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PROLOGUE

September 1998

FAITH

I knew all about having my life saved. When I was three years old, I broke free of my MawMaw’s callused grasp to chase a paper cup skittering across the street at the same time a jalopy full of new army recruits careened around the corner. A sailor coming out of Knapp’s Drugs and Sundries, with reflexes I hope served him well in his tour of duty, threw his bottle of Hires root beer to the sidewalk and raced out into the street, scooping me up in his arms. I can still hear the cacophony of squealing brakes, honking horns, and my grandmother’s scream, feel the sailor’s rough cotton uniform on my cheek and smell the soda pop on his breath. Thereafter, root beer would replace Nehi as my favorite soda, and of course I would forever believe the navy superior to the army because that’s what the sailor said, in so many (profane) words, once he found out what field of service the scared young men in the rusty Nash had joined that morning.

When I was eleven, DellaRose Pryne and I had taken a walk along a country road to smoke the Viceroy I’d swiped from MawMaw’s pack. When the wind began whipping up and the sky turned green, it seemed a great adventure, until DellaRose spotted the moving black smudge beyond the line of telephone poles and screamed, ‘Tornado!’

We jumped into a ditch and lay there, arms entwined around each other, as the locomotive of wind roared over us. Even in my terror, I couldn’t resist looking up to see the tornado throwing up parts of the earth – and the Dobbses’ chicken coop – all around us.

And then there was the time when I was sixteen and drank too much on Student Skip Day and had to be fished out of the Tallahala River after bashing my head against a rock. I woke up to find myself being given mouth-to-mouth resuscitation by Billy Lawler, whose resemblance to James Dean had not gone unnoticed by every girl in the tri-county area. But this was not the way I had fantasized about kissing him, his anxious face mottled with the blood that streamed from my hairline, and I turned my pounding head to vomit in the scrubby grass, embarrassed and ashamed.

I didn’t become a teetotaler that day (I hope that I never have to join that club), but I did revise my standards as to what social drinking was, and never again drank to the point of passing out. My life may have been saved by that adjustment; certainly excessive drinking had led to my mother’s death, and if anything, I did not want a death like my mother’s, let alone a life.

I took a sip of the brown swill the hospital claimed was coffee and regarded the four women in the room.

But it’s you, I thought. You who’ve saved my life more times than I can count. Who forced me to tell the secrets that were eating me up, and still loved me.

As if hearing my thoughts, Audrey looked up from her knitting, adjusted her reading glasses, and winked.

She was completely silver-haired now, and at least fifty pounds heavier than when I had first thrown a snowball at her, but there was an easy elegance to her that neither age nor weight could diminish. In the days of miniskirts, Audrey could be counted on to wear the miniest, as well as necklines that plunged inches past propriety, but to me, she always looked . . . well, regal. Audrey had laughed when I told her this, had even slapped her thigh and claimed it was nothing but ‘posture, Faith . . . and an attitude. Good posture and an attitude let you get away with anything.’

Audrey, who introduced herself these days as ‘a former atheist whose wake-up call just happened to have God on the other end,’ was the type of person who got away with a lot simply because she refused to ask permission for the privilege of being herself. It was certainly not an attitude I came by easily.

‘You’ve got to start living up to your name,’ Audrey had told me long ago. ‘Have a little faith in Faith.’

It was as if she had asked me to break the sound barrier on foot.

‘How’m I supposed to do that?’

‘For starters, stop trying so hard to be perfect. No one’s perfect – except maybe Donna Reed, and she doesn’t count, because she’s only perfect on TV.’

I smiled at the memory of that conversation and of those gentle television sitcoms. We mocked the beautiful mothers in shirtwaist dresses as they poured milk from glass bottles and dispensed wisdom in their showplace kitchens (in high heels, of course), but at least their kids acted their age. Not like today, when the laugh track is cranked up high in response to every sexual innuendo lisped by some wide-eyed moppet. Don’t get me wrong, sexual innuendoes have their place – but not in conversation with a second grader. I guess I’m getting old, longing for those days when kids on TV called their dads ‘sir’ and Shindig was considered racy.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ asked the woman who still held the honor of being the loveliest woman – including Donna Reed – I had ever seen.

‘I was just trying to remember if you ever wore miniskirts.’

‘Good Lord,’ said Merit, closing her book. ‘I hope so.’

‘Miniskirts,’ said Audrey with a long sigh. ‘How I loved my miniskirts. And hot pants. Remember those white vinyl hot pants I used to wear?’

Nodding, I tossed my Styrofoam cup into the wastebasket. ‘I’m sure every man in Freesia Court remembers those hot pants.’

Merit frowned, her slight fingers probing the dimple in her chin. ‘You know, come to think of it, I don’t think I ever did. I don’t think I was allowed. To wear a miniskirt, that is.’

Another memory made goose bumps rise on my arms.

‘Maybe Kari can sew you up one,’ whispered Slip, nodding at the dozing woman.

‘How about it?’ I asked as she opened her eyes. Everyone took turns snoozing during this vigil and had a knack for waking up whenever the conversation called for it. I was the only one who wouldn’t sleep. I was used to staying alert; to be awake was to be armed, and if the Grim Reaper even thought about making an appearance, he was in for a fight from me. ‘How about you make us group miniskirts, Kari?’

‘I imagine it would take a lot more fabric than it did in the old days,’ she said, ‘but sure, I’ll get right on it.’

Kari was the oldest of the group by a dozen years, but as far as looks went, she had been blessed with an aging clock that was set slower than the rest of ours. We all got older and Kari stayed the same.

‘No, I think my miniskirt days are over,’ said Merit.

‘Never surrender,’ said Audrey, pointing a knitting needle in Merit’s direction. ‘In fact, I vote that we all wear miniskirts to the next AHEB meeting.’

The laughter that greeted her nomination was short-lived, as reality reminded us that the next AHEB meeting was in question. The room fell back into a silence muted by the clicking of knitting needles and the rustle of turning pages.

I studied one of the photographs I was considering using for our scrapbook. It was a picture of Kari holding a tray of cookies at one of her annual Christmas parties.

‘How are we supposed to stand things?’ I had once asked her at the peak of one of the many crises that conspire against anyone with the temerity to be alive and breathing.

A glaze came over Kari’s blue eyes, the glaze of a person ready to tell a story.

‘Once my mother and I were having lunch in this fancy hotel in Fargo and the waiter served us walleye that was undercooked – honestly, it was sushi before the days of sushi. We had him take our plates back to the kitchen but when he brought them back, the fish was now not only undercooked, but cold. He left us to attend to his other customers, completely ignoring us as we called, “Waiter!” He had absolutely no time for us or our complaints.’

Kari’s got a wonderful laugh – as deep as Santa Claus with a cold. Looking at my face, she let it rip.

‘My point is, sometimes life’s like a bad waiter and serves you exactly what you don’t want. You can cry and scream and order him to take it back, but in the end, you’re the one who has to deal with what’s finally set before you.’

All of us women in the room have had our share of surly waiters serving bad entrees, but for over thirty years, we have helped one another up from the table, passed long antacids and after-dinner mints, offered shoulders to cry on, stiff drinks, and desserts whose butter content was exceeded only by its sugar load. But this . . . this cancer thing – could we survive something that seemed so grimly devoted to taking one of us away?

‘I remember you had a miniskirt,’ I said to Slip. ‘We bought it together in the kids’ department of Dayton’s. You told me your dream was to buy adult clothes you didn’t have to alter.’

I doubt she was the five feet she claimed to be, but still, Slip was the one you called when you needed help moving something heavy, the star acrobat in the neighborhood circus, the one who daily used the chin-up bar lodged in her son’s bedroom doorway. Slip had hard, defined muscles before it was fashionable; she ran back in the days when people thought you were either crazy or being chased, and became a vegetarian when the rest of us were sawing into porterhouse steaks and thought a pitcher of strawberry daiquiris satisfied our daily fruit requirement.

Audrey pushed back her reading glasses and shoved her knitting paraphernalia into the wicker bag at her side.

‘I’ve always envied your body,’ she said, touching Slip with her manicured, ring-studded hand.

‘Yeah, right,’ said Slip. ‘You who could fill out Marilyn Monroe’s and Jayne Mansfield’s clothes?’

‘Jayne Mansfield,’ said Merit. ‘I haven’t thought of her in years. Poor thing – I heard she had a really high IQ.’

‘Slip has such a boy’s body,’ Audrey said, uninterested in debating Jayne Mansfield’s Mensa eligibility. ‘So little and flat-chested and hipless. I’ve always thought it must be so freeing to have a body like that.’

‘I’d give anything for your breasts,’ Slip said. ‘Just for a day – one day on a nude beach.’

‘But you’d tip over,’ said Merit, and the idea of Audrey’s mammoth breasts on Slip’s tiny little body made us all laugh.

A male nurse with a wispy blond mustache and ponytail came in and began his business of checking vital signs and IV drips.

‘You ladies sure like to laugh,’ he said. ‘I’ve never heard so much laughter coming out of a hospital room.’

‘Really?’ said Audrey. ‘You should have heard us when we visited this one in the slammer.’ She nodded in Kari’s direction. It was an old joke of Audrey’s to introduce Kari to strangers as an ex-con.

‘Slammer.’ The nurse nodded. ‘That’s funny. It’s nice to hear sisters get along so well.’

‘We’re not sisters,’ I said.

‘Really?’ said the nurse. ‘

Nope, just friends,’ said Merit.

‘Really?’ said the nurse again. ‘Because – wow – you sure look alike.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ said Kari, smiling.

‘I won’t,’ said Audrey, who then looked imperiously, as only Audrey could, at the nurse. ‘It’s just that you’re young and male and blinded by a culture that says the only females worthy of attention are eighteen-year-old nubile pinups.’ She paused to take a breath. ‘So naturally, you think every woman over the age of fifty looks alike.’

‘No . . . I . . . my mother . . . it’s . . .’ stammered the nurse, whose blush was the color of boiled shrimp. His brow furrowed and he looked at the chart like an actor staring at a script whose lines he doesn’t know. ‘Uh, Dr Sobota will be here in about a half hour if you have any questions.’ He hustled out of the room, holding his ponytail as if he feared we’d pull it.

‘Holy diatribe,’ said Slip, trying not to smile. ‘The poor guy makes a little observation and he gets treated to one of your rants.’

‘Aw, I was just having some fun,’ said Audrey, picking up her knitting again. She giggled. ‘I guess this is sort of a sisterly scene. Right out of Little Women.’

‘I’m Jo,’ I said, putting my dibs in first.

‘I want to be Jo,’ said Kari.

‘You’re Meg,’ said Audrey. ‘And Merit’s Beth.’

‘But Beth dies,’ said Merit. ‘I don’t want to be Beth.’

Audrey shook her head. ‘You’re the sweet one. Beth was the sweet one. Therefore you’re Beth. And Slip, you can be Marmee.’

‘If I’m Marmee,’ said Slip, ‘then that makes you Amy. Spoiled, blond, selfish . . .’

Audrey returned Slip’s smile with one of her own. ‘So I’m not blond.’

