her the truth as she knew it, would that change the outcome?

One thing at a time.

Althea stripped off her sticky clothes and threw them in the bathtub while Grace was busy turning on the shower. Grace wanted to spare Althea her nakedness, but couldn’t help a glance. Seeing the woman’s scrawny, dappled body, the hanging crepe, and breasts like oven mitts, nearly made her pity the woman. Then she thought of her own mother. Fiona’s body would have been just like this. She had never seen it.

Grace hardened again. After all, this wasn’t an old woman; this was a monster.

But even she paused at the thought of that word. What was the difference between a monster and madness? She felt that the water was warm enough, and got some bodywash out from under the sink.

‘Here,’ she said. ‘Can you manage alone? It might hurt to wash around that cut on your head, but you’ve got blood and vomit in your hair.’

‘Maybe you could just wash that for me?’ Althea said with a pitiful tone that Grace had never heard before.

Grace washed the side of Althea’s head without undoing her braid. That was good enough for now. ‘I’m just going to run some cold water in the tub to get started on the bloodstains in your clothes. I’ll be right here when you need me.’ She could hear Althea humming softly as she reached high up the shower wall with both arms straight and palms against the tile.

Not too much later, Althea was wrapped in a beach towel that was big enough to go twice around her small body. Grace sat her down on the other side of the kitchen table so she could wash the chair and tabletop where Althea had been. She intended to boil some water for teabags that she had left in the house from when she was working there. But because of the shower, Althea’s head had begun bleeding again. Now Grace wished Joan would get back to the house. She got another paper towel, folded it and pressed it against the wound. ‘Hold that,’ she said.

While Althea did so, Grace made tea. Poured hot water into two ceramic mugs and dipped the tea bag again and again until the water was dark. They both needed it.

Althea smelled the mug when Grace put it before her, closed her eyes and let the steam rise to them. ‘Is there milk?’ she asked.

‘No. Maybe Joan will bring some.’

Althea closed her eyes again while she took a sip. Grace remembered that Althea always closed her eyes when she was drinking. Why did old people do that? She had seen other old people do that, though she couldn’t remember a specific time. It reminded her of puppies suckling, that going back to the ways of childhood in old age.

Definitely, Althea was old. Althea was old and crazy.

They sat there for a few minutes. Grace had the feeling that Althea knew she was being watched, and took comfort from it. Grace wondered how much longer it would take for Joan to get back. Would she come back? And why? It seemed like such a natural course of action for her to just disappear as easily as she had appeared. Grace couldn’t decide whether she wanted that more, or wanted Joan to come back more. What would she do then?

Althea broke the silence. ‘Why are you being kind to me? You’ve always hated me.’

The lack of sleep made Grace more honest, too. ‘I didn’t hate you at first. I just wanted my old life back. It got taken away.’

‘Mine too. I never wanted to live with you.’

‘But there’s a difference between us, isn’t there? There must be. Why I made Joan go run the errands instead of going myself, and then come back to see what she had done to you. I wouldn’t have tried …’

‘To protect me?’ Althea shivered, and it felt genuine. ‘She’s alive, isn’t she?’

‘Yes. Definitely.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Althea said. ‘I’m still afraid of her.’

‘I can see why. I sort of am, too. She’s really … determined.’ Grace paused, about to speak, and then stopped. She took a sip of tea. It had gotten cold. She got up to put it, and Althea’s too, into the microwave.

‘Joan was always determined. And so jealous of me. Voracious for attention. No mother. Poor girl.’ She reached the way she had before and gripped Grace’s hand with a claw-like grip. ‘You need to get me out of here. Before she returns.’

‘You’ll make up a story about how I abused you. That cut on your forehead. You’ll say—’

‘But you did.’


SEVENTY

Grace was frozen. They must have been totally silent for God knows how long because they both heard the key go into the lock on the front door. And they both jumped in a co-conspiratorial way. Grace stayed very still, like an animal when it spies a hunter, hoping to become invisible so the hunter will be tricked into lowering the muzzle of his rifle, not understanding that a stationary object is easier to hit.

The door opened, and shut. ‘Mommy’s home!’ Joan’s voice poured through the living room and into the kitchen, followed by Joan herself. She stopped at the kitchen door with a reusable shopping bag in each hand. ‘Why so glum?’ she said, with considerably more cheer than she had when she left. ‘I’m glad you had these big bags in the trunk,’ she said, lifting them both on to the kitchen counter. ‘Home Goods bags. What a concept. I’ve been out of the country too long.’ She turned without waiting for comment. ‘There’s more in the trunk, I’ll be right back.’

Her distracting chatter filled the space and left Grace trying to hold on to whatever facts she had managed to pry from Althea. Failing that, she got up and nosed around in the bags. One was clothing and she put that aside. She took the food out of the other bag, lining up the pantry things on the counter and putting the fresh stuff into the refrigerator. She had not finished the task when Joan came back with a small suitcase and another bag.

‘You were gone so long,’ Grace said.

Joan lifted her arms as if that would explain everything. When Grace just stared, she said, ‘I stopped by the hotel, washed up, and changed into some clean things. Doesn’t do to go into Walmart covered in blood. They frown on it.’

‘Oh, right,’ Grace said, shaking the remaining dust of the conversation with Althea out of her mind.

‘Wasn’t easy to sneak past the night clerk at the Marriott,’ Joan said. ‘But if you know where to look, you find back ways.’

‘Shyla? And Hal?’

‘Sleeping, I assume. Still down for the count.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Sorry, it’s something I got from a client who was a boxing fan. It means we were quiet enough getting Althea into the car and leaving. They didn’t wake up.’

