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Emma sought to learn what was really meant in life by the words “happiness,” “passion,” and “intoxication”—words that had seemed so beautiful to her in books.

—GUSTAVE FLAUBERT, Madame Bovary



1.

Alyssa Snyder Is Troubled
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Lissy Snyder hated nature, especially its lavish variety on the eastern end of Long Island. All those sudden winged or crawly creatures everywhere, feeding on one another and on you, too, if you weren’t vigilant. Ants in the pantry, moths batting at the lamps, something living or dead plucked discreetly from the pool every day. And then there were the piano-tuner birds that shrieked or sang the same two notes incessantly, and the ones that seemed to be typing in the woods behind the house. Once in a while, Lissy stood at the spruce-lined border of the property and yelled “Shut up shut up shut up!” just to get a little peace and quiet. But they would begin again the moment she turned her back, like a rowdy junior high school class mocking a substitute teacher.

She had sweet-talked Jeffrey into buying a beach house while they were still on their honeymoon, a time he would have gladly agreed to anything. How gorgeous and powerful and canny she’d felt! But she hadn’t bargained for the rampant flora and fauna in Sagaponack. That was supposed to be upstate somewhere, or in New England, where wildlife belonged, where rabid bats were as common as houseflies, and bears were said to be driven mad by menstruating women.

In Lissy’s childhood memory of an idyllic Southampton summer, before her father left, before the death of her beloved nanny, there was a vast velveteen lawn skirting her cousins’ house and, behind it, the sand dunes that led to the sea, and everything that lived there knew its place: the lobsters in their traps or in a citrus vinaigrette, the other secrets of the deep kept appropriately secret. Fireflies flashed around the porches at night, accompanied by the strumming of hidden crickets, but they’d seemed pretty harmless; her Grandmother Ellis had called their performance “a charming petit son et lumière.”

Now, on a balmy June day during her second Sagaponack season, Lissy peered anxiously into the patio garden. Everything had to look perfect for that afternoon’s meeting of her summer reading club, the Page Turners; she’d already plumped the cushions in the screened gazebo, where they convened. The group was led by Angela Graves, who’d taught English Lit at some tiny women’s college in Texas a million years ago. Ardith Templeton had found her through an ad the previous winter in the East Hampton Star. “Enhance your summer with the company of great books. Retired professor of literature will lead the way.”

The flowers that Pedro and his crew tended were nice enough, fragrant and colorful, except for all the bees they attracted, and the way their brief blooming reminded Lissy of her own mortality. She would turn twenty-eight in October, and although none of her mirrors, not even the cruelly lit and magnified one on her dressing room table, had yet hinted at the ravages of aging or even the slightest dimming of her crisp blondness, she felt that her shelf life had begun to expire. Maybe all that required reading—never her strong suit—was undoing her, or it could just be the forbidding example of Angela herself, who must have faced the sun fearlessly all her life and was now a bas-relief of age spots and wrinkles.

Lissy had felt flattered when Debby and Joy, whom she knew from yoga class in the city, invited her to join the book club. And she was thrilled when they’d accepted her offer of a designated meeting place, along with the name she had come up with for them. The original Page Turners had been the group for slower readers she’d been made to join in the third grade at the Betsy Ross Day School, where the letters of the alphabet had a habit of reversing themselves to her, and she often had to be coaxed into concentration. But she didn’t mention any of that to her current book group friends.

Everyone in the Hamptons wanted to get to know beautiful and aloof Ardith better. She was like those savvy, popular girls at school in whose orbit Lissy had dizzily spun without ever coming any closer to them. And Larry Templeton was someone important in Jeffrey’s corporate world. Lissy envisioned a brilliant, career-enhancing friendship evolving from this casual connection, and Jeffrey’s astonished pride in her.

Every other Tuesday since Memorial Day, Angela Graves drove her blue Chevy Neon from The Springs to Lissy’s more desirable neighborhood and sat among the dewy-skinned young members of the grown-up Page Turners, a veritable bulletin from their grim future. Some of the books she extolled were equally grim Victorian novels, in which infants or their new mothers routinely died and, not surprisingly, sexual repression was the rage.