‘I don’t want to be Beth,’ said Merit softly.

We bickered a few minutes over who was most like what character – hardly the only time we’d argued about a book – and then Slip asked if anyone had a quarter.

‘I think we should flip for Jo,’ she said, giving me her famous I’m-right-and-you’re-wrong look.

‘Let’s call in the nurse,’ I said. ‘We can ask him who’d make a better Jo.’

‘As if he’d know,’ said Audrey. ‘He doesn’t strike me as a man conversant with Little Women.’

‘Yeah,’ said Slip. ‘He looks like a man conversant with where to score the best dope.’

Merit nodded. ‘He reminds me of those Deadhead friends of Melody’s.’

‘Get you!’ said Audrey.

‘What?’

‘Well, that you even know what a Deadhead is! You’ve come a long way, sister.’

‘Remember when we threatened to burn her Mitch Miller and Mantovani records?’ I asked.

‘Someone had to drag her into the swingin’ sixties,’ said Slip.

‘You guys dragged me into a lot more than that,’ said Merit, and we all sat for a moment, reflecting on how true the statement was for all of us.

‘Hey,’ said Audrey finally, ‘while we’re waiting for Dr What’s-His-Face to give us the latest verdict, refresh my memory: what’s this month’s book?’

‘To Kill a Mockingbird,’ I said. ‘My choice for our greatest-hits year.’

‘I love rereading all our favorites,’ said Kari. ‘I can’t wait to dive into Jane Austen again.’

Slip looked at Audrey. ‘You’re not planning to do Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex again, are you?’

‘That,’ said Audrey with a smile, ‘is one subject I can honestly say I know enough about.’ She looked at the clock next to the TV mounted on the wall. ‘Say, wasn’t Grant going to stop by?’

‘He’d better,’ said Slip. ‘He said he was bringing chocolate.’ She yawned into her closed fist. ‘Hey, while we’re waiting, how about a song? A nice cowboy song?’

It was Slip’s little entertainment lately – she thought it cheered everyone up – to request group sing-alongs.

‘Let’s sing something a bunch of cowboys would sing around the campfire. And if any of you wants to throw in a yodel or two, feel free.’

‘“Home on the Range”?’ asked Merit, and after we shrugged our consent, she hummed a note we all tried to match.

Even though Merit sang for a living now, her voice was always a little too trembly soprano for my tastes; I preferred Kari’s clear and strong alto. Slip could carry a tune, but not very far, and Audrey was more a brayer than a singer. I was the Rex Harrison talk-your-way-through type of vocalist, but still, we all sang ‘Home on the Range’ gamely, happily, even joyfully.

Grant tiptoed in and started singing with us, and I wished that there really was a place in the world where discouraging words were seldom heard and the skies were not cloudy all day.

‘Faith, are you all right?’ Grant asked.

Shaking my head, I brushed away a tear with my finger. ‘Are any of us?’

‘No, but at least we’re all here together,’ said Audrey. ‘And that’s something.’

Nodding, I whispered, ‘I guess,’ and even in my grief, I didn’t have to guess: we were all together and that was something.

A few years back, when I finally got smart enough to go to a therapist, she asked me how I had held things together all these years.

It didn’t take long to come up with an answer. ‘That’s easy. I belong to a book club.’



PART ONE

1968–1970



THE MEMBERS

A Fuller Brush salesman had the unfortunate task of trying to sell his wares to the women of Freesia Court during the fifth day of a March cold snap.

‘They were like caged animals,’ he complained later to his district manager. ‘I felt like any minute they were going to turn on me.’

‘Brushes?’ Faith Owens had said when he offered up his bright smile and sales pitch on her icy front doorstep. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got a little more than brushes to worry about right now. Like wondering if spring is ever going to get here. Because I truly believed it might really be coming when boom – here it is, twenty below zero with a windchill factor that would bring Nanook of the North to his knees.’

‘Thank you for your time,’ said the salesman, picking up his case. ‘You have a pleasant day, now.’

‘And what exactly is a windchill factor anyway?’

‘Faith,’ called her husband, Wade, from the living room. ‘Faith, don’t be rude, honey.’

‘Well what is it?’ she asked, slamming the door with her hip. ‘What exactly is a windchill factor?’

‘This is Minnesota,’ said Wade, ignoring her question because he wasn’t quite sure of the answer. ‘What do you expect?’

‘Oh, I don’t know – maybe a little damn relief?’

‘Might I remind you,’ said Wade, ‘how you cried with delight seeing your first snowfall?’

‘I cried with delight the first time I had sex with you, but that doesn’t mean I want it nonstop.’

‘You’re telling me,’ said Wade with a wistful sigh.

‘Ha, ha, ha,’ said Faith, surveying her neat and trim husband as he brushed his crew cut with his palm, a gesture he always made after what he thought was a joke.

It was no surprise to Faith that her husband had less trouble adapting to the frozen north. Hell, he was flying out of it all the time. Right before Christmas, Wade had been transferred to Minneapolis from Dallas, although to Faith, it may as well have been Siberia.

That very morning he was leaving for a three-day trip with a layover in warm and sunny Los Angeles, and as she stomped upstairs to finish his packing, anger seethed through Faith like steam through their loud and clanking radiators – Los Angeles! In just a few hours Wade could feasibly be lying poolside as some flirtatious Nordic stewardess (why did every Minnesota stewardess she’d seen have to look like Miss Sweden?) rubbed suntan lotion on his shoulders, while she, Faith, rubbed ointment onto the chapped little bottom of their son, Beau.

She pitched a rolled-up ball of socks into Wade’s suitcase with the velocity of a teenage show-off trying to knock down a pyramid of bottles at a carnival booth. There had been a time when she actually enjoyed packing for her husband – when she’d fold his shirts into neat rectangles, slipping a sheet of tissue paper between them so they wouldn’t wrinkle; when she’d tuck a love note inside a pair of boxer shorts or dab her perfume on the neckline of an undershirt – but routine had long ago tarnished that thrill.

Now Faith had an urge to pack a different sort of surprise – perhaps a used diaper from the bathroom pail that reeked of ammonia, or maybe a sprinkling of itching powder.

She smiled then, remembering one of her more innocent teenage pranks. She and Melinda Carmody had ordered itching powder from the back pages of True Confessions magazine and, sneaking into the classroom during lunch hour, sprinkled it on their algebra teacher’s cardigan sweater, draped over the back of his chair. When tyrannical Mr Melscher (who rewarded wrong answers with a sarcastic ‘Think again, Einstein’) put the sweater on, Faith and Melinda held their breaths in anticipation. Although the man’s shirt seemed to have blocked much of the powder’s itching powers, he did tug at his collar and squirm a bit, giving the girls far more entertainment than they had trying to figure out if x equaled y.

Closing the suitcase, Faith sighed, realizing how far removed she was from things like best friends and practical jokes and giggle fits.

How far away I am from everything fun, she thought – from rides in convertibles with boys who drove with one hand on the wheel and the other one on her; from parties where couples necked on the porches of fraternity houses; from gently turning down, on the same night, two boys who wanted her to wear their pins.

Who are you kidding? Faith thought, sitting heavily on the bed. You’re starting to believe your own press. It astounded her sometimes, the ease with which she assimilated into her present life: how she could get huffy about a visit from a Fuller Brush man or about packing her husband’s suitcase as if she were some normal housewife. As if she weren’t Primrose Reynolds’ daughter.

She shuddered. It was as if her memories had a geography all their own. In the most recent ones she was on safe and firm ground and was the Faith she wanted and tried hard to be; further back she was the neglected little girl who seemed to be ground zero for lice infestations, the wild teenager who could just as easily have gone to prison as to college. In these memories, she struggled through swamps and quicksand.

Faith’s life had been one of constant upheaval, and if she had learned anything, it was not only how to adapt to it but how to go beyond it. But maybe it was to be the great irony of her life that while she survived years of chaos, a few months as a lonely housewife in the frostbitten north had the power to finally do her in.

‘Stupid godforsaken frozen tundra,’ she muttered, refusing to trespass in the dangerous territory of her past. As she dragged Wade’s suitcase off the bed, she looked out the window laced with frost to see the Fuller Brush man take a tumble on the slippery walkway of her neighbor’s house.

Across the street from the Owens residence, in the big colonial that in Faith’s estimation needed a little TLC, Audrey Forrest lay in rumpled sheets, staring at the ceiling. Her five-year-old was bullying her three-year-old, but it was her belief that children settled their differences faster when adults didn’t intervene. Besides, she didn’t want to get out of bed.

She stretched her arms to the ceiling, admiring the delicacy of her fingers and wrists. At the moment she was on a diet that called for entirely too many grapefruits and boiled eggs, and until she saw progress on a scale, she would admire those few things, such as her wrists and fingers, that were in no need of size reduction.

Thinking about her stupid diet, her good, lazy-cat mood faded – why was Paul so adamant that she lose twenty pounds anyway?

‘It’ll help you feel better about yourself,’ her husband had said the other day, handing her the diet paperback he’d bought on his lunch break downtown.

‘I feel fine about myself,’ said Audrey, piling her thick dark hair on top of her head and posing like a pinup model. She liked her curvy body, ample seat, and full breasts. ‘And fine about my body.’ She leaned over, wrapping her arms around Paul’s neck. ‘You usually feel fine about my body.’ She pressed herself to him, nibbling his earlobe, but what normally drove him crazy now seemed to alarm him, for he pushed her aside as if she were transmitting a germ he did not want to catch.

‘Paul,’ she said, unable to believe he didn’t want to ravish her right there on the kitchen floor, ‘what do you expect? I’m Italian.’ In truth, she was mostly Dutch and German, but she felt far more affinity toward the Italian grandfather who spiced up her genetic mix.

‘No,’ said her husband, looking at her with the glasses he thought made him look like a more experienced attorney than he was. ‘Gina Lollobrigida and Sophia Loren are Italian.’ He pulled the sports section out of the paper and snapped it open. ‘You’re just fat.’

‘Paul,’ said Audrey, her voice wounded.

‘Oh, baby, I was just making a little joke.’

‘Well, it wasn’t funny.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I do think you’re beautiful, Aude. It’s just that, geez’ – he swatted the newspaper he was reading – ‘every one of these models in here looks like that damned Sticky.’

Audrey had to laugh. ‘Twiggy, honey. Her name’s Twiggy.’

‘Well, compared to her, Miss America – which you could be, babe – looks hefty.’

He certainly hadn’t been thinking of where her weight fell in the current fashion curve that morning, when he’d pulled her to him, pushing up the fabric of her nightgown until it was a lacy roll around her waist. Audrey had been in the middle of a dream about her grandfather’s backyard garden, the place of some of her happiest childhood memories, but she was always welcoming of Paul’s advances and kissed him hungrily. After he climaxed, he jumped out of bed, his arms held up to the ceiling, and said, ‘Thank you, God, for letting me marry a sex maniac!’

‘There are worse things to be a maniac about, wouldn’t you say, big boy?’

Paul didn’t turn around to acknowledge her little Mae West impersonation, but skipped off to the bathroom to shower.

