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BECAUSE IT WAS STILL AFTERNOON, because she was in a strange room, because she was napping rather than sleeping (“I’ll just lie down for a bit and see what happens,” she’d told Pierce)—because of all this, she was aware of herself as she dreamed, at some level conscious of working to subvert the dream she was having, to make it come out another way, different from the way it seemed to be headed.

She was trying to get to Gus, that was the idea. Somehow she knew that he was far away and by himself, that he was in trouble. It was one of those dreams of turning wrong corners, of ending up in nightmare neighborhoods or in twisting empty corridors, of searching in vain. A dream of haste, too. Yes, now she understood that she was late, terribly late. She was trying to run, but her legs were thick and heavy, hard to move.

Oh, this is classic, she thought, floating over the whole mess. This is so predictable.

Let’s not, she thought.

And it worked. For here was Gus, suddenly, conjured by her, shoved into the dream where he wasn’t yet supposed to be—she still had miles to go. He looked younger than he’d been when last she’d seen him in life. He was smiling fondly at her.

“I’m sorry to be late,” she said. This came out oddly because, she realized abruptly, she was weeping.

“Oh, you’re always late,” he said, carelessly, affectionately; and she woke up.

It simply wasn’t true, what he’d said—she was never late—and this accusation, even so lightly made, this was the part of the dream that left her most disconcerted. She lay in the wide bed, the sensation of weeping still with her—in her throat, her chest—and looked around the room. The hotel room.

They were in Boston, in an expensive hotel overlooking the Public Garden. She had booked it. She had even specified the floor—high up enough to be looking across into the trees. It must have been four-thirty or later, she thought. It was dusky outside and the room was deep in shadows. She could hear voices in the hall, the women who turned down the beds, most likely. They were lingering, chatting out there. It was a language she couldn’t understand, full of guttural sounds. Portuguese maybe. A jewel-bright stripe of light glowed at the bottom of the door. One of them laughed.

She was alone in the room. Pierce had gone to the Museum of Fine Arts, to a show she had read about in the paper and suggested to him—she wanted him to have something to do in the city that he enjoyed, too. It was a show of Japanese prints called the Floating World, prints of the life of the theater and the world of courtesans from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Apparently it included some never-before-displayed erotica, described as fantastic in its inventiveness. It was on account of this that she’d recommended it to Pierce. Just his cup of tea, she’d said to him.

“You’re sure you don’t want to go?” he’d asked as he was about to leave. “You’re not drawn by the prospect of those immense members being waved about?” He swung his arm wide. “Poked here and there?”

“I get my fill of immense members at home. I don’t need to go to the MFA for that.”

He had smiled, surprised at her, and then taken a formal bow before he exited, wearing his old tweed overcoat. She had told him recently that he looked like a panhandler in it—and he did, even when he was wearing the fancy leather gloves she’d given him for his birthday, as he had been today.

He didn’t care, he’d said. “And we could always use the dough.”

He would be back soon, she supposed. She should get up and try to make herself look more presentable.

But she didn’t right away. She lay with her eyes closed, thinking of the version of Gus she had invented in the dream. Why do we alter them in the way we do? Why make him so young, so happy?

Erasing it, she supposed. The way he’d died. The awfulness of it. Its solitariness, as she thought of it, though he’d hardly been alone.

Gus was her brother, younger by fourteen years. He would have been forty-five now if he’d lived. He’d died six years earlier. For the most part she’d stopped thinking, or even dreaming, about the moment of his death, the exact way it happened, which she was grateful for. But she still dreamed of him, and she was grateful for this, too. In this afternoon’s dream he seemed to have been in his early twenties—handsome, smiling, teasing her. That was his age at the point in their lives when they’d been closest. Before then she hadn’t paid much attention to him, he was so much younger—four years old when she went off to college, eleven when she married.