And what would have happened if they did? Grace blocked the thought. Everything was OK. She just needed to stay one thought ahead of the other two. But she was tired. The adrenaline that had been keeping her wired for reaction had drained without her being aware of it. And she recalled that she hadn’t had too many hours of sleep after all. What time was it? The digital clock over the microwave said two a.m. It was blinking. Why was it blinking? The power must have gone off at some point in this part of town.

‘Grace? Grace?’

It was Joan, saying her name. Grace looked and saw her. Grace’s perception of Joan being buoyed after going out, getting cleaned up, was wrong. Joan looked tightly coiled, not as in control of herself and everyone else as Grace had remembered her the first time they met in the coffee shop. But Joan’s words, all imperative and in charge, came out of her, the way they had before.

‘Welcome back,’ Joan said, twisting her mouth in what was meant to be a smile. ‘You’re a mess, hon. Take some clothes, go have a shower and wash that blood off.’

Grace looked down at herself. There was blood. She had noticed it on the other two but not herself. It was on her shirt and had caked in the nooks and crannies of her body. The joint where her forearm met her elbow. Between her fingers. Under her nails. So much of Althea had been left on her. There was Althea, who sat looking old but clean in her white bath towel. Althea, whose demeanor wasn’t as superior as Grace remembered. Althea, who had a begging sort of look on her face. Extra wrinkles in her brow and all that pleading streaming from her eyes. For what? What was she imagining now? And what did she deserve?

‘What are you going to do?’ Grace asked Joan.

‘I’m going to put the groceries away. Then I’m going to pour myself a glass of Scotch.’

Putting the groceries away. Not threatening, but awfully permanent. They needed to talk about what they were going to do, and they needed to do it soon. For now she just had the courage to say, ‘You bought a lot of things. That Walmart is huge, isn’t it?’

‘I’m saying. Do they sell cars there?’

‘Did you get some antibiotic ointment?’

‘Damn. Forgot it. I found some of those bandages to close a cut, though.’

‘It needs an antiseptic.’

Joan’s eyes narrowed for a second, but then she reached into one of the bags, pulling out a bottle of amber liquor. ‘Here, we can use this. Sort of expensive, but it won’t take much.’

Grace was relieved that Joan was going to treat the wound. She picked up the bag that had clothes in it and rifled through it. ‘These aren’t mine,’ she said.

‘This is true,’ Joan said.

‘You were going to get clothes from the house.’

‘Oh, I wasn’t totally precise when you asked about Hal and Shyla. What I should have said is that if we didn’t wake them up when we left the house, and they haven’t called you wondering where you are, that means they’re still asleep.’

Trying to get an answer, ‘So you didn’t go to the house?’

‘Hey, you just said I was gone too long as it is. I just bought some cheap clothes at Walmart. I chose speed and efficiency over expense and good taste.’

Grace pulled out a pastel blue T-shirt and navy sweat pants that looked the right size, and a muumuu of sorts with bird of paradise blooms on a dark blue background that looked like something Althea wouldn’t be caught dead in. ‘What is this, cruel abduction humor?’ she asked. But not expecting an answer she tossed the atrocity to Joan. ‘How about you get her dressed while I take a shower?’

Joan caught it and nodded. Grace took a deep, satisfied breath, having at least for once these days given a command instead of taking one.


SEVENTY-ONE

Grace didn’t think about why she took her shower so quickly. She threw her shirt into the bathtub and turned on more cold water to let it soak along with Althea’s things. Didn’t wash her hair. There was no blood in it that she could see, and it would have taken a few minutes more than she wanted to give. Her jeans weren’t bloody, so she put them back on instead of the sweat pants.

When she came out she found Joan curled up on the living-room couch with Althea in a matching recliner. The gash on Althea’s head was sealed with a butterfly bandage. Joan waved the bottle of amber liquor that Grace didn’t have the sophistication to identify.

‘Want some?’ Joan asked.

‘No. But thank you,’ Grace said politely.

‘Why not?’

‘I’d fall asleep.’

Joan poured a finger of the liquor into a glass that already had a finger in it. ‘I was just thinking, it was a cake donut. No glaze or anything. Who buys plain cake donuts?’

‘That would be me,’ Grace said. She remembered how good she had felt when she first met Joan, how relieved to find someone who understood her feelings, how impressed by Joan’s way of the world. The banter she had missed with her mother.

Joan went on. ‘And Hal is a baker. You go to Dunkin’ Donuts when your husband is a baker. That feels disloyal.’

Without sleep you can only be so polite. ‘Why are we talking about donuts? We’re in a house we have no right being in, hiding an old woman with a head wound we can’t explain.’

‘Good summary, thanks.’

‘I asked you not to do this.’

‘So you said. A couple of times.’ Joan lifted her glass so that it caught the light of the floor lamp next to the couch. It looked like a bright shiny thing meant to distract. Unintentional, probably. She couldn’t be that manipulative. She said, ‘You know you wanted to do this, but you’re different now.’

‘Maybe because you’ve never really told me what you thought this is.’

‘What did you talk about while I was gone? Did you get your confession?’

‘No.’

Joan left the same amount of silence after the ‘no’ that Grace had left before it. ‘Have I told you how my line of work makes a person really good at reading people?’

‘I have to admit, you’re really something.’ Grace wondered how good Joan was at holding her liquor; if she was gifted at that, too.

‘So while I was gone and you were making nice with Althea, I came up with our options.’

Grace let her have a dramatic pause before she said, ‘And?’

Sip. ‘We keep her here until she heals up. Go out only at night. Keep her tied up, or one of us stays with her.’

‘The problem with that is the place is reserved for three days from now.’

‘I’ve always hated people who think saying “the problem with that” is a solution. You could have suggested a different house. We could move her there.’ Sip. ‘Or you have three days to come up with a better idea.’