Lissy had been thinking, on and off, about having a baby. Not that she was beset by maternal yearnings, but perhaps it was time. It wasn’t as if she had a real career to interrupt; even she knew that being a part-time, freelance party planner wasn’t a serious or inspired pursuit. The sprinkling of referrals she’d had so far had been favors from business acquaintances of Jeffrey’s: a couple of toddlers’ birthday parties, an anniversary dinner for someone’s senile in-laws. Balloons and baby lamb chops for every occasion, and all the honorees equally insensible.

Besides, a few of Lissy’s friends had started families already, bucking the national trend of waiting until your ovaries dried up and fell off. She might well be in on the beginning of a new trend. It astonished her sometimes that she made so many crucial decisions this way, guided by arbitrary social patterns rather than passion.

But it was how she’d been raised, as if everything depended on some invisible, incontestable clock. Time for dinner, hungry or not. Time for bed (ditto for sleepiness). Time for school, let go of Mummy’s hand, Alyssa! Time for deflowering. Time to get married. And why not; how did you ever know if you were really in love, anyway?

Still, starting a family might be inconvenient, or worse, and especially complicated right now. If, as Angela Graves suggested, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was merely an elaborate metaphor for childbirth, what could one expect? Jeffrey and Lissy would have custody of little Miles and Miranda, who would require all of her energy and concentration, during the final weeks of the summer, after their mother brought them back from a European trip. Lissy could play at mothering then, if those beautiful but daunting children allowed it, and make an informed decision for once. Why, it might even be fun.

She was supposed to have finished reading Can You Forgive Her? for today’s session of the Page Turners, although it was incredibly long and printed in such microscopic type. Angela had given them the title back in January, just after they’d first signed up, instructing them to start reading it then, but Lissy hadn’t gotten around to it right away.

And now, flailing to catch up, it seemed more like winter reading to her—that endless blizzard of pages flecked with the blown soot of words. She skimmed as quickly as she could through the chapters that dealt with politics and money, in favor of the romantic passages. But even sounding out the characters’ names as she flipped through the book—Alice Vavasor, Lady Glencora, Plantagenet—badly fatigued her. Imagine saddling a child with a name like Plantagenet!

The bloated little paperback had been wedged open and propped against the sugar bowl as she ate breakfast that morning, and it was dangling from her hand as she peeked into the flower garden later. In fact, she’d hardly been seen without it for the past few weeks. Jeffrey carefully pried it from her sleeping fingers at night, and he always tucked in one of his business cards to save her place, which never seemed to change. Chapter 14, Alice Vavasor Becomes Troubled. Lissy relied on the chapter headings—she’d read all of those right away. They gave the novel a somewhat predictable shape, something she wouldn’t have minded having in her own life. Jeffrey Makes a Killing on Wall Street. Lissy Sparkles in Book Discussion Group. Wherein the Myth of the Evil Stepmother Is Dispelled.

Jeffrey had made more than a few killings on Wall Street, most of them back in the crazy early nineties—the go-go years—long before she even knew him. When she was still a teenager! And then, like everybody, he’d lost a bundle in the downswing. He was still wealthy, though, by most standards, when he and Lissy met and married two years before. There was more than enough for a showy courtship and wedding; this house they’d christened Summerspell; his sailboat, the Argo; those outrageous alimony and child support payments; and the extravagant Manhattan life he and his new bride pursued.

But he fretted about the past and about the future. She would often discover him in the middle of the night, a prisoner of his own bad dreams in striped pajamas, his worried pale face eerily illuminated by the glow of his computer screen as he tracked the global markets. Jeffrey was haunted by nonfinancial concerns, too, especially his absentee fatherhood and his survival of the World Trade Center disaster, when so many of his colleagues had perished. To complicate matters even further, he believed that his life had been saved by his then four-year-old son, Miles, whose preschool orientation meeting Jeffrey had attended that fateful morning, instead of going to work on the ninety-sixth floor of the first tower to be hit.

And then there were the letters from Danielle, his ex-wife, so full of vitriol they seemed to burn his fingers when he opened them. Lissy sometimes read them in the privacy of her bathroom later, and felt just as stung by their tone and content. How could she accuse him of abandoning her and the children when he was so generous, and still seemed to have one foot firmly in their lives?