But a few years after that, when Gus was still in high school and she and Pierce were first living in New Hampshire, their parents divorced and things changed. Their father moved to California and disappeared, though for a few years he still called her occasionally late at night—midevening his time—loaded, weepy, full of useless and temporarily felt love. The first few times he did this she had stayed on the phone with him as long as he wanted to talk. She had imagined finding some way back to the affection that had existed between them when she was a girl.

But nothing happened as a result of the calls, nothing changed. They began and ended the same way each time, as if he had no memory of the one before. And probably he didn’t. Probably he had some vague notion when he woke the next day that he’d talked to someone he knew. Maybe he even remembered it was Leslie. But he clearly remembered nothing specific—not the promises to visit, not the pleas for forgiveness. In the end she started turning off the phone when she and Pierce went to bed.

Their mother moved into a one-bedroom apartment after the divorce, and Gus slept on a daybed in the living room. When he went away to college, she gave the bed to the Salvation Army and bought a real couch—she was tired of not having what she called “a decent place to entertain”—and that became Gus’s bed when he was home. She was dating by then, and often didn’t come back to the apartment at night at all, so Gus would wake alone in the morning, fix his own breakfast, and start calling his old high school friends for company.

Pretty quickly he stopped going home on school vacations and began to come instead to stay with her, to stay in the house just across the river into Vermont that she and Pierce had bought a few years after he got the job at Dartmouth-Hitchcock. They gave a room over to him, and he slowly began to accumulate stuff in it—books, sports equipment, records and tapes and posters. After college, he’d gone to work in Boston, but he still came home regularly—home to Pierce and Leslie’s house.

It was over these years that Leslie came to know him, to love him as a person, not just as the cute little brother. She understood that some of this had to do with her inability to get pregnant, for those were also the years when she and Pierce were trying, and failing, to have children. She was, she supposed, depressed most of that time. At any rate, she felt she was learning how deeply life can disappoint you, how all that’s good can become bad—for she and Pierce had turned away from each other then, and why not? when the most joyous, intimate connection between them had become enforced, more or less a topic for public discussion with doctors, with nurses—a matter simply of successful or unsuccessful function.

Unsuccessful, as it turned out.

And here came Gus, so sunny, so full of his boyish eagerness for life, so assured that all would always be well for him, that luck would follow him everywhere. He had a friend from college, Peter, who was also working in Boston, and he sometimes came up with Gus on weekends, or for holidays. “The fun boys,” they called themselves. And they were fun. The smallest things delighted them. Her maternal fussiness, which Gus had once stopped by imitating a hen’s clucking back at her. The response of an orderly, careful friend when they called to ask him to join them at a bar: “You mean … now?” When one or both of them were visiting, Leslie would stay up late playing Yahtzee or Monopoly, watching Johnny Carson, drinking, laughing.

Lying in the gray fading light of the hotel room now, she was remembering going for a walk with Gus in a snowstorm around midnight one night over a Christmas holiday. They had been talking in the living room and seen the flakes suddenly thicken dramatically in the lighted air outside the windows. “Let’s go,” he said, and without hesitation she pulled on her boots, her parka, her mittens, and stepped outside with him. She could feel it again now, she could call it up so clearly, the sense she had then of being enclosed in a private world with her brother—the flakes a kind of particulate blur, the ground beneath them turning quickly white, the rest of the world silenced and remote. I am so happy, she had thought. And part of that was the dearness to her of Gus, and the sense of how precious she was to him. When she had come in later and gone upstairs to her bedroom—her and Pierce’s bedroom—it felt musty, closed in, the noise of Pierce’s slow breathing in sleep somehow oppressive.

All of this, she saw now—and actually knew even then—borne of loss. Made possible by their parents’ moving off separately into their lives, by Pierce’s retreat from her during these years, by her own feelings of failure and the resultant wish to live once again with a sense of possibility. Or near a sense of possibility, at any rate. Near Gus.