‘How long do you think it will take for the bruises to go away, Joan?’

Joan got off the couch, put her glass on the coffee table, and leaned over Althea, holding the woman’s chin with her hand to give the gash on her head a critical look. ‘Three weeks? For the scab and all. We lucked out that it’s not bad enough for stitches. I don’t think I could do stitches.’

Grace sort of watched herself go into the kitchen for a paper towel which she put under the glass. She sort of couldn’t believe she did that, get a fucking coaster while a woman’s life hung in the balance. Then the thought came for the first time, maybe two women. Hal didn’t know where she was, didn’t know about Joan. She hedged. ‘Three weeks. What do I say to Hal?’

‘That you needed to get away?’

‘What, and I took Althea with me? Even Hal wouldn’t fall for that.’

‘Good. We agree on that. Since we’re just putting all the options out there for shits and giggles, how about we kill her?’

‘Stop it,’ Grace said, though it was almost a relief to get Joan to finally say what she was thinking. While she and Joan talked, Grace had managed to keep everything very still, her face and fingers, not so much as allowing herself to swallow. Her heart she couldn’t control, though, and her chest rose and fell more rapidly than she wanted. As Joan’s eyes flickered over her and smiled, Grace’s cheeks burned with the realization that she wasn’t hiding anything.

Althea showed she was conscious and paying attention by jerking her chin away. But then it lolled in an alarming way. ‘I’m so tired,’ she said. She opened an eye that fixed on Joan. ‘I thought you were a ghost. You’re still alive.’

Joan kept talking to Grace as if Althea wasn’t there. ‘That guy in Paris I told you about, the one who gave me the fake death certificate. I learned some interesting things from him before I blackmailed him. Cause and manner of death. How we could make it look like an accident, the way she made your mom’s death look like accidental drowning.’

‘Stop,’ Grace said, her glance darting back and forth between Althea and Joan.

‘Old people have accidents. Poor Althea has been particularly clumsy lately.’

Joan waited for a reaction, and when Grace apparently lost the will she said, ‘You know why I came. You know why we’re here.’

‘I don’t know,’ Grace said. ‘You didn’t tell me.’

‘Oh, come on. Are you that naïve or just trying to tell yourself you don’t want her dead?’

‘Something about punishing her. I was just doing one thing at a time and it sort of got away from me.’ Grace knew how much of a wuss that made her. How unable to think for herself and make choices. And look where that went. There was always someone who would make the choices for her.

Without actually looking at Althea, just cocking her head in that general direction, Joan said, ‘That woman right there is evil. Half my life I thought I was the problem. That there was something wrong, something sinful about me. Then I finally realized she was jealous of my mother, our real mother. She was afraid I’d remind Dad of her because the older I got, the more I looked like her. It took me half my life to realize that.’

‘Maybe you need to work on it more,’ Grace suggested, as the more immediate problem tried to resolve itself in another part of her brain.

Joan ignored that. ‘She’s getting to you, too. You want to forgive her because she’s crazy.’

‘I don’t.’

‘And I understand you can be crazy but good. But I say she’s crazy bad. You put rabbit ears on a spaniel and it’s still a spaniel wearing rabbit ears.’

‘What?’

‘She’s bad,’ Joan repeated. ‘She deserves whatever happens to her.’

Grace said, ‘That’s what my mom said. That you can be crazy and bad at the same time. But, Joan. She’s a real person. She’s, she’s here.’ That all felt pathetic, like pleading. Change tone. ‘In a Hawaiian caftan, no less. Somehow takes the edge off.’ Grace was still trying to lighten up the talk, the way they had been when Joan first appeared.

But Joan wasn’t playing along. ‘She killed your mother.’

Grace sucked at the air. Still thinking that there might be some reason out there, trying to reason with the woman. ‘I still think she did. But I’m not positive that Althea thinks it. That makes a difference. Makes me different. No. I’m sorry.’

‘How?’ Joan asked. ‘Different how?’

‘Maybe. Maybe I have something in me that wouldn’t do it. Maybe you’re missing that something. Oh, I don’t mean …’ Grace reached for more but her brain wasn’t working with her, ended up with, ‘Please.’

Joan ignored her. ‘Here’s another idea. You wouldn’t have to stay with her, or do actual violence. We could just leave her someplace and let her starve to death. Wha’d’you think of that, Althea?’

Feeling thrust into the conversation, whether or not she got the gist of what Joan was saying, Althea said, ‘That’s how you always were. Hateful, mean.’

‘Althea, for God’s sake, shut up!’ Grace blurted.

Joan kept on her train of thought. ‘That would be a challenge, finding a place where no one would find her. You having to report an old woman who wandered off. Think you could put on a good act?’

Althea said, ‘Wanting to hurt me. When all I wanted to do was love you.’

‘Is that what you wanted?’ Joan asked, her attention finally gotten.

‘Don’t be drawn in by her charm,’ Althea said to Grace. ‘We were all drawn in by her charm and it nearly destroyed the family. No matter how hard I prayed for her.’ And back to Joan, ‘I thought you were dead.’

‘How did you imagine me dying?’ Joan asked, looking as if even now she really cared about what Althea thought. The child in us always surviving, showing up when we least want it around.

Althea waved a hand of dismissal, whether of her imagination in general or Joan’s death in particular was unclear. ‘But your father, he wouldn’t let you go. Always looking for you.’

Joan looked as if her own mask was being slowly stripped away. Grace heard her voice with tears in it that no one would ever see. ‘You said,’ she said.

‘I was able to distract him, but at those times when his obsession with you took him over, it was a little sick. To see the look in his eyes that should have been saved for me. And it wasn’t even about finding you, I knew that. You thought he loved you, but he didn’t. It was Clare. He never did put all her photographs away.’

‘And you call him sick.’