‘That’s mine! Give it back!’

A crash accompanied her three-year-old’s plea, and then there was a moment of silence before both her children began screaming. Wrapping her robe around her, Audrey got out of bed, ready to seize the day – or the scruff of her children’s necks.

A Sunday-school teacher had once told Merit Iverson that God had held her face in his hands and sculpted it himself. It was true, she had the face of an angel, and had anyone been observing her that morning, it would appear also true that she had the smoking habit of a pool hall hustler. She lit her third cigarette of the hour, dragging on it as if it were oxygen and she were tubercular. If moving to Minneapolis from Iowa had been the first subversive act of her life, smoking was the second. Her father, a Lutheran minister (from whom she hid her habit), thought smoking – at least for women – a vice as well as a mark of low moral character. But waiting for her bus one day, Merit saw a billboard of a woman lighting up, a sophisticated, elegant woman who looked as if she had the world on a string, something Merit decidedly did not. She bought a pack of Kools that day.

Her husband, Eric, didn’t mind if she smoked; he thought a woman smoking an occasional cigarette was glamorous. But she knew he’d mind how much she smoked. Even she was surprised how quickly a full pack deflated into an empty, crumpled one, but if cigarettes calmed her nerves, what was the harm?

‘Are you sure it won’t hurt the baby?’ she had asked Eric, because if anything would make her give up her beloved habit, it was her beloved baby, growing inside her.

Her husband had given her one of his bemused, dismissive looks, which made her feel like a cute but pesky kindergartner, and said, ‘I’m a doctor, aren’t I?’ (Somehow he seemed to think Merit needed to be reminded of this fact – as if she hadn’t typed millions of invoices in a drafty accounting office to help put him through med school.) ‘I’m a doctor and I smoke – would I do anything to endanger my health?’

‘But the Surgeon General—’

‘The Surgeon General’s talking to heavy smokers. Moderation, Merit. Things done in moderation are fine.’

A wreath of smoke hovered over Merit as she began to wipe down the counter. Barbra Streisand belted out ‘People’ on the radio, and she added a little dance step as she attacked the smudge marks on the toaster. She listened to a radio station in whose demographics she did not fit (she knew far more songs by Perry Como than the Rolling Stones), and the waltz step she did in time to the music preceded the Twist or the Pony by centuries.

When she was finally convinced all crumbs and fingerprints had been banished (her husband liked his home as sterile as the hospital he worked in), she sat down at the kitchen table and leaned over to smell the roses Eric had brought home last night. Her pregnancy had been good for a number of bouquets and fruit baskets, one of the latter from the senior Dr and Mrs Iverson, who were wintering in Florida. They were thrilled by the news; they’d been pestering Eric and Merit ever since they were married to produce a grandchild. ‘And while you’re at it,’ her father-in-law would add with a wink, ‘make sure it’s a boy.’ Sons who became doctors was an Iverson tradition, started five generations earlier.

Merit stubbed out the inch that remained of her cigarette and rubbed her stomach.

‘Please be a boy, little baby,’ she whispered. ‘It would make everything so much easier for everybody.’

Freesia Court was a short dead-end street tucked on a parcel of land a stone’s throw north of Minnehaha Creek. Nearly all the houses had been built in the 1920s and ’30s, and it was such a pretty neighborhood that once in, hardly anyone left. Like many others in Minneapolis, Freesia Court was a cathedral street, so named because the leafy branches of trees on one side of the boulevard met those on the other side, giving those driving under them the sensation of being inside an airy green cathedral. It was only recently, when the original owners had grown too old for the upkeep of their spacious homes, that they had become available for sale. Now more than half of the retirees had moved out, and the sidewalks were littered with tricycles and wagons and chalk drawings belonging to the children of the young couples who’d replaced them. Today, however, the only evidence of children in this frigid winterscape was abandoned sleds and scrawny, weather-beaten snowmen who, with their missing stone eyes and broken and sagging twig arms, looked like Civil War veterans returned home after battle.

Faith’s stucco Tudor (she still could hardly believe she lived in such a nice house) was at the end of the cul-de-sac, and the south side of her yard gradually eased into a hill that ran down to the creek basin. She had splendid views from her kitchen window, hundreds of trees and the creek itself, but it was not this view that was making Faith teary-eyed; it was that of her husband, Wade, backing out of the driveway. Seeing her standing at the window, he gave a jaunty salute, which she returned with a limp little wave.

At least the twins were sleeping, thank God. In January, just after their first birthday, they had taught themselves to walk, giving themselves a gift Faith often wanted to take back to the returns department. If they weren’t contained in a playpen or crib or high chairs, Faith was chasing them through the house, plucking them off stair landings and couch backs and other dangerous perches that were so attractive to them.

Faith had been an athletic girl – you can’t be a college football cheerleader and not be athletic – but all the jumps and splits in the world couldn’t have prepared her for the all-day marathons her twins put her through.

She raced to the living room, where she could watch Wade turn out of the driveway. She blew against the windowpane, and as a foggy circle of condensation expanded, she waved again to her husband, by now halfway up the street. She felt a sadness tinged with panic (she was used to Wade leaving on trips, but unused to being left in a place that still felt alien to her) settle on her like the cold and unwelcome hands of a stranger.

She took several deep breaths until it no longer felt her lungs were seizing up on her, then said, ‘Bye, Wade,’ as she sat down on the window seat. Distracted from her misery by what was going on outside, she leaned toward the pane for a better view.

Faith sniffed. She knew she was capable of working herself into a really good cry, but a really good cry would interfere with the surveillance of her neighbor – the same neighbor who had shown up at Faith’s door with an older woman, presenting her with a sheet cake and a welcome to Freesia Court. The flu had prevented Faith from inviting them in, and the second time they showed up – this time on Valentine’s Day, with a tray of heart-shaped cookies – Faith only had time to apologize: ‘They look wonderful, but we’re on our way to the airport!’ (Wade had surprised her with a trip back to Dallas, a Valentine’s present that rivaled the engagement ring she got in ’65.)

Now, as Faith watched her neighbor break the big icicles that hung from her front eaves, she tried to remember the woman’s name.

‘Slim?’ Faith said out loud. ‘Slinky?’ The older woman’s name was Kari (when she introduced herself, she’d said, ‘It’s Kari as in “car,” not as in “care”’), but for the life of her, she couldn’t recall the funny name of the one her age. She knew it started with S – Snoopy, Sailor, Swifty, Skippy? Spot, Sport, Slut?

No, she thought, sinking into the quagmire of memory, slut was what they called me.

Slip was the name Faith was trying to think of, and it belonged to a woman whose father, seeing her for the first time, exclaimed, ‘Why, she’s just a slip of a thing!’

His early assessment had proven true: Marjorie McMahon as a full-grown adult barely passed the five-foot mark, and only if she was standing very straight. But what she lacked in size, she made up for in strength; it was one of her adult cousins’ shame that at last year’s family reunion in Jersey City, she’d beaten him in an arm-wrestling competition (her own brothers were not so foolish as to challenge her any longer, having learned through the years they could just as easily lose as win). No girl had ever done more pull-ups or thrown a ball farther on Athletic Skills Competition Day, and at any social gathering, a request was always made for Slip to do her backflips. She used to be able to do four in a row, but at the same family reunion where she had brought down the arm and ego of her blustery cousin, she had only managed three.

‘It must have been all the dessert I ate,’ she said to her husband later. ‘I had two of Velma’s seven-layer bars and a piece of Orpha’s gooseberry pie.’

‘Any of Beata’s fudge?’ asked Jerry, who loved attending any gathering of his wife’s family because of the company and the food.

Slip nodded. ‘But Ollie’s doughnuts were gone by the time I got to them.’

‘They were good,’ said Jerry, remembering.

He was as big as Slip was little, as tawny as she was freckled, as mild as she was fierce, but a more perfect match neither of them could imagine.

Jerry McMahon was a research scientist in the meteorology department of the University of Minnesota, a man who found delight in dew points and barometric pressure as well as the really exciting weather that his native Minnesota brewed up – blizzards and severe thunderstorms and tornadoes.

He and Slip had met at the U – she was a scholarship student from New Jersey, and he was smitten as soon as he heard this tiny redheaded girl reproach a teaching assistant in an accent that sounded automatically pushy, ‘Sorry, bub, but you don’t know what you’re tawking about.’

‘I know what I’m talking about,’ Jerry said, approaching her after class. ‘I know I’d like to take you out for coffee.’

‘I’m on my way to a lecture,’ said Slip, ‘by a nuclear power proponent. Wanna come? We need more protesters.’

Always a big believer in social change, Slip was already out of school and a mother by the time the Vietnam War made college protest practically a credit, but she returned to campus regularly to march in picket lines, to sit in sit-ins, to pass out flyers. She also volunteered two nights a week at the McCarthy for President headquarters, leaving Jerry in charge of the kids, a job he loved.

‘But don’t they drive you nuts?’ Paul Forrest asked at the neighborhood Christmas party. ‘I mean, I love my kids, but that doesn’t mean I want to baby-sit them.’

Jerry was about to launch into the joys of child care – just the night before, Flannery, his precocious four-year-old daughter, had read him a bedtime story – but then Eric Iverson, who had ignored the rum punch in the crystal bowl in favor of the stronger offerings from the bar, stumbled toward them, demanding to know just what the hell the two men thought of these goddamned draft dodgers. Slip, who was helping the party’s hostess fill the peanut bowls, piped up, ‘I think they’re people with a conscience – at least the ones I met at the march on the university were.’

‘You were at that march?’ croaked the young doctor, doing a very good Joseph McCarthy impersonation.

‘We both were,’ said Jerry, putting his arm around his wife. ‘And we’ll be at the next one.’

Eric Iverson stood hunched over, slack-jawed, staring at the couple as if they’d just stepped out of the pneumatic door of a flying saucer.

‘Commies,’ he said finally, shaking his head. ‘We’ve got commies in the neighborhood!’

This announcement he made while turning in a semicircle, a movement that apparently affected his equilibrium, because he fell down in a heap.

Merit had rushed over to him, mumbling a continuous refrain of ‘I’m sorry,’ oblivious to Slip’s cheerful reassurance that it was all right, she’d rather be called a commie than a hawk. Then, making more apologies, Merit half dragged and half pushed her cursing husband out the door.

Under the arch that separated the living room from the small foyer, the commie-hater suddenly stopped and, braying the word ‘Mistletoe!’ grabbed Merit, kissing her as if a kiss were food and he were starving.

There had been a hush after the Iversons’ departure, and then the hostess put a Tony Bennett album on the hi-fi (Slip had brought the Beach Boys album Pet Sounds, telling Kari to put it on when she wanted the party to ‘really rock’) and, holding out her arms, asked Jerry McMahon if he’d care to dance.

That hostess, Kari Nelson, was the same woman who had accompanied Slip twice to Faith’s doorstep when they’d welcomed the newcomer to the neighborhood, the same woman Faith now watched walking up the shoveled sidewalk to where Slip stood decimating icicles.

Faith watched the two women talk for a moment, vaporous plumes tumbling out of their mouths. Something funny must have been said, because both women tipped their heads back, laughing.