“Possibility.” She whispered the word aloud into the twilit air of the hotel room. And smiled, looking up at the shadowed ceiling, at the steady pass of headlights across it. “Possibility.” What a funny, crotchety-sounding word for something so humanly necessary.

But was it necessary? She turned on her side in bed. Weren’t there people, everywhere, who lived without it? Who didn’t imagine anything other than what was?

She thought not. She thought everyone needed it—some sense that things would be better, might be better, soon. Or one day. She thought of immigrants, the way they worked two or three jobs to make something different possible for their children. It seemed one always wanted better for one’s children. That was surely one version of it—possibility. Perhaps one wanted better for oneself, too. Perhaps even for one’s religious group: the world converted to Christianity. The caliphate restored, spread. One hundred virgins waiting for you.

She sat up. Her mouth tasted sour, fuzzy. She fumbled for the switch to the lamp on the bedside table. When it came on, the window snapped to black, and here it was, the lushly carpeted room—the heavy, striped curtains at the window, the solid, dark, expensive-yet-undistinguished furniture, furniture such as no one would ever have in a real home.

She got up and went into the vast marbled bathroom. She brushed her teeth. Afterward she took a long look at herself in the mirror over the double sink, and then at her image reflected, multiplied smaller and smaller, in the full-length mirror hung on the opened bathroom door behind her. She turned this way and that.

The image she was used to, the one that faced her over the sink and the countertop, seemed much as it had for years. Different in some ways, of course—her hair was almost all white now, and she was heavier, certainly—yet still recognizably herself. But in the unfamiliar angles, the reversed versions she could see reflected again and again in the doorway mirror, she recognized what she didn’t usually have to confront—that she was getting old. Her face was set and sagging. The flesh of her neck and arms looked tired, crepey. Her hips were shapeless. Worst was that she was increasingly looking like her mother—her mouth drawn down sourly into an inverted U, the flesh at her jowls pouched. This bothered her more than anything.

She thought of her mother, of taking care of her in her old age. When she’d gone to visit her, to take her for a walk or a drive or out to lunch, her mother would have dressed herself carefully, she would be wearing makeup, her eyes done heavily and with an unsteady hand that made her look, Leslie always thought, like the David Levine cartoon of the elderly Colette.

Clearly the point of all that effort was to look attractive, and, most of all, to look attractive for Leslie. She wanted to be pleasing to her daughter. She imagined that they’d reconciled, she assumed that Leslie’s thoughtful caring for her was a sign of that.

She was wrong. Leslie held every small kindness she performed for her mother against her. Every single generous act was a kind of dagger. A shiv, Leslie thought.

How mean she was, really! She didn’t have the courage to act on it, but she was. She didn’t like it in herself.

Now she went to the closet by the door to the hall and got her coat. She had to search the room’s surfaces for the plastic key card. It was on the bureau, under her purse. She would buy some flowers. A big bouquet for the room, to make it feel more theirs. Pierce would like that—she could picture his surprised face, opening in delight. And then it occurred to her that she should get something smaller, too, something she could easily take with her tonight—perhaps rosebuds, she thought. Rosebuds for Billy, for after the play.

She stepped into the thickly carpeted hall and pulled the door shut after her. Silently she made her way to the elevator, every noise muffled. You could kill someone in here, and no one would hear it. The notion made her smile.

Downstairs, though, the lobby was busy, noisy, and alive. Over its bustle, Leslie could hear the tinkle of the cocktail piano floating in from the room where people sat having tea or drinks. Someone was playing “Mountain Greenery.”

The cool dampness struck her as soon as she stepped outside. She loved this—the heaviness of the air in Boston, the smell of the sea. Tonight there was a fine mist of rain not so much falling as floating in the air. It was fully dark now, the early dusk deepened by the weather.