‘No. Not really. It wasn’t his fault. It was all you. And here you are again, coming between me and Grace.’

Joan looked at Grace and shook her head. See, crazy.

Grace thought, Well yes, I think we can be pretty sure of that. Her one outburst had drained her will to fight both Althea and Joan. Only now she studied Joan’s face, trying to see what there was behind it, wondering why Joan still needed corroboration. But she didn’t speak. She was awfully tired. Mostly she wished she could spirit herself back in time and space, away from both of these women, maybe back home to her bed where there was neither Althea nor Joan. If they would just stop rehearsing all their past pain for a moment maybe … but no, she didn’t see how she could go home. The events of this house had her trapped as much as the other one had, only now with two people who frightened her. Where could she go from here except crazy?

The others were going on as if they operated in a world outside of the one in her head. Which of course made sense. They couldn’t all fit inside her head, could they?

Althea now, ‘If I am insane, you drove me to it.’

‘Oh, there she goes with the melodrama, just like I remember,’ Joan said. ‘I drove you insane. I drove you insane?’ Joan was shouting now. Grace noted with some detachment that at some point they had both lost their calm demeanor, Althea’s serenity and Joan’s ice, and started shouting.

‘Fucking sicko, from the time you married Dad you started in telling me that I was a temptation to him,’ Joan shouted on.

‘You think I didn’t observe you showing your midriff with the navel ring, skinny dipping in the pool, waggling your bottom. It was disgusting.’

‘After a while I came to believe you. I stopped speaking to him. I started leaving the room if he came into it. I never left my bedroom dressed in my pajamas.’

‘Waggle waggle waggle,’ Althea said.

‘But nothing I did could convince you I wasn’t trying to come on to Dad. For God’s sake, I was just a child.’ Joan choked on the word ‘child’. She was no longer in the room; she was back in that past with the grievance of a seventeen-year-old girl. ‘You ruined my life.’

‘I didn’t ruin your life. I only revealed it,’ Althea said, and waved her fingers. ‘Waggle.’

I’m not part of this. As Grace watched from a safe distance inside her head, Joan went zero to death. She leaped at Althea, grabbing her long braid and swinging her to the floor, spilling all those birds of paradise on her caftan. Of course Joan had the edge, being thirty years younger and in better physical condition. She had Althea on her back. Given that Joan was sitting on her chest, Althea was, incredibly, still able to scream that she couldn’t breathe.

I must do something, Grace thought. Get up off this chair. Do something.

And yet something kept her only watching, watching what she might have imagined doing so many times. She would do something very soon.

She watched both of them, their fury and pain. From the start this had been all about them, her only purpose being to provide an audience. The two of them were screaming words that Grace failed to understand, given that she’d put her hands over her ears and rocked to deaden the sounds. Then Althea’s screams were cut off as Joan grabbed her braid and wound it around her throat.

Grace stood now, and walked forward a bit to get a clearer view. She watched Althea struggle for air and then go very quiet. Watched the braid tighten even further. Althea would surely die if this went on, wouldn’t she?

Satisfaction, revenge, or justice? Then, what?

Althea looked dead. Joan kept the braid tightly around her neck as she looked at Grace. ‘Get me something,’ she said. Not dead enough, apparently.

Grace didn’t move.

‘Get me something!’ Joan shouted. Looked around the room, gestured with her chin to a glass bowl on a table next to the couch. ‘Get it,’ she said.

Grace looked where Joan’s chin had pointed. Moved toward it obediently. Always doing what she was supposed to do. She picked up the bowl. It was thick. And heavy, maybe nine or ten pounds. Mostly clear with green swirls. Grace remembered dusting it. She was hyper-aware of all these things, her mind welcoming something other than the mayhem behind her. She took a deep breath and fought to turn herself around. Succeeded.

Then, ‘No,’ Grace heard herself whisper, though whether to Joan or herself she couldn’t tell.

Joan responded by tugging harder on Althea’s braid. Her knuckles were white. It seemed unnecessary, it seemed that Althea had stopped breathing a while ago and Grace wasn’t needed for the coup de grâce, but Grace wasn’t sure.

‘Stop,’ Grace whispered. And, ‘Stop.’

‘Hit her, for God’s sake!’ Joan yelled.

‘I don’t know.’ Grace knew her lips were moving but wasn’t sure she was speaking loudly enough to be heard by anyone but herself until Joan answered her.

‘You do know. You just can’t prove it,’ Joan wrapped the braid once around her hand to tighten it, her knuckles whitening with the effort. ‘This’ll be your only chance to save yourself. Save Shyla.’

There was something in Grace that still hesitated. ‘This isn’t my chance. This is yours.’

‘Bullshit,’ Joan gasped. ‘Don’t be spineless.’

‘OK.’ Then Grace took a deep breath and dropped the bowl on Joan’s head.
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Joan collapsed on top of Althea, not dead but certainly surprised. Grace had always seen in movies that a person hit in the head went immediately unconscious. Either it actually didn’t happen that way, or Grace hadn’t hit her hard enough. Just as well, she supposed, still at some mental distance; it would be terribly awkward to be trapped here with two bodies.

She stopped to think about that thought, sort of mentally probing herself. It was a robot kind of sensation, she concluded. You can only take so much until your feelings, the anger, the panic, the hatred, are too much and it all stops, and you’re left with pragmatics about hiding corpses. She hoped her normal feelings wouldn’t stop for ever. There was something non-human about not feeling.

Joan gave a low moan and Grace got her wits back enough to push her off Althea’s body with the heel of her foot.

Althea wasn’t dead either. One choking gasp made the bird of paradise flutter on her chest. That was answered with another flutter around her eyes, and a third in the fingers of her right hand as she drew them up and pulled the braid away from her throat.