Danielle and Jeffrey had already been estranged when Lissy met him, but Danielle referred to her as “that woman” or “your stupid, blond slut” in her letters as if Lissy were some kind of home-wrecking whore and not his legal, loving wife. And she wasn’t stupid, even if she felt that way sometimes. Worst of all, Danielle always addressed him as Jeffie, a nickname from his past that looked disturbingly like an endearment on the page, despite the nasty context.

On Jeffrey’s troubled nights, Lissy would cluck at him and urge him back to bed, where she’d assume his insomnia and a condensed version of some of his fears—the less personal ones—while he snored peacefully beside her. What if they became poor, or at least not as rich anymore? That was where the chapter headings might have come in handy. Would she have stuck things out? Did she love Jeffrey for himself? Who was he, exactly? How hard it was to separate and sort out the many facets of identity and affection and commitment.

And then he made his comeback, a spectacular and unique killing on some combination of investments and strategies—something to do with offshore drilling in the Gulf of Mexico—that made him the envy of the financial community and the uneasy focus of the SEC for a while. His business card, placed so inconspicuously in her Trollope that it seemed to be a part of the text, soothed her with its tone of authority: JEFFREY J. SNYDER, ESQ. PRESIDENT AND CFO WORLD TRADE CONSULTANTS. But like so many Victorian housewives, real and fictional, she didn’t know precisely what her husband did for a living.

Left to her own choice of reading material, Lissy would have purchased a pile of easy, glossy beach books gleaned from the bestseller lists and thumbed her way through the thick, perfumed summer issues of Vanity Fair and Hamptons. Her membership in the Page Turners forced her into an attitude of self-improvement, although she had yet to sparkle or even overcome her shyness at the meetings any more than she ever had in the classroom. If she’d been able to finish Can You Forgive Her? or any of the shorter assigned novels in time for the appointed discussions, she might have fared better.

Unfortunately, she had never moved up to the Whiz Kids, the highest-level reading group at Betsy Ross, and her difficulty with the printed word served as a soporific—more efficiently now than even sex or Ambien—as it had most of her life. She would begin to doze off soon after she began reading, her eyes losing focus first, then the page she’d intended to turn becoming impossibly heavy, even when she was curious about the story’s outcome.

In college her roommate, a scholarship grind named Cynthia Ann Pope, had shared voluminous class notes with Lissy and even wrote some of her papers in exchange for clothing and cash. These days, without Cynthia Ann’s assistance, Lissy browsed through or just read part of the way into most books, and then hastily checked out plot summaries and criticism on the Internet. She’d Googled her research for Can You Forgive Her? even before she’d begun reading the first page. So she knew, if the title hadn’t been a big enough hint, that a moral decision was begged of the reader by Trollope, and that most academics, just like Trollope’s heroine, had voted in favor of decency and true love. She could probably safely take that stance herself during the discussion.

But right now she had to focus on the refreshments required of her as the Page Turners’ hostess, the one job at which she felt proficient. In the kitchen, that sullen new dayworker—Jo Ann Cutty’s daughter, what was her name again?—skulked at the sink. The girl needed to tweeze her eyebrows and do something about her posture. Lissy said, “Hi!” and smiled at her with forced friendliness. Without waiting for the usual scowling response, she opened the refrigerator to check on the pile of creamy little sandwiches under their sheltering dome, and the pitcher of mango mint iced tea working up an appealing cold sweat on the shelf just above.

Then she went to the powder room, where the rose petals of soap she’d brought from Paris, when the beach house was still only a postcoital tease, lay nestled in a Lucite shell. She patted the impeccable, monogrammed linen guest towels and gazed critically at herself in the mirror. But instead of touching up her lipstick or adjusting an errant strand of hair, she found herself looking into her own eyes and wondering if she would have forgiven Alice Vavasor for whatever it was she’d done. Well, she didn’t have to decide that very second; she could just wait and see what the others said. But then she was ambushed by another stray thought—would she ever do anything that would require the forgiveness of strangers?—and felt a shivery thrill of prescience.



2.