Faith felt a pang as real as a pinch, jealous of the women’s merriment. How long had it been since she’d shared a laugh like that with a friend? She watched as both women began pushing what looked more to Faith like a stalactite than an icicle. It was monstrously big, and when they had dislodged it from its perch, they jumped out of the way like two lumber-jacks trying to dodge a falling spruce. They laughed again, and Faith had a deep urge to grab her coat and run out and join them. But then Beau began to cry (even when they were newborns, she’d been able to differentiate the twins’ cries), and the urge crumbled under the call to duty.

Kari Nelson, meanwhile, took a rain check on Slip’s invitation to come in for a cup of coffee.

‘But just a short rain check,’ she assured her friend. ‘Say around one o’clock? I told myself I couldn’t have any fun until I finished my niece’s coat.’

Kari’s sewing talents were much admired and much employed – if she wasn’t sewing a pair of bell-bottoms for one niece, she was making slipcovers for another. She had four nieces, and even though two had moved out of state, it still didn’t stop their requests (her three nephews had no desire to wear hand-sewn shirts or pants; they were more inclined to solicit care packages of chocolate chip or almond crescent cookies). Kari really didn’t mind; her nieces were always so grateful and sent thank-you notes, occasionally accompanied by chocolates or, when they were really flush, her favorite gift: books.

Up in her small, sunny (when the sun wasn’t in winter hibernation) sewing room, Kari pinned a sleeve to a cuff made out of fake acrylic fur, which was all the rage but certainly not a fabric she would choose to work with. Kari was a snob when it came to her material – she loved the worsted wools and soft silks and Egyptian cottons. Even though she had just celebrated her fortieth birthday, she felt the generation gap everyone was talking about was more a crack than a chasm, and one she felt she easily skipped across, although for the life of her she couldn’t understand or appreciate the fashions of the day.

A paisley jacket with green Day-Glo fake fur cuffs? This particular abomination was for Mary Jo, her niece who last fall had left for Berkeley a demure college coed wearing pleats and Peter Pan collars and come back at Christmas break a full-fledged hippie. Kari didn’t think they were going to have any luck fabric shopping (Mary Jo opined that the tartan wool was ‘too Tricia Nixon’ and the wheat-colored linen was ‘something a sorority sister would wear’), but when Mary Jo spotted the fake fur and the wild paisley, it earned a rapturous ‘Far out.’

Not that Kari, like much of her generation, dismissed the whole peace/hippie movement out of hand; no, she had been shaped as a liberal thinker by her Norwegian immigrant parents, North Dakota farmers, who had been instrumental in organizing the Democratic Farmer/Labor Party.

She agreed with the hippies’ antiwar stance but not with their drugs – hated hearing those awful stories about LSD takers jumping out of windows and bright and responsible students all of a sudden dropping out of college to go smoke dope in ‘crash pads.’

‘You’re not smoking marijuana, are you?’ she asked Mary Jo as they had pie and coffee after their fabric search.

The long dangly earrings her niece wore jingled as she laughed.

‘Well, of course I am,’ said Mary Jo, who was honest with her aunt in a way she wasn’t with her own mother. ‘Not heavily – but yeah, I like a good toke now and then.’

Unconsciously, Kari shook her head in small, rapid movements. She was often torn when her nieces confided in her – should she tell their parents or, like an attorney, consider their confessions privileged information? It was times like these when she yearned for the wise counsel of her dear husband, Bjorn, dead now for five unbelievably long years. It wasn’t just she who considered his counsel wise; he had been, after all, a district judge, and a more reasoned man she had never met. The only problem that Bjorn Nelson could never solve was why he and Kari could not have children.

Both sets of plumbing, as one doctor had put it, were in fine working order, but after years of trying (trying had been fun and exciting the first couple of years, but when they realized conception might be more of a problem than they thought, their trying took on a sense of game team spirit, then melancholy, and finally desperation) they came to the sad and puzzled conclusion that they were not going to bear children. Then God threw them a reminder that we never know what we think we know, and there was a pregnancy. But it survived only the first two months, and as blood poured out of Kari, she thought all chances of a life with meaning were pouring out too. She was certain of this when, six months later, she suffered another miscarriage.

She truly thought she was living a hell on earth, but in retrospect, she’d take hell any day over what followed.

Passing the adoptive-parents tests a year later, she and Bjorn were given a beautiful week-old baby girl and had her for two blissful days (Kari had known motherhood would be wonderful, but this bliss was hard to imagine) before the hand-wringing woman from the adoption service showed up at the Nelsons’ front door, accompanied by a lawyer, telling them she was awfully sorry, nothing like this had ever happened before, but they had evidence the mother had been coerced into signing the release papers, making them invalid. They had come to take the baby back.

A noise began in Kari’s head, a great roaring, as if she were holding giant conch shells up to her ears, and she entered a zone that was devoid of all feeling; she was sucked into a gray fuzzy hole of nothingness.

Of course they hired a lawyer, but there were two nurses who had overheard the birth mother’s boyfriend threaten her life if she didn’t give up the baby, and even Kari knew that the rightful place for Bettina (named after Kari’s mother) was with her seventeen-year-old mother, who had never wanted to give her up.

In anguish, Kari pleaded with God to let her know what she had done so terribly wrong to have such terribly wrong things happen to her.

‘Maybe he knows something about me that even I don’t know,’ she cried. ‘Maybe he’s taking these babies away from me because he knows I’d be a bad mother.’

‘Then He would be a God I couldn’t believe in,’ said Bjorn, ‘because He wouldn’t know anything.’

Bjorn was the reason Kari was able to keep her faith; who but God could have given her a blessing of such magnitude?

But then, just as Kari was thinking she was strong enough to go through the adoption process again, Bjorn died in his sleep at the age of forty-five. She lost her life then too – except people made the mistake of thinking she was still alive. They kept coming over with food, kept coming over to sit with her, to hold her hand, to take her on walks during which she wondered why they didn’t hear the wind whistling right through her. Grief strangled her heart as surely as a blocked artery strangled Bjorn’s, but grief didn’t have the grace to finish off the job.

Her family truly became her life support. Her sister Wanda from Grand Forks came down and stayed with her for the first two months, followed by her sister Anna from Bismarck. Her brother, Anders, and his wife, Sally, who lived in Minneapolis with their three children, were over constantly. They helped her keep alive what was still alive and coax back to life what was dead. This was achieved because of their vigilant care and kindness, and in no small part because of their children, whom they brought with them.

Kari had always been a favorite of her nieces and nephews, and they crawled on her lap, placing their little hands on her face and asking her things the adults were too adult to ask.

‘Do you hate God for taking Uncle Bjorn away?’

‘Did Uncle Bjorn die because he did something wrong?’

‘I heard people turn blue when they die. How blue was Uncle Bjorn?’

‘Do you think if maybe we both wished really really really really hard that Uncle Bjorn would come back, he would?’

These questions were a tonic for Kari because, in effect, she was answering questions she herself asked. And because she was a teacher by nature as well as by profession, she demanded that her answers be carefully thought out. Trying to explain to a child things that were unexplainable was like being thrown a life preserver – a leaky one, but one that would keep her afloat for at least a moment.

About a year and a half after Bjorn’s death, she still lived in grief’s house, but the walls weren’t so pressing and the ceiling wasn’t so low and she felt strong enough to resume some of her old aunt duties, hosting her nieces and nephews for long weekends and rainy afternoons occasionally when the parents took adults-only vacations.

Her sister Wanda and her husband, Butch, took a Caribbean cruise, leaving their two battling boys and fussy daughter with Kari, and came back to find their sons the best of friends and their daughter happily eating meat loaf and broccoli.

‘You’re a miracle worker,’ Wanda had told Kari, who turned the compliment around, saying, ‘Well, then they’re the miracles I got to work with.’

More than half her nieces and nephews were no longer children – in fact, Randy was getting married in the fall and Cynthia was expecting her first baby (Kari had already crocheted a yellow blanket and would have started sewing baby clothes if she’d only known the sex) – but Kari enjoyed them just as much as when they were little and felt a sense of pride in their accomplishments, a pride that was deserved, as her steadfast love and good humor had influenced them all.

But marijuana! she thought now, trying to ease the pesky sleeve to fit the cuff. Would that lead to stronger stuff like LSD or, heaven forbid, morphine? Or was it heroin? She’d ask Slip, she decided, trimming the seam. Slip was much younger and knew about these sorts of things.

Slip would have been happy to offer what minimal knowledge she had on the subject of drugs (she and Jerry had tried marijuana at a Pete Seeger concert, accepting the passed joint like old hands, but Slip’s inexperience was evident after her first inhale, when she coughed so hard she thought her brain might hemorrhage). It certainly would have been a far lighter conversation than the long-distance one she was having now with her younger brother.

‘Fred, you can’t enlist – that’s insane! You can get a college deferment! Remember how happy you were to get into Penn State? Come on, Fred, finish college, and if the war’s still going on, then you can think of enlisting.’

She heard her younger brother’s easy laughter and then a thunk.

‘Sorry, Slip, I’m making a sandwich and I dropped the phone. What were you saying?’

‘You know what I was saying,’ said Slip. She tugged at the towel she had wrapped herself in when the phone rang, interrupting her shower. ‘You cannot be so stupid as to want to enlist in the army.’

‘Who said anything about the army? I’m thinking about the marines.’

‘Oh, Fred,’ breathed Slip with relief. ‘I don’t find that funny at all.’

‘You shouldn’t. It’s not a joke.’

In the thick, staticky silence that followed, Slip realized it wasn’t.

‘Fred, please. It’s a stupid war. It’s not worth it.’

‘It’s worth it to Miles Coons and Todd Hagstrom, my two best friends in the world.’

‘But Fred, you said Todd and Miles were drafted! They wouldn’t have gone unless they were forced!’

‘So I shouldn’t go just because I don’t have to?’

‘Exactly!’

Fred sighed. ‘Slip, not everyone’s a big liberal peacemonger like you.’

‘Peacemonger? Fred, are you on something? Tell me you’re having a bad trip or something, please.’

‘I feel the need to serve my country,’ said Fred crisply.

‘Well, serve it! Join the Peace Corps or VISTA or—’

‘Talk to you later, Slip.’

Hearing a click and dial tone, Slip hung up, trembling. He couldn’t be serious. She looked up and startled, saw her reflection in the dresser mirror. Inside, Slip McMahon was a big, bold woman, an Amazon who rumbled through life like a Sherman tank. So who was this freckled little thing with carrot-colored hair and a twelve-year-old’s body, shivering under the terry-cloth sarong of a damp towel? As she often did, when seeing her mirrored self, she stuck out her tongue.

The temperature had lifted slightly that afternoon, but then it began to do what everyone, by late March, was thoroughly sick of: it began to snow. And snow and snow and snow.

Faith, making the twins’ supper, was in the mood to mash more than her children’s potatoes and carrots. Watching the swirling snow through the kitchen window, she thought how nothing would give her more pleasure than pulverizing her husband’s face. What was he thinking, taking her to this twilight zone where winters never ended? She banged the spoon against the saucepan, startling Beau, who yelped, and delighting Bonnie, who banged her own spoon against the metal tray of her high chair, shouting, ‘Yang, yang, yang!’