Once Grace discovered that neither Joan nor Althea was dead yet, she felt her own mind come back to something like life. Whatever had put her brain on hold, now left her trembling in a pool of Grace on the floor. That’s right, it was an actual pool. She must have wet herself. And it was the actual floor. She didn’t know how she got there.

She’d have to clean the tiles in just a little while, but for now, when a little normal strength returned to her legs, she used them to crawl to where Joan was fingering the back of her head. ‘Am I bleeding?’ Joan asked, her words slurred.

Grace felt the back of Joan’s skull where she thought the bowl had come down the hardest, drew back her fingers and examined them. ‘Doesn’t look like it,’ she said, and added uselessly, ‘The bowl was round.’ Grace reached behind her and rolled the bowl over and held it in Joan’s sight so she could see the shape. She still felt a little crazy. ‘See?’ she said. ‘I could have killed you but I didn’t. I’m not a murderer. I’m not.’

Joan was coming around quickly. ‘You wanted it. You were standing there watching, and if I had finished her off you might have wrung your innocent hands and said, “Oh no, Joan, what do we do now?” But it would have felt good. Yes?’

Grace flinched at that word yes. It struck her that it was all those yesses that got her to this place and time. Agreeing to sell the home in Eau Gallie. Agreeing to change her job. Agreeing to renovate the house. Agreeing to live with Althea. Agreeing, dear God, this was the worst, agreeing to leave Fiona with Althea so she could slip away for a romantic time with Hal.

‘You know, I said yes to so many things. I said yes to you without even knowing you because I wanted so badly for someone else to save me. I agreed to cooperate with your plan without even knowing what it was. You looked at me and said, yeah, your life is as nuts as you think it is. You gave me a way out. You were my savior. But I don’t have to keep saying yes.’

‘You know you want her dead.’

‘Sure I do. I want to rewind the clock into a world that never had Althea in it. But I said yes to a bunch of things I didn’t want. Now whether I want it or not, I say no.’

‘What are you doing?’ Joan had rolled over and risen on her hands and knees, but was taking things slowly, as one would when hit on the head with the equivalent of a ten-pound free weight.

‘I’m calling Hal.’ Strength returning to her legs, Grace had gotten up from the floor, and put the glass bowl back on its table, out of Joan’s reach. Cleaning herself up would have to wait. Those sweat pants would come in handy. Then she took her cell out of her pocket and called Hal’s cell. As it rang she said to Joan, ‘Move away from Althea.’

Althea was still on her back, now with her hands flapping over the pockets of her flowered caftan like an exotic reef fish out of the tank.

‘He still doesn’t know I’m here,’ Joan reminded her. ‘What are you going to say?’

Grace disconnected and looked at Joan, who was standing up while holding on to the side of the recliner.

‘You know what? I’ve sort of had it with this whole family.’

Joan snorted. ‘I don’t blame you. The family sucks.’ Standing now, weaving a little, Joan stepped over Althea’s body and started across the room toward Grace.

‘Don’t come any closer.’ Grace brandished her phone. ‘I’ll call the cops.’

That made Joan pause, but possibly because she was still more drunk than afraid. ‘Ooh, what will you tell them? You’re in this as deep as I am.’

‘I dunno.’ As she thought, Grace held the phone weapon-like on Joan. ‘Maybe that you’re a prostitute and kidnapped Althea to extort money from her. Brought her here. Then, um, I followed you and tried to stop you but you temporarily overpowered me. That I’ve got the bruises to show it. Something, something … everyone else seems to be really good at making shit up, why not me?’

‘That won’t stick.’ Joan started moving again, still a little unstable as she placed her feet in a side-by-side walk. She reminded Grace of a size four Frankenstein.

‘Stay away from me.’

‘What are you going to do, pee on me? I’ve had worse.’ Joan laughed. Or hiccupped. ‘My turn. I imagine killing the two of you and disappearing. That’s short on detail but I like the ending.’

Grace moved backward in the direction of the kitchen, her focus on where in this particular house they kept the knives. Butcher block? In the drawer next to the stove?

That was when Althea’s flapping hand pulled her Life Alert out of the front pocket of her caftan and pushed the button.

‘Thank you, Robert,’ Althea said with a beatific smile.
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She must have bundled the alert device with her discarded clothes in the tub, then retrieved it and put it in her pocket when Grace left the bathroom. The devices were apparently waterproof.

Within ten minutes of Althea pushing that alert thing, the paramedics arrived.

Within three minutes, Joan had grabbed her purse, taken a last swig from her glass of whisky, and left by the back door.

Grace didn’t have the option of running. This was her mother-in-law and her house, by virtue of her being employed to clean it. They would know where to find her. So she was stuck watching Althea grab the hand of one of the paramedics who knelt beside her, and cover the latex glove with kisses as she said, ‘Thank God you’re here!’ while Grace turned away before rolling her eyes so they couldn’t see.

The other paramedic got out his cell phone.

‘Hey there, beautiful,’ the first paramedic said while dislodging his hand. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Althea,’ she said, a little calmer already.

‘I’m Sean.’ He shone a small flashlight into her eyes and seemed contented with what he saw. ‘Do you know what year it is?’

‘Of course I do,’ Althea said.

‘Is this a relative of yours?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘I’m her daughter-in-law,’ Grace said, doing her best to not scream it.

Sean glanced at the other paramedic, who was describing the scene to someone on his phone, evidently the cops. The description sounded bizarre even to Grace, and she had been there. ‘We’re going to take good care of you. What’s this bandage?’ This question finally acknowledged Grace’s existence without the nicety of asking her name.

‘She fell and gashed her head. It bled a lot but I think it’s stopped.’ Grace added, ‘I put alcohol on it,’ but no one was listening. That was just as well, who knew how she could screw herself by saying the wrong thing, like the fact that the alcohol was whisky.