She walked slowly down Newbury Street, congested with people getting out of work or shopping, stopping for a drink. She had to weave her way around them sometimes, the groups of three or four walking abreast. The storefronts threw their beckoning light onto the glistening brick sidewalks. The bars were full, their soft lights warm, inviting. Leslie walked past them slowly, trying to imagine what such a life would be like. To sit, as she saw a woman doing now, perched on a bar stool in a crimson suit, turned sideways, her long legs on display, chatting to the two men who stood behind her, each in a suit, a tie. How did it feel? The woman threw her head back to laugh, either in pure pleasure or in the wish to convey pure pleasure, and the men shifted slightly, or so Leslie thought. It seemed to her they looked, for a moment, predatory. But then she was past the window.

The flower shop was in the next block. Leslie came down the short flight of stairs from the street and opened the heavy glass door.

It was cool, almost as cool as outside, and full of the fresh scent of greens, of flowers. There were several outsize bouquets set out on tables, but most of the flowers were separated by type in tall galvanized buckets staged around the room. There was no concession to the season—she saw tulips, delphiniums, hyacinths, long arching branches laden with lilacs. The two girls working in the shop were busy, one talking to a woman, leading her from one cluster of flowers to another, naming them. The other shopgirl was wrapping some amazing long-stemmed fringed tulips for a man. Leslie met her eye and the girl nodded very slightly, acknowledging that she’d seen Leslie, that Leslie would be next.

She moved around the room by herself. Lilies, she was thinking. They had yellow and pink ones, but also a bucket of immense, fragrant Casa Blanca lilies, and those were her favorites. So, for the hotel room, lilies, and maybe this bell-shaped blue flower clustered on a long stem—she thought it might be a kind of campanula.

And then what for Billy? In the refrigerator she saw roses, tall ones in every shade except blue and black, it seemed, but her eye was caught by the smaller ones, sprays of tightly held little flowers just beginning to open, several in a pink so pale as to be almost flesh colored. Almost exactly what she’d imagined beforehand.

When it was her turn, she announced her choices. The girl, very pretty in a plain gray sweater and black skirt, pulled the lilies and campanula—Prichard’s variety, she said—out of their buckets and held them up, dripping, in a loose arrangement for Leslie to see.

“Yes,” Leslie said. “They’re beautiful.”

She had to wait while the girl wrapped them, while she cut the rosebuds slightly shorter and inserted each stem into its little plastic water holder. Then she tied their stems with a broad green grosgrain ribbon and wrapped them, like the larger bouquet, in clear, shiny cellophane.

Walking back, Leslie had a sense of largesse, of generosity, enriched by the heady scent she carried with her. When she passed the bar where she’d seen the girl in the red suit, she looked over. One of the men was sitting next to her now, and their heads were close together, talking. The other man, the one who’d lost, as she thought of it, had disappeared.

In the hotel she stopped at the concierge’s desk to ask for a vase to be sent up to the room, and then she got into the elevator with two women, possibly her own age—she wasn’t good at guessing that anymore. They were expensively dressed, perfectly made up and coiffed. They both had hair of almost the same color, the ashy blond that women going gray or white often chose. They cried out at the flowers’ beauty and bent over them to breathe their perfume.

The women got out on the third floor, and Leslie rode up the rest of the way alone. She walked to the room down the broad, empty hall. The crinkling of the cellophane was the only sound.

When she opened the door, she could hear Pierce in the shower. The air in the room felt humid. She laid the flowers down on the bureau top. She hung up her coat and then his, which he’d thrown across the bed. His shirt he’d draped over a chair back. His pants were neatly folded over that. He was singing tunelessly in the bathroom, though she thought the song might be “Shipoopi.” He’d been whistling it at home earlier today. He’d said he couldn’t get it out of his brain for some reason, though he’d never even liked it.

She went to stand by the window. From here she could look down at the people walking along Boylston Street or disappearing into the Public Garden under the trees, bare trees for the most part—the oaks were still thick with leaves. The moving figures were anonymous, sexless. Just dark shapes, full of mystery for Leslie.