It didn’t take Beau long to get over his fright, and soon he was joining his sister in creating an earsplitting, erratic percussion that put the h in headache, as far as Faith was concerned. She tried to distract them, humor them, and, stupidly, to reason with them, but they were as wild and frenzied as tribal drummers announcing war.

Finally, she had no recourse but to take their spoons away – which solved one problem but created another when she served their food. How were they to eat mashed potatoes and carrots with no spoons? Reluctantly she went to the sink to retrieve them, but before she’d rinsed them off she felt a warm splat on one of her stockinged feet, heard a delighted giggle, and suddenly was dodging an arsenal of vaguely orange, mushy cannonballs, launched by her fiendish twins.

She stood at the sink, her heart racing, her hands clamped around the sink edge, thinking how she could so easily march over to those bratty little monsters and slap them from here to Sunday.

Instead, like a drill sergeant advising slow-learning privates, she ordered, ‘You will stop that now!’ and the raised decibel level of her voice so startled the twins that they clutched their sticky little hands and began to cry.

Time then took on a slow-motion quality, and after Faith got them bathed and into bed, it seemed she had aged several years.

Sighing with weariness, she poured herself a highball and selected a book from the stack she’d gotten at the library. Settling on the couch, under the cashmere throw Wade had given her the day the temperature had plunged to minus forty-two degrees, she felt the familiar mixture of calm and anticipation.

It didn’t matter that a storm raged outside, that her husband wouldn’t be back until Friday, and that she came awfully close to inflicting bodily harm on her twins at the peak of their vegetable bombardment. What mattered was that for a few hours she could forget her world and enter someone else’s.

Books were Faith’s easiest friends. They demanded nothing from her but her attention.

She opened the cover and ran her hand over the page, enjoying the paper’s smooth, cool texture under her hand.

Chapter One. How many times in her life had those two words invited her to go to a different place, a better place than the one she lived in?

She read the words again before plunging into the first paragraph, and then the lights went out.

Faith’s heart clenched. Was there a prowler in the basement messing with the fuse box? Should she run upstairs and get her babies or call the police?

Oh, Wade, she thought, do I have time to get your pistol?

Her heart beating in triple time, she eased herself off the couch, but if stealth was her objective, the edge of the coffee table foiled her.

‘Ouch!’ she hissed as pain shot down her shin. She clamped her hand over her mouth, not wanting to give the intruder/murderer/rapist any more clues as to her whereabouts.

She slunk across the living room toward the staircase but stopped at the large picture window, parting the curtain ever so slightly to take note of whatever getaway car might be waiting.

Through the falling snow, she could see that there was no dark sedan occupied by a lookout man, but what thrilled Faith even more was the absence of lights throughout the entire neighborhood. It wasn’t yet eight o’clock, and she knew that everyone couldn’t have mutually agreed to go to bed so early.

‘The power’s out!’ she whispered, and relief surged through her so strongly that for a moment she thought she had wet her pants. She pulled the drapes open and then sat back primly on the couch, as if she were waiting for instructions to begin a test. The grandfather clock that the previous homeowners had left behind (it kept erratic time at best) ticked its sibilant ticks. Faith wondered if she should run upstairs and check on the babies – but then the power outage wouldn’t have affected them, seeing as they’d been sleeping in the dark anyway.

Faith shut her eyes and dozed for a few minutes – it had been a long day and she was tired – but she was startled awake by questions. What would she do if the power stayed out all night? Would she and the twins freeze? What about all the food in the refrigerator – would it spoil? Would the hot water heater go out? She got up, determined to find a flashlight and investigate whatever there was to investigate.

Through the picture window, she saw movement in the dark snowy night. Pressing her nose to the glass, Faith saw that more than the power was out – so were several neighborhood kids. She could barely see them, let alone identify them, but, squinting into the blurred darkness, she was able to make out three forms the size of teenagers, although the little one was probably the industrious Hammond girl, who had presented Faith with a card that read, Baby-sitter for Hire – Cheap Rates, Good Service. Faith had accepted the card but never took the girl up on her offer – no eleven-year-old, no matter how entrepreneurial, was going to watch her precious babies.

Another, taller one joined them, and the advent of a fourth person seemed to inspire the group to break into teams and begin pitching snowballs at each other. One of these snowballs – hurled by the Hammond girl, Faith was sure – smashed into the very window she was looking out of.

She gasped. Normally she might let a little teenage vandalism slide, but because she was at the end of her rope – trapped without power in the middle of Antarctica with no husband and babies who might be double the pleasure but could also be double the trouble – she decided to give those insolent Yankee teenagers a lecture on manners, or at least proper aim.

Groping her way to the closet, she grabbed her winter coat and rushed out the front door. Pulling on her gloves, she marched down the front sidewalk (which had been shoveled but now sported over three inches of new snow) and to the circular turn-around at the end of the cul-de-sac where the young vandals cavorted. Only they weren’t young vandals. They were her neighbors, the two women she’d watched earlier that day and two others Faith saw at various times leaving or entering their homes.

‘Oh, good, you’ve come out to play!’ said the statuesque dark-haired woman from the unkempt colonial.

‘Not really, I—’

‘Sorry about your window,’ said the slight woman Faith had mistaken for the eleven-year-old baby-sitter. ‘I was aiming for Kari, but she ducked.’

‘I’m surprised you didn’t break it,’ said the older woman, turning to Faith. ‘She’s got an arm like Sandy Koufax.’

‘You probably think we’re a bunch of nuts, having a snowball fight in the dark.’ The tall brunette scooped up some snow and began packing it into a ball. ‘But it sure beats being trapped inside with two boys who wouldn’t know the meaning of brotherly love if you hit them over the head with it.’

‘I was vacuuming,’ said the fourth woman, whose face was so lovely Faith nearly gasped when she saw it. ‘I thought I’d blown a fuse or something – but I wasn’t about to go down to the basement myself and check!’ She blinked, dislodging a snowflake from her long eyelashes. ‘It’s not that I’m afraid of the dark,’ she said, smiling shyly at Faith. ‘I’d just rather not be in it alone.’ She flashed a shiny white smile. ‘By the way, I’m Merit. I know you’ve already met Kari and Slip—’

Ah. Slip, thought Faith. Riddle solved.

‘And I’m Audrey,’ said the tall woman, offering a mittened hand to shake, ‘as in Meadows.’

‘Or Hepburn,’ offered Faith.

‘If you insist,’ said Audrey, batting her eyelashes.

‘I’m ashamed we haven’t made more of an effort to get to know you, but it’s been so cold this winter.’ Kari nodded at the golden retriever leaping through the snow. ‘That’s Flicka. She said if I didn’t start walking her again, she was going to report me to the SPCA.’

‘People go a little crazy when they’re snowbound,’ stage-whispered Slip as she spun a gloved finger near her temple. ‘Not only do they talk to their animals, they start thinking the animals talk back.’

‘At least I don’t threaten poor salesmen who are only trying to make a living,’ said Kari.

‘I had just put on Joe’s snowsuit when I realized he had a dirty diaper,’ Slip explained, laughing. ‘It was hardly the time to be called on by the Fuller Brush man.’ She looped her arm through Faith’s. ‘So, what do you say? Join us in a little winter warfare?’

‘Well,’ said Faith, not exactly sure what winter warfare was, ‘I left my babies sleeping . . .’

‘Then they’re fine!’ said Audrey, taking her other arm, and for the first time in her life, Faith joined in a snowball fight.

Laughing and shrieking, they half slid, half tumbled down the moonlit hill to the creek basin to continue their battle, Flicka looking more like a big rabbit than a dog as she bounded after them. Surrounded by a white swirl, Faith was exhilarated. The snow, whose appearance had earlier depressed her so, now looked enchanted, filling the night sky with movement, frosting the tree branches that stretched over the creek, settling on pine boughs and whitewashing the layer of old snow that covered the ground.

It didn’t take her long to learn the maneuvers – scoop, pack, and throw – and she laughed maniacally when her snowball hit someone or a snowball hit her.

‘Faith!’ shouted Audrey, who’d paired off as her partner. ‘Incoming! Incoming!’

Faith ducked behind a giant oak tree, but not before a snowball exploded on her shoulder.

As she bent to mold her own munitions, another snowball hit her on the back. She packed a handful of snow and threw blindly, repeated the process, then repeated it again. It was the first time Faith had ever played in the snow (once in Oklahoma Faith had been in an ice storm, but what little snow she had seen never amounted to anything), and to do so at night was an experience that delighted her senses, that made her feel like a kid because she was doing something so strange and new. Snow clotted under her collar and the cuffs of her sleeves, and each breath she took seared her lungs with cold, but when a torrent of snowballs pummeled her, she laughed as if she were being mercilessly tickled.

She wiped her dripping nose with the side of her mittened hand and threw a snowball at the older woman.

‘Uncle!’ said Kari, holding up her arms. ‘I surrender!’

‘Good,’ said Audrey. ‘I’m freezing my patootie off.’

‘Oh, please,’ gasped Faith, ‘let’s stay out a little longer.’

Slip laughed. ‘We might have a convert here, ladies.’

When no one else expressed a desire to remain outside, Faith said, ‘Can we at least move the party inside? I’ll volunteer my house,’ and before she had a chance to rethink her invitation, everyone had agreed that it sounded like a great idea.

As the women made their way up the hill and to the sidewalk, patting the snow off one another’s backs, they were as enthusiastic as Shriners assembled for a national convention.

‘I’ll just bring Flicka home,’ said Kari as the others turned up Faith’s sidewalk.

‘Oh, bring her in,’ said Faith, who was in a more-the-merrier mood.

‘Hey, are you all right?’ asked Slip. ‘You’re limping.’

Faith was glad the dark hid her blush. ‘Old cheerleading injury. It flares up sometimes.’

‘You sure you don’t mind Flicka?’ asked Kari. ‘She’s all wet.’

‘She’ll dry,’ said Faith, opening the door.

In the entryway, they stomped snow off their boots, unwound mufflers from their necks, and crammed snow-caked gloves and mittens into their coat pockets. Faith held her forefinger to her lips and cocked her head to the staircase. Hearing no sounds of distress from her babies, whispered, ‘This way.’

Holding the flashlight she got off the closet shelf, Faith led the group into the living room. When Merit tripped and bumped into Slip, who grabbed Audrey, a spontaneous conga line formed, each woman giggling as she held the hips of the one in front of her. Someone started up a chant, and they all joined in, the volume of their voices low in deference to the sleeping babies.

‘Dada-dada-da-dah!’

‘If I knew someone was going to be fondling my behind, I would have put on my girdle,’ said Audrey.

‘I’m not fondling your behind,’ said Slip. ‘I’m just trying to hold on.’

Faith got matches out of the cigarette box on the mantle and lit the many candles that were placed around the living room.

‘I haven’t seen this many candles since my last birthday cake,’ said Kari.