Sean peeked under the bandage and then sniffed it. More to himself than Grace he said, ‘I don’t think it will need stitches, but we’ll take her in for a full work-up.’

Unnamed paramedic finished his call with the address of the place and disconnected, but kept an eye on Grace.

By the time the cops arrived, Althea was strapped to a gurney. When one officer approached her, Althea grabbed his trouser leg, as if Grace was attacking her rather than watching in despair from across the room. ‘Save me!’ she said.

And that was how in less than an hour Grace came to be sitting in the Delray Beach Police Department interrogation room, knowing this was finally the end. They’d taken off the handcuffs prior to fingerprinting her along with the rest of the booking procedure. She maybe remembered they’d read her the Miranda Rights, but the whole part between removing the handcuffs and putting her in this room was a little blurry.

It didn’t look like the interrogation room in movies. There was no big mirror that was actually a one-way window, and no lamp that shone uncomfortably in her face. The table that was usually in the middle of a room bigger than it needed to be was pushed up against one wall. That meant that the two chairs faced each other without a table between them.

Was it a trick? To make her think she wasn’t actually being questioned?

Coupled with what had happened at the hospital the last time, when they thought she pushed Althea down the stairs, it looked bad. It was time to ask for a lawyer, she thought. But maybe she would look less guilty if she first waited for them to hint that she might have committed a crime. Or was that what the Miranda Warning was about? Had they actually done that? The only thing she was absolutely sure of was that she was exhausted, and may have left her wits somewhere at home.

A man who said his name was Detective Andrew Kingston sat across from her. He didn’t seem to be any happier than she was to be in this room at five a.m. His suit was crumpled and there was an oily spot on his shirt, just at the top of his standard-issue belly.

She had given her name when she let them take everything she had and put it in a baggie. Kingston must have done some preliminary checking before he came in the room, because he said, ‘The address on your driver’s license doesn’t match the one at the house where we found you. Would you mind explaining that?’

So polite. Grace explained what she did for a living, and how she took care of that house for vacation rental.

‘You were in the house for your own private use?’ he asked.

Well, now she was going to lose her job, too. Time to throw in the towel. Or dust rag might be more appropriate. Grace stifled a hysterical giggle. Two crazy people would be excessive, but worrying about losing her job when she was going to go to prison, she had to admit that was crazy.

When she didn’t say why she was in someone else’s house, Kingston looked at a small pad dwarfed by his meaty fist. Flipped a few pages. Flipped back. Rather than watch his theatrics, Grace wished she could look at the pad to see what was written there, if anything. Get all the bad news at once. It would save time and then she could sleep.

After a sufficiently dramatic pause Kingston said, ‘Apparently there was another person involved. Could you tell me more about that?’

Damn Joan. All tough and everything, talking about murdering Althea, and then disappearing when the cops showed up. She hedged, ‘Involved how? Like an accomplice, you mean?’

‘Mrs Deming, we’ll get through this much more easily if you answer directly.’

‘Then you’re going to have to ask your questions directly, too. It appears you’ve already talked to my mother-in-law. What did she say?’

‘I’d rather you told me.’

‘Who knows, maybe my story will agree with hers and this will be the easiest case you ever solved.’ That change that she’d felt back at the house, standing up to Joan rather than acquiescing, it flickered in her now. Grace hoped she wasn’t overdoing it when she leaned forward and added with all the sincerity she could muster, ‘Help me help you.’

Detective Kingston eyed her suspiciously, and then presented an account that was shockingly factual, given Althea’s usual method of making up shit.

How Althea had run out of the house to escape what she thought was a ghost.

How she had fallen down and cut her head on a rock in the front yard.

How she had been put in a car and brought to a different house.

How Grace had talked about murder right in front of her.

How an argument had ensued and she had been strangled with her own braid.

There were none of the imaginary ribbons and bows with which Grace would expect Althea to tie up her story. Grace didn’t nod agreement, but only shook her head sadly as she kept thinking about some way out. ‘If that was what happened, Detective Kingston, what would the charge be? Kidnapping? Aggravated assault? Is she pressing charges?’

Kingston smiled. ‘People sure do learn a lot from crime shows. She could press charges if she wanted, but everything you cite are criminal charges. Add in elder abuse, you’re looking at a minimum of ten to twenty.’

Grace felt her chest rising and falling and could tell that Kingston noticed. It was hard to speak, but she gave it a shot. She had had a little time alone to figure things out. ‘It doesn’t sound like I was abusing her, detective. OK, maybe if I didn’t take her to the hospital immediately, but that’s the part of her story that’s a little confused. I didn’t bring her to the house, I found her there. It’s a short distance and I assume she walked. I don’t know why she took the keys to that house or how she hurt her head. I administered first aid and helped her bathe, did she tell you that?’

Kingston nodded.

‘And I was going to take her to the hospital to get checked out when she went nuts on me and called the police.’

Now he shifted impatiently in his chair. ‘Mrs Deming, give it up. Your mother-in-law has stated that she was taken against her will from her home by you and …’ Kingston pretended he had to check his notes again, maybe to observe Grace in the pause. ‘… Joan.’

That was it. Grace could blame this all on Joan, the plot to frighten Althea out of her wits, the kidnapping, the threat of murder, the braid strangling. Would that work? Or would it create an even bigger clusterfuck than the one she was currently in? She imagined telling the police to go to the Marriott, where they would find a sleeping Joan in her bed, denying all. As she’d said earlier in the evening, Joan was good at getting in and out of hotels without being spotted.

Think, think. So what if you haven’t slept all night. She finally bunted with, ‘Joan?’