Truth and Beauty
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Angela Graves was half in love with the young women she guided through the halls of literature, and half incensed by their laziness or ineptitude. It was the destiny of a dedicated teacher to be conflicted this way, and her calling itself the consequence of being simultaneously homely and intelligent. Would she have traded for ephemeral beauty and everlasting mediocrity, the genetic coding of so many of her students past and present? Probably not, especially now, when any beauty she might have had would be long spent.

But it was a rhetorical dilemma anyway, never a choice that was hers to make. Angela was the heroine of her own life—who else?—but it certainly wasn’t the most compelling narrative. As the only child of strict, older, middle-class parents on Staten Island, both accountants, she’d been imaginative and dreamy. Bookish was the way her mother accurately described her to people, but with more alarm and disapproval than pride.

Angela had to resort to books, though; there was so little to be learned at home, where she’d witnessed only the daily return of disappointment and resignation. And she felt alternately superior and uncertain among her peers, so it wasn’t easy for her to make friends. At first, she identified with the deceptively plain, devoted governesses in her favorite novels, who were gloriously redeemed in the end: she had only to let down her hair, literally and metaphorically, and display her good heart and ironic wit. Much later, she saw herself simply as one who served, like the graceless baby nurse Horsie in the Dorothy Parker short story, a permanent extra in the drama of love.

On her first day of teaching at Macon Women’s College, in Wellspring, Texas, that little wasteland midway between Dallas and Odessa, she’d asked her freshman Expository Writing class which authors they liked best. There was some restless shuffling, a jangling of charm bracelets, and a few of the students muttered and exchanged glances as if it she’d just sprung a surprise quiz on them.

Angela persevered. “Well, how many of you have read Jane Eyre?” This time the room went completely still until, finally, a small white hand slowly rose, a lonely periscope in that sea of ignorance. “Yes?” Angela said, smiling encouragement, and the owner of the hand asked, “What has she written?”

Someone else might have dined out on that anecdote for years. It did earn Angela a rare chuckle once in the faculty lounge, but she was shocked into silence and despair when she heard herself. It was her own life she was mocking. Occasionally, there was a truly bright, displaced student she could lead onto the path of literary enlightenment, and they would gossip like girlfriends about dead writers and their immortal characters. Oh, brains and beauty!

There were a few romantic interludes, too. For a long time, Angela’s sexual direction was up for grabs. She’d had crushes on various students, and on various male and female colleagues. Sex took place a few times on both sides of the aisle, though never with a student, thank God, and rarely more than once or twice with the same partner.

That was her own doing, for the most part. She’d wanted to be grandly moved or to at least feel dangerously erotic, and she hardly ever fell into either of those states, and never into both at the same time. Had she been ruined by books, by her all-too-willing suspension of disbelief in Mellors and Heathcliff and Moll Flanders?

In her forty-third year, when her figure was still good and her bold features somewhat softened by the luster of character, she lopped off most of her silver-threaded dark hair, like a postulant without an order, preparing to accept a solitary, loveless life. But soon afterward, she embarked on an extraordinary and treacherous affair with a married friend, with disastrous consequences. That such a thing could happen! Almost twenty years later, she could still stir up the embers of those dueling sensations, desire and disgrace, low in her belly.

Stephen and Valerie Keller were both her friends; they’d taken her on because they believed that beneath the armor of her reserve she was a person of value. Stephen taught painting and drawing at Macon, and Valerie was a reference librarian there. She was the beauty in the family, with her wild auburn hair, those unfashionable hips, and that wonderful pale skin—the complete opposite of anyone’s idea of a librarian. Stephen’s bony face and serious gaze behind wire-rimmed glasses reminded Angela of daguerreotypes she’d seen of nineteenth-century scholars.

They had married right after graduate school and had a precocious and pretty little girl, Charlotte. Angela got to know Valerie first, in the stacks at the library, where they’d conspired to track down a line of verse a student had likely plagiarized, and she met Stephen later at a faculty meeting. It was Valerie’s gift to see the best in people. She found Angela wryly funny rather than bitter, shy instead of standoffish, and her opinions were contagious.