‘Did you know the power was going to go out?’ asked Audrey as a soft, shadowy light dappled the room.

‘No, I just like candles,’ said Faith. ‘Only with kids I hardly ever think to light them.’

‘I love your accent,’ said Merit shyly.

‘She told me the same thing,’ said Slip. ‘And I told her people spend years trying to get Joisey out of their speech.’

‘It doesn’t matter what kind of accent it is,’ said Merit. ‘I like them all. I like thinking about how big the world is.’ She smiled at Faith. ‘But yours isn’t really a southern drawl, it’s more like a southern twang.’

‘Whatever the difference between a drawl and a twang is,’ said Audrey. ‘So where are you from?’

‘Texas,’ said Faith, who didn’t add by way of Arkansas, Oklahoma, and mostly Mississippi. ‘Now, what would everyone like to drink? Is hot chocolate the preferred drink after a snowball fight, or should I plug in the coffeepot?’

Four faces looked at her expectantly, and then Audrey asked, ‘You wouldn’t happen to have anything stronger, would you?’

Faith laughed. ‘’Course we do. I just wanted to be proper. I didn’t know if y’all liked a little pizzazz in your drinks.’

Martinis were the unanimous choice, except for Kari, who asked for a highball – a whiskey Seven, maybe?

‘That’s my drink,’ said Faith.

In her haste, or excitement, Faith dropped the first glass she took out of the portable bar parked near the staircase. Fortunately, the carpeting was thick and it landed softly.

‘Thank the Lord,’ whispered Faith. Now that she had such good fortune, she tried to protect it with superstitions, and she was superstitious about her wedding presents. Her sister-in-law Carleen had broken the creamer from her china set the day she got back from her honeymoon, and sure enough, a year later she and her husband were divorced.

‘Hey, mind if we build a fire?’ Slip asked.

‘Be my guest,’ said Faith. She poured vermouth and gin into the metal shaker and gave it a good shimmy. ‘So, how long do you think the power’ll be out?’

‘It could stay out all night as far as I’m concerned,’ said Audrey, who watched Slip stacking a little triangle of logs. ‘My boys had this little wrestling match going – it started at seven o’clock this morning – so I told Paul that if I didn’t get out of the house, they’d all be sorry.’

‘Eric won’t be home till after midnight,’ said Merit softly. ‘He has to work such crazy hours.’

‘What’s he do?’ asked Faith, serving the drinks.

Merit flushed as she patted her ash-blond hair, tucked into a French roll. ‘He’s a doctor. He’s almost finished with his residency – he’s going to be a surgeon.’

Thinking how she still sounded like a newlywed, Faith smiled at the pride in Merit’s voice. At the same time she felt a zip of envy – was Merit more in love with her husband than Faith was with hers?’

‘Here you go,’ she said, handing Kari her drink and joining the others seated on the couch and overstuffed chairs that made up the living room’s conversation pit (although truth be told, this was the first conversation that had taken place in it, excluding those Faith had with Wade or tried to have with the twins).

Wade had encouraged Faith to join the Pilots’ Wives Association (‘You need to make some friends, hon’), but between unpacking and decorating, between the twins’ chicken pox and their trip back home and a fear of driving in the winter weather, Faith had had no time for socializing. Other than the paper boy or the diaper service man, these were the first people who’d been in Faith’s house, and she was buzzing with the pleasure of hosting actual company. There was a high color to her face, and the happy, expectant expression she wore made her look like the college coed she had been not so long ago. Her glossy black hair (it was dark to begin with, but Lady Clairol gave it a dramatic boost) was teased and worn in a flip (after the snowball fight, a limp flip). She had just done her nails last night, and the house was clean (the twins threw everything – toys, blankies, and bottles, as well as the occasional supper – but Faith had learned to pick up throughout the day rather than wait until the mess had accumulated into a pile too daunting to deal with), so there were no worries about how she or her housekeeping was being judged by these women. She could relax (as much as Faith could relax) and enjoy herself.

Audrey, satisfied that the fire was going, got up and draped herself over the chair like an afghan, crossing her long legs, which were encased in black stirrup stretch pants. ‘So, when are you due, Merit?’

Faith turned to the woman who could have stripped her old college roommate of her dozens of beauty pageant titles, including Miss Yellow Rose, Miss Star of Texas, and Miss Conventional Drill Bit.

‘July,’ was Merit’s answer. ‘July fourth.’

Faith was surprised; at over five months, the woman barely showed.

‘Oh,’ said Kari, ‘a Fourth of July baby.’

Merit shivered. ‘I hope not. If there’s one thing I’m more afraid of than labor, it’s fireworks.’

‘Is this your first?’ asked Faith, and because she couldn’t help herself, she added, ‘You are so pretty – has anyone ever told you you look like a doll?’

Merit did have the curvy rounded forehead and cheeks of a doll, the poreless skin, heavily lashed eyes (a deep brown, which made a startling contrast to her blond hair), and rosebud mouth, and Merit had in fact been told that more times than she could remember, but she smiled anyway, as if pleased to be compared to something inert.

‘Yes,’ she said, answering Faith’s first question. ‘We’ve been trying for over two years – ever since we got married.’

‘That’s the fun of trying to get pregnant,’ said Audrey as she fumbled in her sweater pocket. ‘You don’t have to make excuses for your raging libido – you can just say, “But honey, we’re trying to have a baby, aren’t we? Come on now, unzip your pants.”’

Taking a cigarette out of its pack, Audrey looked at the women who had suddenly grown quiet. ‘You mind if I smoke?’

Faith shook her head as she, Slip, and Merit helped themselves to the pack of Tareytons Audrey extended.

‘Jeez, I start talking about libidos and everybody clams up. Why’s everybody so uptight about something as sinsational as sex?’ Audrey squinted as the flame from her lighter met the end of her cigarette. ‘I mean, it’s how we all got here.’

‘I don’t know about you,’ said Slip, looking like a juvenile delinquent as she lit her cigarette, ‘but I walked.’

‘What does uptight mean, anyway?’ asked Merit. ‘I just heard it yesterday in the supermarket – the bag boy was telling the cashier she was too uptight for her own good.’

‘It means to be self-conscious or overly worried about something,’ said Kari. ‘I get all the current slang – all the groovy stuff – from my nieces and nephews.’

‘I think we need some snacks,’ said Faith, and as no one protested, she took a candle off the coffee table to illuminate her trip to the kitchen.

After dousing her cigarette under the tap and tossing it in the garbage disposal (having kicked her teenage habit, she was now only a social smoker, and since she hadn’t been very social, this was her first cigarette in a long time and she was light-headed from it), she arranged crackers and slices of cheddar on a tray, narrowly avoiding a thumb amputation as she cut the block of cheese in the dark room. She reapplied her lipstick from a tube she kept on the windowsill above the sink (Faith had lipstick tubes placed as strategically as land mines throughout the house; without lipstick she felt undressed) and then, carrying the tray and the candlestick, she made her way back to the shadowy living room.

Faith had the sharp eyes of someone who always had to figure out where she fit in, and the quick impressions she had of people were nearly always accurate. Strong-featured Audrey was sprawled across the chintz chair in a way that told Faith she came from money (the rich girls at school were the ones most careless with the furniture, spilling Cokes on the common-room couches and putting their feet up on the coffee tables). Of course, the gold jewelry and huge diamond ring that had taken up squatter’s rights on her finger were also a clue.

Merit sat primly (the little bow at the collar of her shirt would definitely have to go) on the edge of the couch, her lovely face hopeful, as if she was expecting something good to happen. When a person looked like that, why not expect something good?

Unlike Merit, whom Faith could tell had been pampered and protected from the hardships of life, there was something about Kari’s soft manner (as well as those dark circles under her eyes) that told Faith the woman had seen her share of sorrow.

It was the first time Faith had seen Slip without a stocking cap, and even in the dim candlelight, she looked as shockingly red-haired and freckled as Pippi Longstocking. She sat near Merit, but on the floor, making her seem smaller than she already was. But Faith could see by the way Slip held her body that, small or not, she was not one to be trifled with; she reminded Faith of DeRon Graham, the featherweight wrestler on her high school’s team. DeRon might have been the shortest boy in the senior class, but he walked through the school corridors as if he were a king and all the big beefy football players were his court jesters and all the tall gangly basketball players were his handservants.

Feeling relieved, the way a performer does after peeking through the curtain to see a smiling audience, Faith blew out a deep breath and urged everyone to help themselves to the cheese and crackers.

‘So what are y’all talking about?’ she asked after settling down on the carpeted floor by the coffee table.

Slip made a derisive snort. ‘One thing you’ll learn, Faith: if Audrey’s in the room, the answer is sex. Always sex.’

With a slight smile, Audrey inhaled her cigarette. ‘Not true,’ she said, her voice choked with smoke. Jutting her chin, she exhaled one perfect smoke ring that floated, quivering, to the ceiling. ‘It’s just that I occasionally like to talk about something a little more fun than Johnson and this stupid war.’

‘Me too,’ said Merit softly. ‘I’d rather talk about anything than the war.’

Slip blanched, thinking of her earlier conversation with her brother.

‘Not talking about it is not going to make it go away,’ she said, looking at Faith with a can-you-believe-this? expression. ‘In fact, that’s what they want us to do – pretend it doesn’t exist. But how many lives have to be lost before we start talking about it – before we start doing something about it?’

In the uncomfortable silence that followed, Faith scrambled to say something that would somehow disperse the tension in the room – it was her duty, after all, not just as a hostess, but the person she was – but Audrey beat her to it.

‘My point exactly,’ she said, leaning over to stub out her cigarette in the ashtray. ‘How many orgasms have to be lost before we start talking about sex – before we start doing something about it?’

For a second Slip looked as though she wished Audrey were anywhere but in the same solar system, but the second passed and she laughed along with everyone else.

‘Now, your husband,’ said Audrey to Faith, helping herself to a large wedge of cheese and a handful of crackers. ‘He’s a pilot, right? He looks so handsome in his uniform – well, what I can see of his uniform when he runs out of the door with his coat open.’

Faith nodded, surprised at the thrust of emotion that nearly brought tears to her eyes. ‘Thank you, he is. A pilot, I mean. And handsome too, I guess.’

‘He’s gone a lot, isn’t he?’ asked Audrey, and it was beginning to dawn on Faith that this woman was the kind her MawMaw described as ‘pullin’ no punches, even when she’d be better off sittin’ on her hands.’ Audrey washed down a mouthful of crackers with the last of her martini, and Faith wondered if her long nails, like her eyelashes, were fake. ‘I wouldn’t mind Paul and the boys taking the occasional trip – I could use a break now and then from this wife-and-mother thing.’

Merit shook her head. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if Eric had to go away. I can hardly stand it when he works late into the evening.’

‘That’s because he’s so cute,’ said Audrey. ‘In fact, in the cute husband sweepstakes, he just might take first prize.’

Faith felt a defensive twinge – her Wade, with his dimpled chin and killer smile, could stand up to anyone.