A woman from housekeeping interrupted her dreamy state. Leslie took the vase from her at the door. She filled it with water in the little bar sink, and then unwrapped the bigger bouquet. When she’d arranged the flowers, spreading them in a wide arc, she set the vase on the desk. Then she took the cellophane off the rosebuds, too. It had occurred to her she couldn’t take them wrapped as they were to the play—they would make too much noise.

Pierce emerged in the hotel’s white bathrobe, his flesh slightly pinked from the heat of the water. He stopped at the lily arrangement. “Ah,” he said. “So this is where you were. Lovely.” He smiled at her. Then he picked up the bouquet. “And what’s this?” He waggled it. “Someone getting married?”

It was true, she thought. It did look like the kind of bouquet a bride would carry. Had she been thinking such a thing? She could feel herself blushing. “It’s just something for Billy, to congratulate her—on the play, you know.”

“That’s more than generous of you.”

“Oh, I don’t think so.”

“It is. Don’t argue.” He was going through the bureau drawers, getting out clean underwear, a fresh shirt, dark socks.

“I do argue. It’s just … courteous, really. A new play opening, that’s something to celebrate. And we’re old friends. We should probably do more, when you think about it.”

“When you think about it.”

“You disagree?”

“Ah, Leslie, I don’t know. I don’t care, in fact. It’s generous. It’s like you. And it seems unnecessary to me. Maybe it’s time you … let her go, as it were.”

He unfurled his shirt. The creases where it had been folded were sharp on the expensive fabric he liked the feel of. Odd, the things Pierce cared about and didn’t care about.

“I’m not holding on to her.” Her voice sounded childish and defensive, even to her own ear.

“I didn’t say you were.”

“Well, that would be the opposite of ‘letting her go,’ wouldn’t it?”

He looked over at her, his face not unkind, but distant. How clearly he saw her! How well he knew her! Sometimes she hated him.

“There are all kinds of possibilities between holding on and letting go,” he said.

“Oh, ‘possibilities,’” she said.

He looked at her again, and then away.

She watched him as he shed the robe, dropping it onto the bed. He was so casual about revealing his body, so offhand! But he could afford to be. He took good care of himself. He was tall and big-boned with a handsome, hawkish face and hair barely touched with gray, and though his flesh, like hers, was creased and stippled here and there, underneath it he was still firmly muscled. He worked out several times a week.

“Wouldn’t you say asking Sam along is a way of letting go?” she said.

“I thought you said you’d asked him along because you wanted to see him after all this time. Because you thought he’d enjoy the play.”

“Well, and also I thought it might be a kind of signal from me, if Billy needed one.”

“What do you mean? What kind of signal?”

She shrugged. “Just that it would be more than okay by me if she got involved with someone else. Not that I’m fixing her up, just that I would understand if she were interested in someone else. It might be time.”

“Time!” He snorted. “I suspect she’s long since been ‘involved,’ as you put it, with someone else. Multiple someones, would be my guess.” He was buttoning his shirt, looking at himself in the mirror. “I don’t think she needs your permission for that.”

“Still, she might need my permission to acknowledge it to me, or publicly. And I suppose that is part of why I asked Sam. And I thought he’d like the play. And I wanted to see him myself.”

“Okay,” he said. He disappeared into the bathroom, but left the door open.

“How was the show?” she called.

He stuck his head out around the door frame. He was grinning. “Very interesting. Very.” He waggled his eyebrows up and down. “I’m sorry you weren’t there. Though first I had to make my way past more kimonos than you could shake a stick at.”

She smiled.

As she started to change her own clothes, she was thinking about Billy. She was nervous, a little, about seeing her. That was always true, for reasons she didn’t care to examine too closely. But this time she was also nervous about seeing her play. Pierce had said something about it—that he was surprised she wanted to see it, given the subject matter.

Oh, she would see anything of Billy’s, she had said. And this was a different setting, a different idea entirely.