The Kellers began inviting Angela to dinner, never seeming to mind having an odd number (in any sense of those words) at their table, the way other couples did. And because they’d accepted her, she became acceptable, socialized, like one of those wild children raised by wolves and then brought into civilization.

All those blissful evenings of food and wine and earnest or hilarious talk at the gray saltbox on Dogwood Drive—the mismatched place mats, the sweet, corny ceremony of candles and toasts. Angela felt at home there, an experience she’d never quite had anywhere else in the world, and eventually Valerie and Stephen became as inseparable in her mind as they appeared to be to each other.

Then, one night, she filled in for their regular babysitter, a sophomore art major, who had come down with the flu. It was Stephen’s birthday, his thirty-eighth, and he and Valerie planned to go out to dinner—not to one of the steak houses or rathskellers around the campus, but the one nice place that required reservations and dressing up. Angela had overheard Stephen on the phone in his office, commiserating with Valerie about the defecting art major, and she’d rapped on the open door and volunteered her services.

Stephen insisted on picking her up; perhaps Valerie had urged him to. It was late January and there had been a minor snowfall the previous night, followed by dropping temperatures that iced the roads. He waited outside her apartment in the purring Ford wagon without honking the horn. She was already at the window, shielded by the curtains, watching for him.

They’d known each other for a little more than three years; both of them had been hired the same semester. Angela—who’d published several papers in obscure journals—had just been given tenure. Except for a pro forma one-man show at the college, Stephen’s paintings had only been hung in a couple of local group exhibitions, and he was still under the tenure committee’s scrutiny. They’d deferred making a decision about him until he’d built up a larger body of work. So there was envy and empathy between him and Angela, a new, nervous dimension to their friendship.

She had never been in the station wagon before—no, actually, she had, once in the fall, on a short ride to a Spanish mission—but she’d sat in the back then, next to Charlotte in her car seat, like an au pair or a maiden aunt. Valerie, of course, sat up front next to Stephen, in the death seat, as the students gaily called it, forgoing their own seat belts. The wife’s seat, Angela thought as she opened the front passenger door the night of Stephen’s birthday and slid inside.

It was cozy in the car, with the heater blowing and the inflated sleeves of their down jackets touching. Stephen smiled handsomely at her, kissed her forehead. He was growing a beard, only a few weeks’ dark fuzzy growth then, like a boy impersonating a man in a school play.

The car smelled yeasty but not unpleasant, something like the smell of one’s own slept-in bed. They were surrounded by family artifacts: Charlotte’s empty car seat still strapped in place behind them, a handful of Valerie’s books sliding around the backseat; she liked suspense novels. Gravel or cookie crumbs crunched under Angela’s boots, and in the pocket of the door next to her there was a collapsed pink plastic pacifier, both touching and slightly obscene, and a few audiotapes, including The Little Engine That Could and Bach’s toccatas and fugues.

Angela wasn’t given to frivolous musings about other people’s lives, except in novels, or about her own roads not taken. She was still bookish, but far less imaginative than she’d been as a child. Even at their house, a little later, when Valerie came downstairs, wobbling on her high heels and looking particularly lovely in a short black crêpe dress that contrasted sharply with Angela’s corduroy pants and flannel shirt, she’d felt a brief frisson but didn’t indulge in any fantasies, domestic or otherwise.

She actually liked her own uncluttered life, a life of reading without the threat of interruption, except for the hours of teaching, about which she’d grown less hopeful but more tolerant. She disseminated ideas in the classroom as if she were blowing the downy seeds of a thought dandelion around. Maybe a few of the students would be pollinated; in any event, she did her best.

Charlotte was still awake, warm and pink-cheeked from her bath, in red, footed pajamas. She was four years old now, a little chatterbox, as her mother had warned. As soon as her parents left, Charlotte became imprinted on Angela, following her from room to room, interrogating her. “Do you want to see my toys?” “Why do you look like a man?” “Do you have a little girl?” She had an established routine for delaying bedtime—water, a story, the checking of monsters’ hiding places, a cookie, more water, a retelling of her day, another story. Finally, Angela had to lie down beside her and wait for Charlotte to fall asleep.