‘Audrey, let’s just try for five minutes not to talk about men,’ said Slip, who, sitting on her knees by the coffee table, was playing with a line of wax snaking down a candle. ‘In fact, let’s talk about each other. You’re up, Faith.’

‘Oh, lordy.’ Faith felt her posture straighten, a reflex to being called on by the teacher. For a few moments she sat with a dazed smile on her face, wondering what to share and what to censor. Well, the first thing you should know about me – but never will – is I’m a big fraud.

‘Let’s see. I went to the University of Texas at Austin,’ she began, unconsciously twirling her wedding band. It was a first – no one in my family had ever gone to college, let alone high school. ‘That’s where I met Wade.’ Everyone thought he was quite the catch, and why he picked me I’ll never know. ‘He was my roommate’s brother’s best friend – they were both navy pilots. He did have a tour of duty in Vietnam, but long ago, before all the fighting started.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Anyway, I have a degree in English, although I haven’t done anything with it.’ She lifted her glass only to find it empty.

‘Are your folks still there?’ asked Audrey.

Faith pretended to take a final sip from her empty glass. ‘No, my mother died in a car accident the summer before my senior year at college, and my daddy . . . my daddy died just a couple months after I was married.’ She swallowed hard. ‘Of a . . . a heart attack.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said Slip, and after the others murmured their sympathy, the room was quiet. The women seemed suddenly transfixed by the fire.

‘So,’ said Audrey finally, ‘how long have you and Wayne been together?’

‘Wade,’ said Faith. ‘Let’s see . . . I married the summer I graduated, and had the twins two and a half years later.’ Imagine that, I wasn’t pregnant at my wedding. Imagine that – I had a wedding.

‘And what’s that like?’ asked Kari eagerly.

‘They’re fraternal,’ said Faith, happy to talk about something she didn’t have to censor, ‘a boy and a girl, and their personalities are as opposite as their looks. Bonnie’s got straight dark hair – well, what hair she has is straight – and she’s real feisty, and Beau’s got light brown curls and he’s just the most sensitive little—’

‘Bonnie and Beau?’ said Slip. ‘Like the kids in Gone with the Wind?’

Faith wanted to deny what sounded like an accusation more than a question, but, flushing, she nodded. ‘It’s one of my favorite books. I wanted to name them Scarlett and Rhett, but Wade wouldn’t hear of it.’

She waited for the condescending reaction with which these Yankee women would surely greet this confession, but there was none; instead Slip surprised her, saying, ‘Oh, I loved that book too. I read it in the eighth grade, and I made a hoop skirt out of chicken wire. My dad helped me.’ Slip smiled, remembering how she had paraded into the living room to show off the finished product, worn under the tablecloth she had fashioned into a skirt. ‘Guess what my daughter’s name is?’ she asked Faith, her hazel eyes shining.

‘Prissy?’

Slip laughed with the others. ‘It’s Flannery. After Flannery O’Connor. One of my favorite writers.’

‘My comparative-literature professor went to school with her in Milledgeville.’

‘No kidding!’

Faith held up her hand, Scout’s honor, and its shadow wavered on the candlelit wall. ‘They used to swap lunches. My professor said Flannery loved the date-nut bread her mother made.’

‘No kidding!’ said Slip again.

‘Well, get this,’ said Audrey, her tumble of dark hair falling over her shoulders as she leaned toward them. ‘Merit’s going to name her baby Anna Karenina if it’s a girl and Vronsky if it’s a boy.’

‘I am not!’ said Merit.

‘It’s going to be Eric, Eric the third.’

‘Unusual name,’ said Kari, ‘if it’s a girl.’

Still on the floor, Slip shifted her position and her fingers bumped against something under the couch. She drew out a book.

‘Hey, I read this,’ she said, holding it up to a candle.

‘Is it good?’ aked Faith. ‘I was just starting it when the lights went out.’

Slip waved her hand in a so-so gesture. ‘You’ll know who did it by the second chapter.’

‘Not me,’ said Kari. ‘I thought the meter maid did it the whole way through.’

‘Mind if I fill us up again?’ asked Audrey, holding up her empty glass.

‘Oh, please, let me,’ said Faith, embarrassed that she was remiss in her hostessing duties.

‘I love mysteries,’ said Audrey, heading toward the portable bar. ‘Only trouble is there’s never enough sex in them.’

‘Not all of us think The Kinsey Report is a great piece of literature,’ said Slip.

‘It’ll teach you things you never knew,’ teased Audrey, filling the shaker. ‘Really, Slip, you should broaden your reading tastes.’

‘My goodness,’ said Kari, ‘you two remind me of Mrs Lundvall and Mrs Seiderbaum. Only they never argued over The Kinsey Report, I can guarantee you that.’

‘Okay, you got me,’ said Audrey. ‘Who are Mrs Lundquist and Mrs Seiderberg and what would they argue about?’

Kari smiled, which did her plain and unadorned face a big favor. ‘Well, books, of course. Mrs Lundvall and Mrs Seiderbaum were in my mother’s book club. It didn’t matter what the book was – they’d argue about it.’

‘How could your mother have a book club?’ asked Merit. ‘Don’t you just sign up and order a book once or twice a year?’

‘Not a mail-order book club. A book club where people read the same book and then get together to talk about it. My mother and her friends met the first Saturday of the month in the basement of Blessed Redeemer. I used to go with her and sit under the portrait of Martin Luther and listen as they discussed Eudora Welty or Charles Dickens or Edna Ferber.’ Kari’s smile once again brightened her face. ‘Dad played checkers with the other husbands in the kitchen, and when it came time for dessert, they served it.’

‘I want to join a club like that,’ said Audrey. ‘A club where I get to do the talking and the men run around serving dessert.’

‘Oh, believe me, it had its critics. Mr Moe – he ran the bank – told Pastor Curtis that he didn’t approve of church property being used by a bunch of idle women talking about ungodly things.’

‘What sort of ungodly things?’ asked Faith.

Kari tucked a section of her bowl cut behind her ear. ‘Well, I can’t remember what book they were discussing, but it brought out a lot of argument, and not just between Mrs Lundvall and Mrs Seiderbaum. Anyway, Mr Moe – if he wasn’t at the bank, he was at church – heard all of this and came downstairs just livid, asking everyone why they weren’t home where they were supposed to be instead of making a ruckus in the Lord’s house.

‘The men came out of the kitchen – Mr Hanson was wearing an apron, and boy, that really sent Mr Moe around the bend. “Men in aprons! Angry women shouting about books! What was the world coming to?”’ Kari laughed, shaking her head. ‘I remember leaving my perch under Martin Luther to sit by my mother, absolutely terrified of what Mr Moe was going to do.’

‘What did he do?’ asked Merit.

‘Well, he raved on until Pastor Curtis and some of the husbands settled him down and escorted him back upstairs. There was a big silence after he left, but then Mrs Gepperson – now, she was a card – got up and started mocking Mr Moe, shaking her finger at everyone and yelling how she was sickened by all these idle women shouting about books. I tell you, I never saw grown women laugh so hard.’

‘Hey,’ said Slip, her eyes wide, ‘let’s take up where they left off. Let’s start a book club of our own.’

A log in the fire popped, spraying an arc of sparks.

‘I’ve always wanted to be in one,’ said Kari, petting Flicka’s broad forehead. ‘I know how much pleasure it gave my mother and her friends.’

‘I’d join,’ said Faith, feeling a warmth that was attributable either to the idea of a burgeoning social life or to her second martini. ‘I think it’d be fun.’

‘Damn right,’ said Slip. ‘Now, all in favor, raise your hands.’

Every hand but one went up.

‘Well, I’m not exactly sure what I’m getting into,’ said Merit. ‘We won’t have to write book reports or anything, will we?’

Faith wondered if she was making a joke.

‘Merit, this isn’t supposed to be punishment,’ said Audrey, ‘it’s supposed to be fun.’

‘Okay,’ said Merit, and her raised hand made the count unanimous.

With the vote in, the lights came on. No one applauded this victory for technology; electric lighting, when compared to that provided by candle and fire, was jarring, overly bright, and certainly a destroyer of ambiance.

‘Well, that’s my cue,’ said Audrey, standing. ‘Paul’s probably bound and gagged the boys by now.’

Her announcement reminded everyone else that yes, it was getting late, but hadn’t this been fun and wasn’t a book club a good idea?

‘So I’ll figure out the details for our first meeting,’ said Slip, ‘and let you all know.’

‘What a pretty room,’ said Merit as the group walked toward the foyer. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen peach living room walls before.’

‘Sometimes I go a little crazy,’ said Faith, who felt a pride in her decorating skills as well as a need to apologize for them.

Amid thanks for her hospitality and an offer from Kari to baby-sit the twins, the quartet of women readied themselves for the cold dash back to their own houses.

‘I think it’s warmed up, ladies,’ said Audrey as she opened the door and a blast of stinging air blew in. ‘It must be only thirty below now.’

Kari held on to the collar of her dog. ‘Come on, Flicka, I’ll race you back.’

‘Bye,’ said Merit, drawing up her coat collar so that its fur framed her movie star face. ‘I had a nice time.’

Faith was just about to close the door when Slip stepped back in.

‘Good night,’ she said, her cinnamon-colored eyes shining, her freckled nose already red from the cold. ‘See you at book club.’

May 1968

Dear Mama,

Wade’s mama, Patsy, has been complaining that she does ten times the writing and calling that we do, so after I dutifully wrote her a letter (why is it that the wife is always the communicator? why can’t Wade pick up a pen?) I thought: why not write my own mama? I could pretend you’re still alive and that we’re as close as Chang and Eng. I could write you the real truth because we’re each other’s best friends and we just love each other to pieces.

Hey, I can dream, right? So here goes . . .

Yesterday I was over at my friend Slip’s house. Her mother’s visiting from back east, and Slip’s kids were climbing over their grandma like happy little monkeys, and along with being jealous of Slip for being so lucky, I thought how nice it would be if I had a mother my kids could climb all over. But even if you were here, I can’t see you enjoying being their jungle gym – I can see you swatting them away and then asking me where the nearest ‘libation station’ was.

Slip’s mom smelled of hand lotion and coffee, and I thought what a sad little habit it is of mine to try to get a whiff of every mother I meet – always trying to find that smell that reminds me so much of you. Funny, though – I have yet to meet a mother who reeks of whiskey, cigarettes, and clothes that should have been in the laundry bag. Funnier still – how come I miss that smell?

Oh, Mama, I don’t know why I’m being so mean. It’s just that . . . well, you know yourself, the meanest people are usually the ones who hurt the most.

Hey, guess what? Spring finally got here and it’s a beaut. There are lilac bushes all over the place, and just when you think pastels have taken over the world, you see a patch of bawdy red tulips or brilliant yellow crocuses. Imagine the world being frozen for so long and still being able to come up with these surprises.