The last time she’d seen Billy had been more than a year earlier, in New York. A year. So much for holding on to her. She should have reminded Pierce of that, of just how long it had been.

Billy had gone to the city for an awards ceremony, and Leslie had taken the train down from White River Junction to have lunch with her the next day, to congratulate her. She’d won a prize for her writing. Not, she’d said at lunch with Leslie, for any particular play, but for a body of work. She’d given this a funny emphasis, she’d smiled at Leslie as she’d said it.

“But what’s the joke?” Leslie had asked. “You do have a body of work.”

“I suppose so.” She sat back, frowning. “But that’s just so not the way I think of it. To me it’s always just … the next play, and the next, and the next. Each quite separate from the last. It’s strange to think of them as being part of any kind of a whole.” She had looked off, down the quiet street. “I can’t imagine it, actually—thinking that way about your own work.” They were sitting at one of three tables on the brick sidewalk outside a little restaurant in the West Village. She lifted her shoulders. “Though maybe that comes along, when you’ve done enough. You sort of look back and say, ‘Oh, so that’s what I was up to, all along.’”

“But it’s never just one thing you’ve been up to, is it?”

Billy laughed. She had a nice laugh, Leslie had always thought this about her. She remembered the first evening she’d met her, when Gus brought her up to Vermont. They were sitting outside in the backyard. Pierce had told a joke, and then Gus and Billy had each told several, and part of the pleasure of listening to them was hearing Billy’s surprised-sounding, delighted laughter after each one. It seemed generous to Leslie. It made her like Billy even before she knew anything about her.

“Well, I don’t think so,” Billy said now. “But it seems the critics may. ‘Oh, here she comes, doing that again.’ When for me each one feels completely different.”

“But I suppose what you expose is your … your temperament, in the end.”

Leslie had startled herself, saying this. She hadn’t quite realized that that’s what she thought. But as she spoke, she understood it, that she’d recognized something about Billy, something that surprised her, when she saw the plays. In fact, she’d only seen two before the one they were to see tonight, but they definitely had shared some quality. Hardheadedness, she’d said to Pierce later. Toughness, he thought. Surprising, they both felt, when Billy in person was so accommodating, so easy.

Oh, every now and then with Gus you caught a glimpse of it—a flash of irritation at something he said, a cool withdrawal for a while after he offered an opinion that she apparently found questionable. And there was that one time when they were talking about movies they’d seen lately and he was describing one he’d liked. Where had they been? Some restaurant, she thought. Probably in Hanover, one of the times Billy and Gus came up to see them.

Gus’s face was lively as he talked, but Leslie noticed that Billy seemed not to be responding to him. She looked impatient, actually. When he had finished, she said, “You should probably provide attribution for remarks like that, dear heart.”

Gus’s face changed. Closed up.

After a moment, Leslie asked, “Remarks like what, Billy?”

Billy turned to her, cheerful, even impish. “Remarks lifted wholly or in part from someone else’s brain,” she said.

After his death, though, there hadn’t been anything like that. She’d been stunned, nearly dumbstruck, in her grief. And her grief had seemed never ending. Even at their lunch last year she had spoken of it. They had almost finished, the table’s white paper was dotted with red wine stains and translucent circles where drops of olive oil had fallen on it. Leslie could feel sharp crumbs under her arms where she rested them.

She had reached over and touched Billy’s hand, lightly. “How are you doing?” she asked. They came to this point each time they saw each other.

“Oh, I’m fine,” Billy said with a carelessness that seemed deliberate to Leslie.

“I’m so glad,” Leslie had answered. (You see, Pierce? Even then she had wanted to give Billy permission. Move on, she had been about to say, hadn’t she? Something like that. Live your life.)

Then Billy had said, “But I will never get over it. I won’t.” Her voice was fierce. Angry, even. Leslie was startled. Billy had raised her hand then to hold off whatever she might have said in response.