Kingston leaned back in his chair and tapped his pen on the table. It managed to convey he was weary and annoyed at the same time. ‘Come on. Your husband’s sister. I take it you must know who she is. Joan Deming. Your sister-in-law.’

It was then she began to see the possibilities. Not only the possibilities for her survival, but also the betrayal of someone she loved.

‘I know of her, but I never met her,’ Grace slowly rolled out the words one by one, testing them as she decided the best way to say the rest.

‘How long have you known your husband?’

‘Fifteen years.’

‘And you never met his sister? All that time. How’s that?’

‘You’re saying Althea says Joan helped me kidnap her.’

‘Are you denying that Joan Deming was part of your plot?’

‘Well, for starters, I’m definitely denying there was any kind of a plot. Please. Fill me in.’

Kingston filled in the gaps he had purposely left out of his account. ‘She was the one who pretended to be a ghost and frightened Althea. That’s why Althea ran from the house, tripped, and cut her head.’

‘A ghost. Wow,’ Grace said. How long could she keep this up?

‘And then she disappeared.’

‘By she you mean—’

‘Joan.’

‘Ghosts do that,’ Grace allowed. ‘Disappear, I mean.’

‘Mrs Deming. You seem to be making light of serious charges. What is it about prison time that you’re not getting?’

‘I’m surprised is all. Confused.’

‘That’s another issue. We don’t have a record of her whereabouts anywhere. We’re going to need you to help us locate Ms Deming.’

‘No can do,’ Grace said. She wasn’t a religious person, but in that moment, when she saw the way, she thought she might have witnessed the heavens open and angel choirs sing.

‘It would go a long way towards a lesser charge, if you can help. Tell me, was all of this Joan’s idea? Were you coerced?’

Grace couldn’t stall any longer; she had to commit one way or the other. While she’d been dancing around her interrogator, she couldn’t come up with a solution that would both free her and punish Althea. If Althea was sane, saying that Joan Deming was at the scene, Grace would likely go to prison. If Althea was crazy, she would be declared incompetent and couldn’t be punished for Fiona’s death.

‘Mrs Deming?’

Grace decided.
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Grace must have gotten really good at arranging her face. Her eyes had widened with painful realization as her lips stretched tight over her teeth. ‘It’s not that I refuse to tell you where Joan Deming is, it’s that I truly can’t tell you,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid my mother-in-law is more ill than we ever imagined. She knows that Joan has been dead for more than twenty years. Stabbed to death in Paris.’ Grace had sighed with elaborate sympathy. ‘How sad.’

Fortunately, when Detective Kingston went to the hospital to corroborate this information, Althea had clung to her story about Joan abducting her. By promising a copy of the death certificate as proof, Grace had been released without arraignment, charges dropped. The death certificate ensured there would be no investigation at the house, no dusting that whisky bottle for Joan’s fingerprints to prove Althea’s claim. Detective Kingston was made to understand how Althea’s delusions included talking to people who were dead.

The sun was coming up when Grace picked up Althea from the hospital and drove her back to the house. Hal was up, having long been accustomed to early rising. After putting her exhausted mother-in-law to bed, Grace took him aside and described the events of the night, providing some imaginative details of how she’d heard someone at the front door, got up to find Althea missing from her room, and found her wandering the streets in her nightgown several blocks away and took her inside the rental house to call the paramedics from there. It was better if he knew the story this way.

Then Grace told Hal she was taking Shyla and leaving him in the house with his stepmother unless he agreed to her conditions. The condition was that Althea would be placed somewhere that would provide expert care so no one would have to worry about her running away again. Especially once she convinced him that Althea was no happier than Grace with the arrangements made by him and his father, Hal caved quickly. Grace knew she’d be able to count on that. She still feels badly about relying on Hal’s passivity, but not badly enough.

Mostly, Grace refuses to acquiesce any longer, and she doesn’t care how that makes her look. Because she had been willing to be alone, even if it meant leaving Hal, things have worked out. Oh, Hal might be damaged. He might be emotionally stunted, with some deep-seated psychological issues. But he isn’t bad. He’s a good man, and a good father, and a good companion. This life is good enough, and Grace doesn’t require the storybook ending afforded to gothic heroines.

If her cover-up is someday discovered, she’ll deal with it then. In the meantime, Grace will never tell Hal that Joan is still alive, only that Althea imagined her. If anything keeps her awake it’s this, that Joan might reappear. It will take years before she can stop thinking at least once a day about Joan coming to finish what she had started. She’ll never forgive herself for letting her mother’s death go unavenged, but she knows Fiona would understand, that it was all about staying out of prison, being there to raise Shyla.

With the profit from the sale of the house, the Demings run an upscale bakery shop in Melbourne, Florida, just a ten-minute drive to Eau Gallie, where she often sees her old friends. Melbourne is slightly larger, slightly classier than Eau Gallie, a small coastal town but with things like wine bars and a single-concourse airport that serves the surrounding cities. The name of the bakery is Chooky’s. Grace will always resent that the name was created by Althea, but is pleased that Hal is doing what he loves most. Grace runs the business end of things and attends online classes at the University of Central Florida, where she’s working on an advanced degree in forensic psychology.

The next-door neighbors at the house in Delray were pleased to take Ruth for their granddaughter. ‘How is our dear Althea doing? Please give her our best and let her know we’ll take good care of her kitty.’ They didn’t ask for her address or phone number.

Shyla. Early on she sometimes talked about visiting Althea, but was easily discouraged by the long drive for just a visit. Now she has nearly forgotten, in the way of most children. She hasn’t tried out for the swim team in her new public school, and the house they live in has no pool. Instead, Shyla has taken up raising therapy golden doodles in her spare time. At least that’s how they talk about it, though the doodle, named Wally, has never been adopted out and does more good for Shyla than any amount of therapy.