I did go to a Pilots’ Wives luncheon – they served a fancy ambrosia salad and chicken divan and the food reminded me of the kind they served at the Vernell Hotel in Oklahoma City, the kind of food that waiter boyfriend of yours would bring home to us in white paper sacks. Anyway, the gals I met there seemed nice enough, but all we did was sit around all afternoon talking about our husbands’ seniority and what routes they fly. The real friends I’m starting to make are here in my neighborhood – and my book club. I can just hear you asking with your hands on your skinny little hips, ‘Now what the Sam Hill is this book club you’re talkin’ about?’ Well, we pick a book and talk about it and then eat a really good potluck – mostly desserts. I had the first meeting at my house and picked a book by a guy named Bernard Malamud (it wasn’t the kind of book I was dying to read, but I wanted everyone to think it was). Anyway, it was a lot of fun. There are four other gals (we might ask others to join later on, but right now we’re going to keep it small) besides me, and there’s not a dumb one in the bunch, at least not overtly. Merit is so quiet, I haven’t figured out yet if she’s dumb or just thoughtful. Brains probably never meant too much to her – she’s the kind of beautiful that makes you feel sort of mad and churned up in your stomach, but her looks seem to embarrass her, which makes it easier not to hate her! Audrey’s the resident sex queen – she feels underdressed unless she’s wearing a cleavage – and Slip’s the resident firebrand peacenik who’ll try to recruit you into any leftist cause that comes along. The two of them argue like Frick and Frack, even when they’re on the same side. What saves them is they’re both funny. Remember how you used to say, ‘If a man can make me laugh, he don’t need money or looks’? Me, I feel the same way about friends (and lucky for Slip she’s funny, because her looks aren’t anything to write home about . . . but then again, I am writing about them).

Last, there’s Kari – she’s a couple years younger than you, Mama, and is the type who thinks before she speaks. I’m glad she does, because she’ll say something that’ll make me think. There’s something about Kari that makes me feel calm – after listening to her I feel like I’ve drunk a warm glass of milk.

Being with them has started to make this frozen wasteland feel like home – not that I’m so familiar with what that feels like.

As for those twins of mine that you’re just so crazy about and send so many darling presents to (hey, I can dream, can’t I?): Beau’s up from his nap – I can hear him snuffling around in his crib – so I’d better get in there before he wakes Bonnie. I like my time alone with Beau – Bonnie has the big personality that takes over, so it’s nice just to play with him alone sometimes and wallow in his sweet little-boy self.

Oh, Mama, how I wish you could read this! But how do I send a letter to purgatory? (Ha-ha – that’s a joke, and come on, at least I don’t automatically assume you went even lower.)

I’m sorry,

Faith

To say that Faith had had a fractious childhood was to say that a began the alphabet. Primrose Reynolds, named after the town she was born in and not the path she took (which in her case led to disaster), was sixteen years old when she delivered Faith in the ripped backseat of a 1938 Studebaker, ten miles outside Little Rock.

‘I tried to keep you in till we could get to the hospital,’ she told her daughter, ‘but y’all were so damn pushy! Just had to get out and see the wide world!’

This story would inevitably cause Primmy to convulse in laughter; of course, most stories did, seeing as she only told them when she was drunk and feeling good. When she was drunk and feeling bad she’d cry – not quietly into a handkerchief, but loud enough so that the neighbors in whatever run-down, urine-smelling pay-by-the-week dive they were living in at the time would yell out their doors, ‘Shut your trap or I’ll shut it for you!’ or ‘You want something to cry about? I’ll give you something to cry about!’

Faith would sit on the thin mattress of the bed her mother shared with her when she wasn’t ‘entertaining’ (then Faith slept on a folded blanket on the floor, or on the couch if they happened to have one), patting her mama’s shaking shoulders, lying to her that ‘it’ll be all right.’

When things got too rough for Primmy, when she lost a job or a boyfriend or the desire to get up in the morning, Faith would be sent to live with her grandmother in the small town of Trilby, Mississippi.

MawMaw wasn’t mean to Faith, but removed, as if she had seen that emotion invested in people never garnered a profitable return.

Still, that small house with the blistered gray clapboards (not only on the wrong side of the tracks, but right next to them) gave Faith a stability she never had with her mother, gave her her good friend DellaRose, gave her acres of woods to run in as they reenacted Civil War battles, gave her regular meals and her own bed to sleep in.

She stayed with MawMaw for months at a time, and once for her entire second grade year at school; the day when her mother came to fetch her became not a reward but a punishment.

‘Look at how my baby’s grown!’ Primmy would say, pressing Faith to her until the girl was sure she was going to pass out from lack of oxygen and a surplus of anxiety. ‘Just look at my baby!’

Primmy would always be dressed up for these reclaiming occasions, always wearing a bright, shiny dress that Faith, even at a young age, knew was not the kind worn by the nice women who walked by the house on their way to church. She rouged her cheeks with a heavy hand and blackened her eyebrows with pencil, and the bluish red lipstick she wore made her mouth look like a wound. Primmy Reynolds was a young and pretty woman, but her clothes, makeup, and reliance on liquor and cigarettes conspired to make her look worn and cheap. Faith would cry in her arms, and not with tears of joy.

When MawMaw died suddenly of a stroke while hoeing rocks out of her narrow, weedy garden, Primmy moved into her house, but the drunkenness and trail of boyfriends ruined whatever security Faith had felt there, and her own life began spiraling out of control, began to mimic her mother’s in the drinking and the boyfriends and the sense of desperation.

Faith would automatically start shivering anytime she thought of how close she had come to being Primmy junior – how because of a simple question her life became more than she had ever dreamed possible.

The question, ‘What colleges are you planning to apply to?’ was asked at the end of Faith’s junior year by a guidance counselor new to the school, who wore a wide handlebar mustache that reminded Faith of the horns of water buffalo she’d seen in National Geographic and a tweed jacket that smelled of mothballs.

Shifting in the hard wooden chair, Faith rolled her eyes.

‘Let’s see,’ she said, examining the fine line of dirt underneath her thumbnail. ‘Besides Radcliffe, there’s Wellesley, and oh yeah, I think the Sorbonne wants me too.’

‘I bet they would,’ said the counselor, offering a smile that stretched his handlebar mustache even wider.

‘Right,’ said Faith. ‘Can I go now?’

The counselor leaned forward on his desk, and now, along with mothballs, Faith could smell body odor.

‘I don’t care how hard you try to hide it, Miss Reynolds,’ he said, ‘but you’re a smart girl. Your tests scores are high and your grades . . . well, we know they could be a lot better, but as I said, your test scores are high, and with teacher recommendations—’

‘Who’s going to recommend me?’ asked Faith of the teachers with whom she had a tepid relationship at best.

Twirling one end of his mustache, the counselor peered at a sheaf of paper.

‘Well, Mrs Allison seems to think you’re a gifted English student.’

‘She does?’ asked Faith. Any compliment Mrs Allison had for Faith was shadowed by criticism: I liked the way you expressed your thoughts, but honestly, your handwriting is so sloppy I could hardly read your paper.

‘Yes, and Mr Christopherson says you have an acute grasp of history.’

‘It’s just that we studied the Civil War,’ said Faith. ‘I don’t know why, but I’ve always been interested in the Civil War.’

Behind his thick glasses, the guidance counselor’s eyes gleamed like those of a prospector finding gold in his pan. Faith crossed her arms, sullen again. Why had she bothered to tell this pathetic creep anything?

Lingering after school because she hadn’t wanted to go home, Faith had once overheard, through an open door, a conversation the guidance counselor was having with Miss Franklin, the home ec teacher.

‘Ernest,’ she’d said, ‘no offense, but I wouldn’t go out with you if you were the last man alive.’

Now this man, who was a pariah to the prettiest teacher at Pawnee High, set aside the papers and, still twisting his mustache, fixed his smudged and magnified gaze at Faith, expecting her to pay attention to him.

‘Is that all, Mr Teague?’ she asked, standing up. ‘Because I really gotta go.’

Undefeated, Mr Teague offered a smile. ‘That’s not all, Faith. Don’t let it be all. It doesn’t hurt to shoot for the moon.’

As if it were a hot and itchy sweater, Faith shook off the advice, or at least she thought she did. But hours after her accident, when Billy Lawler fished her out of the Tallahalla River, she lay on her thin and lumpy mattress, her head throbbing from its wound, belching burps that tasted of sour beer, crying softly, and wishing that her mother were home, if not to offer comfort, then to at least scream at her for her stupid, nearly lethal behavior. What good did it do to nearly drown if there wasn’t anybody around to care?

Tangled up in a gray, pilly blanket, Faith felt swaddled in misery itself. The thought occurred to her that maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad to stay under those cold rushing waters, to stay under and not come up.

Her life seemed as dark and weighted as the night sky, seen through the windowpane that Primmy had cracked years ago when she threw a shoe at a retreating boyfriend.

I could have been dead. The thought was tinged not with awed relief but with regret. But then the clouds, pushed along by a night breeze, tore apart, revealing a yellow and pitted moon, and Mr Teague’s words came back to her, and for a moment she didn’t feel so bruised and broken.

Well, why not shoot for it? she thought. That moon’s there as much for me as for anybody.

The summer passed, and if she wasn’t exactly a new Faith, at least she was an improved one: not automatically accepting every bottle of beer handed to her, not smoking until she got a headache, and, most importantly, not accepting every boy’s invitation to climb into the backseat of whatever borrowed vehicle was available.

When she started her senior year, she made a promise to herself that she’d make all A’s, and she did, even when she had to miss eleven straight days to take care of her mother, who had come down with a case of jaundice that turned her yellow as pus.

She spent long, conversational afternoons with Mr Teague during which he helped her research colleges and fill out grant and scholarship applications.

When she burst into his office to show him the letter that informed her she had won an academic scholarship to the University of Texas, the counselor took off his chronically smudged glasses to wipe his eyes.

‘Thank you for all you’ve done for me,’ she said, feeling a little teary herself.

‘Just doing my job, Faith,’ he said, unused to student gratitude. He twisted the end of his mustache. ‘Just like you did yours.’

They hugged then, because those were the days when affection could pass between teacher and student without fear of overstepping the guidelines listed in the district sexual harassment manual.

In Mr Teague’s thin, musty-smelling arms, Faith felt as cared for and buoyed as she ever had in her life. As they drew away from each other, she said, ‘That Miss Franklin is a damn fool.’

[image: image]

In Austin, unburdened by her home or her past, Faith reinvented herself, flourishing academically and socially. She made the dean’s list and the cheerleading squad, and interested a number of boys (whom she didn’t sleep with). By the time she met Wade at the end of her junior year, her confidence was such that yes, of course, she deserved him. It was a fairly constant confidence on the outside, but one she battled to maintain on the inside, especially when her mother, making threats to visit, began shaking it. But then her mother died, and even though it was an awful death and one that haunted Faith, it nonetheless freed Faith from what she had been all her life, what now nobody ever had to know: ‘no-account,’ ‘white trash,’ and ‘daughter of the town tramp and just as trampy herself.’

She became a new Faith, born of a different set of parents, into a different world.

In English class, she laughed silently as her professor quoted Keats. Believe me, she thought, truth is not beauty: the Faith I’ve made is a lot less ugly than the one that’s real.

It wasn’t so hard fooling everybody; however, always being careful was exhausting. But Faith knew being tired was nothing compared to being found out.
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