Well, of course Leslie would never get over it either, but at this point she could finally think of Gus without the anguish she’d felt for years. In fact, she often thought now that the pleasure she’d come to take again in her own life had brought him back to her, somehow. This play tonight—she could imagine how thrilled he would have been to be going. And where that thought would once have been a cause for the bitterest grief on her part, now she felt it as connected to her enjoyment of the evening—she felt she was going for him and, therefore, in a sense, with him. She stood in front of the mirror, holding her necklace in her hands, not seeing her own reflection. She was thinking of Gus, of how vital, how alive he’d been. Her own return to life, to aliveness, was in honor of him, she felt. Everything she noticed, everything she did, he was part of.

Pierce didn’t understand this. He thought she was being morbid when she continued to speak of Gus so often two years, three years, after his death. He had said she was dwelling in it. She’d stopped trying to explain that it had changed for her, that she felt it differently. But by now she’d stopped talking about him at all to Pierce unless he brought up Gus’s name first.

Now Pierce began to sing again, breaking the spell. She raised the necklace to her throat, held it in place. Would it draw attention to her neck, or deflect it? Pierce crossed behind her, and she asked him.

He paused, gazed critically at her, tilting his head. “Wear it,” he said.

Completely avoiding the question. How like him! She fumbled with the clasp, finally got it, and then went into the bathroom to apply her makeup. As she used the eyeliner, the shadow, the words to Pierce’s song were running through her head. “Little old Sal was a no gal, as anyone could see. Look at her now, she’s a go gal …”

“Do you want to walk?” Pierce asked from the other room.

“No. There are those brick sidewalks, and I’m wearing high heels.”

“So?”

“So they get stuck between the bricks. You risk falling. Let’s take a cab.” She ran the lipstick over her mouth and blotted it. There. She was done. She looked at herself critically. It helped, she thought. A bit.

In the elevator, she asked him, “Are you looking forward to this?” She was watching his reflection in the shiny brass doors.

“I’m sure it’ll be good, but you know how I feel about the theater.”

She did. She’d heard it many times. Practically every time they went to a play. They were all over the top, too much. What he hated, basically, was that the theater was theatrical. He preferred movies, their naturalism, the fact that people could speak as softly as they did in real life. And there was no spittle flying around either—that was very important to him.

“And I’ll be glad to see Sam, of course.” He turned to her and smiled. “And Billy.” The doors had opened, and they were crossing the lobby again.

Outside, the doorman signaled for a cab, and she and Pierce got in. At the corner, they turned right, into the theater district, such as it was. But these were the big theaters, the ones for touring musicals, or The Nutcracker at Christmas. Billy’s play was at a new, small theater in the South End. Leslie looked out the window, turned away from Pierce. It was nice of him to have said he looked forward to seeing Billy. She knew he had mixed feelings about her, feelings he’d been more honest about before Gus died. Afterward, her obvious pain had silenced him.

The cabdriver said something, something she didn’t understand. She looked at Pierce, frowning, questioning. He gestured, shook his head, and she looked back at the driver just as he spoke again. He was wearing one of those earpieces that were telephones, she saw it now.

The language he was talking was unrecognizable to her. Another foreign tongue. As she relaxed back in the seat, she thought of how small, how parochial, their world was, hers and Pierce’s. A New England village, forty-five minutes from a New England university town. Far, far away from this new, polyglot version of America.

They turned down a dark, narrow street in the South End. Leslie looked up at the lighted windows in the old bowfront town houses they passed. Billy lived here, in this neighborhood, in a parlor apartment with high windows like these. It was just about as different from the place she had lived in with Gus as it could be. But Leslie thought that was probably the point. Some of it, anyway.

The cab pulled up at the curb outside the restaurant. After Pierce paid, they got out and crossed the glistening brick terrace to its entryway.