Just lately, at the start of summer, Grace has come upon Shyla and Hal lobbing fake snowballs at each other in the living room, Shyla from behind the armchair and Hal fearlessly unprotected. As Hal flings one of them in a solid overhand, Wally leaps from out of nowhere and seizes it in his mouth, effectively taking a snowball for Shyla. Grace had thrown away all the Christmas decorations, but these are left over from their home in Eau Gallie.

Hate lingers. Like a software program in her brain that can’t be uninstalled, as Grace watches her daughter and husband play, she thinks – as she thinks most every day – about how sometimes she wishes Joan had gotten her way. That Althea would be truly and totally out of her world and not just tucked safely away at Ocean View Two. But she will not risk Shyla being collateral damage to her hate. She thinks it might have been what her own mother would have done.

Shyla’s playing with the snowballs might mean something, that she’s healing from the past Christmas; Fiona’s death might not eclipse every holiday to come. Happiness might be allowed in for all three of them.

Shyla must have seen Grace watching, because she breaks away and comes over to put her arm around Grace’s shoulders. This is when Grace notices Shyla is taller than she.

‘Don’t cry, Mom,’ Shyla says. ‘It’s all right. Don’t cry.’
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Althea still feels bad on occasion. After all, all she ever wanted was to be loved. She had feared losing Robert’s love to Joan, but he was faithful to her even after death. And everyone at Ocean View Two loves her. She knows that from the way they smile at her, and thank her for all the little kind words she speaks, and the kind things she does. This place is very much like Ocean View One except that she gets more attention. If she leaves the building to walk the path around the grounds, someone follows her. And some of the people are a little nutty. She makes the best of the situation as she had always done. Never wandering around in a housedress, she maintains her dignity with linen slacks and a crisp blouse that are laundered and pressed for her.

None of it matters, and the events of the past seven months … well, she guesses much of that had been her imagination working overtime. Althea takes some satisfaction in her memories, the classic suspense plot, the relief at the end when nothing happens. The joy that everything will be all right after all, because the worst things never happened.

Joan hadn’t killed her. Someday she might show up and try it again. Althea tries not to dwell on that. After all, wasn’t Joan dead? She is a little confused about whether or not that was so. Grace and Hal both told her Joan was dead, and that she must have imagined getting a photograph of her, and all that followed that night.

The trick to making friends at Ocean View Two is to arrive early enough in the dining room to pick the table with just the right amount of sun. The tables by the windows are the most coveted, and if she arrives there early enough, she can take her pick. The tables are not all the same. Some allow the morning sun to come in too much and heat the white cloth that covers the table. Then there are the people. After just a few weeks she knew which ones talked either too much or too little. One didn’t want to sit with someone who spent the whole meal complaining about having their hemorrhoids banded, or ones who simply stared. Especially that one man who looks just past her left ear with a frown, as if he sees someone creeping up behind her.

Ah, there was Greta. She had met Greta in the library and urged on her a copy of Mistress of Mellyn. The people who came into the library were less nutty, as a general rule. They could talk about gothic novels, if not classics. Althea holds her hand up to give a wave, but Greta doesn’t notice her. She’s greeting a younger couple who had been waiting at the entrance to the dining room. Children probably, who love her enough to come and have lunch with her. They sit together at a different table.

The Demings will never come to visit her here. Grace has her nose out of joint for some reason and won’t allow it. Unjustified as it might be, Althea is sure Grace hates her.

Althea feels bad when all these things rush back at her. Not all things are ending well after all.

But then, as she’s lowering the hand she waved, she catches the morning light on it. There, in the center of her palm is a red spot, the circumference that of a dime, or just a little smaller. How could she have done that without noticing? She rubs at it with a tissue she always keeps tucked up her sleeve. One didn’t want to get red marker or whatever it was on the cloth napkins. The spot doesn’t come off, and now there is a little pain from her vigorous rubbing. Noticing a slight depression as she presses the spot makes her light-headed. When she looks at the tissue it is smeared with the undeniable color of blood.

Can it be? She lifts up her hand to the light. And sees that there is indeed a hole going right through her hand. The sun coming in through the window next to her table crystallizes to a pinpoint so that it seems she holds a star. She lifts up her other hand and sees the same, an identical hole right through the center of her palm. She doesn’t even have to squint her eyes to see it that way.

She loses track of time, gazing at the light shining through her palms. It is that beautiful. When she becomes aware again of her surroundings, she puts her hands in her lap so as not to get blood on the tablecloth. She looks around, but no one appears to have noticed her. Wasn’t that the way it always was? Well, not any more. God has finally noticed her. No one else might know the full extent of her goodness, or how much she had suffered, but the Lord knew. And maybe now the whole world would know after all.

Leaving her meal untouched, Althea rises from the table, intending to go up to her room immediately. She wants to take off her shoes in private and look at her feet. And then it’s imperative that she telephones Monsignor Fogarty to tell him what happened. Only walking between the tables to get out of the dining room, her feet throb with each step. The pain is like nothing she has ever known before, physically or psychically. Her soles are being struck with hot irons. Swords thrust up through her calves.

Her stomach sickens with excruciating ecstasy. She feels dizzy. She pitches forward, trying to grab a table but only coming away with a handful of tablecloth that fails to slow her fall. It’s not a graceful novel-like swoon, not a smooth descent, but fast and inelegant, with a jarring bounce off something hard-edged on the way down. Crumpled on the floor, even now hoping her clothes are not in unladylike disarray, she reaches up to touch her aching brow and feels the unmistakable thin syrup of blood on her fingers. The crown of thorns, she thinks, and for the first and last time she feels loved, better loved than anyone else in the whole world, as much love as she needs to feel.
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