It was in that narrow, innocent bed that the worst thoughts began to occur to her. What if the child became ill and died? She’d been exposed to the infectious babysitter a few days before, and it wasn’t unheard of for children to die. It was the fear that haunted all Victorian households, where every new baby became another hostage to fortune. But the little girl lying next to Angela—the benefactor of modern medicine and Dickens’s veneration of childhood—was gleaming with good health, pulsing with determined life.

What if there was an accident and both parents were killed? God, what was wrong with her that she could have such dire notions about her dear friends, without provocation and without the thudding of dread or even a mild flush of shame? What if only Stephen died? “Water,” Charlotte slurred piteously from the first layer of sleep, and Angela smoothed the covers around her and crept like a criminal from the bed.

Of course nobody died that night. The Kellers came home from dinner a little buzzed by chocolate and brandy and their few golden hours of freedom. Valerie kept hugging Angela, who was so, so good to do this for them. “We owe you big-time,” she said, sounding disconcertingly like a Macon sorority sister. She looked a little mussed and vulgarly pleased, as if they’d parked somewhere and made out in the car.

“Not at all. My pleasure,” Angela coolly replied, extricating herself from Valerie’s white arms, that profusion of flyaway hair, her lilac scent.

In the car once more, Angela had the insane urge to climb over the seat and squeeze herself into Charlotte’s car seat, to give up all responsibility for the evil machinations of an uncensored adult mind, the burden of a grown body that could still surprise you with its longings. Instead, she made small talk with Stephen about Charlotte’s intelligence and outspoken charm, about the school’s curriculum, about colleagues and students.

And then, out of the blue, she said, “Stephen, if they don’t give you tenure, they’re absolute fools. You’re a very good teacher and a wonderful painter.” When she said it, it seemed true. She had an approving image in her mind of a group of paintings called Imaginary Portraits in his show the year before at the college gallery. They were realistic and slightly grotesque at once, like Diane Arbus photographs, in which every subject is appallingly human and freakish.

In fact, Angela had wondered then if Arbus had been an influence, but she’d hesitated to ask, for fear he would think she’d really meant to say that he was derivative. And what if he was? Good artists borrow, great artists steal. Who said that, or something like it? Maybe it referred to writers. It didn’t matter, though—he was a good teacher—the students adored him—and his paintings were striking. She’d even bought two of the portraits after the show. And he was still young enough to grow into his own vision of things. Maybe, armed now with her own recent tenure, she could offer an opinion about him to the committee.

They were only halfway to her apartment—the local streets were truly perilous, and they’d traveled slowly—but he pulled over against a curb near someone else’s house, and he let the motor idle as the heater chugged away and the windows fogged up.

“I appreciate that, Angie,” he said. He was the only one who’d ever called her that. His voice was husky, as if that was the first thing he’d said all day. “I mean, your opinion really matters to me, and I’m shaky now because we need a little extra security. I just want to paint, and Val wants to have another kid…” He took off his glasses and looked at her with his naked eyes in the haloed light thrown by a streetlamp, clearly surprised by his own candor.

Angela was surprised, too. If she’d expected either of them to ever reveal such an intimate married detail, it would have been Valerie. That was the way of close women friends, because a certain daring and a certain trust were always in play between them. It was what men really envied or couldn’t get the hang of in their own friendships—that you take a chance and plunge in, the way lovers do.

She began thinking of things to say: That’s not really any of my business, Stephen, or Poor Valerie, or Don’t worry, things will work out. But all she could manage was a faint “Oh,” probably the most ambiguous response of all.

And then, without warning, she pictured them in bed, an image she had only allowed to dart through her mind a couple of times before this—Valerie’s loose, milky breasts almost flattened as she lay on her back with her legs flung open, her heavy-lidded eyes varnished with lust. Stephen’s dark shadow looming over her, and then his weight descending as he moved his paint-stained hands and his sweetly curling mouth there and there and there.

“Oh,” Angela said again, swamped by shock and arousal. The nipples of her own small breasts coiled beneath the flannel shirt, and her heart stampeded. She didn’t touch him, but she might as well have, because she felt the quake of connection even before his face bent to hers, his lips smothering whatever cries of protest they were both about to make.
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