Inside it was light and warm, a haven against the dark rainy night. The walls were a buttery yellow, the wood trim everywhere a dark green. Leslie had a sense of familiarity and comfort whenever they came here, and they always came here for dinner on their infrequent trips to Boston. There were dozens of newer restaurants that she routinely clipped reviews of, that she attempted to persuade Pierce to try, but he always insisted on Hamersley’s. In this case, though, it made practical sense—it was only steps away from the new theater, the one where Billy’s play was being performed. And now that they were here, she was glad, as usual, that they’d come.

It was early for dinner, so early that the tables were only about a third full. They nursed their before-dinner drinks—dry vermouth on the rocks for Leslie, vodka for Pierce. Always the same. They’d joked more than once that between them they had the fixings for one terrible martini.

She started to try to explain to Pierce the feeling she’d had in the cab, listening to the driver speaking a language she didn’t recognize on his cell phone. She mentioned the women talking in their slightly-more-familiar-sounding-but-still-unidentifiable foreign language in the hotel hall.

“Your point being?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. How insular our lives are, I guess.”

“In some way, I suppose.” He sounded begrudging.

“How are they not, Pierce?”

He looked down at his vodka. After a moment he said, “Well, don’t we know very well a kind of economic cross-section of people? More than you would in a city, I think. I mean because it’s a village. Because we haven’t sorted ourselves out economically by neighborhoods. And we also know very well a lot of people across the generations for the same reason—the kids running around, plus our ancient neighbors, too.” He shrugged. “It’s a kind of trade-off, I suppose. I’ll take it.”

Case dismissed. She felt a little rise of irritation at him.

But now, as if to apologize—or maybe to remind her of her attachment to the world they lived in, he asked about the Christmas book sale she was organizing at the town library.

This was sweet of him, and in response to that, she made him laugh by describing how the old ladies on the committee had whisked away the donated books they were most interested in. But she had taken one, too, she confessed, and started reading it. Was liking it. A novel about the life of the office, told, amazingly, in the first person plural.

They talked about how unlikely a subject for a novel this was, office life. Pierce mentioned a Joseph Heller book that he’d admired years earlier, another office book. Then he started talking about what he was reading now, a book predicting economic disaster looming for the country.

All the while Leslie was intermittently thinking about the evening to come. The play, of course, but then the drink with Sam afterward, Sam and Billy. Billy had said she’d probably be a little late. The play was still in previews, and she had told Leslie on the phone that if there were notes the director wanted to go over, she’d want to sit in on that. So she’d arrive last, most likely. Leslie could imagine it, seeing her again across some room, so small, so lost-looking and waiflike.

“A waif with a spine of steel,” Gus had said. Of course that was true, too. She was driven, she was competitive.

But Leslie had seen the other side of her at Gus’s memorial service—her white skin almost gray, her lips bitten—actually bleeding at one point. Leslie had given her a Kleenex to blot the blood. She hadn’t cried, at least not that Leslie saw, but she was so silent, so inheld, that it had frightened Leslie. She hadn’t wanted to leave her alone. She had asked her to come up and stay with them for a while, but Billy had said no. She said she needed to stay in Boston, to work. She needed to settle into her new apartment. Leslie had seen it a week or so before the service—a big empty space. She had only a bed, and a desk to work at. She hadn’t taken anything from Gus’s apartment. She said she couldn’t, she wanted to start over. Leslie had hated to think of her there, alone, but Billy was absolute. The spine of steel, indeed.

Pierce was talking happily about a patient of his, an eight-year-old boy whom he’d been treating for Ewing’s sarcoma. He’d been in a cheerful mood for weeks because of what was pretty clearly this child’s remission. They spoke now, as they occasionally did, of the strange serenity and maturity of kids with cancer, of the way it changed them and their families. Of the gift it could sometimes seem—unsought, unwelcome of course, and yet real and remarkable.

When she had met Pierce, he was already well along in his residency in a field—pediatric oncology—that she would have tried to dissuade him from if she’d known him earlier. It seemed too sad, too hard, to her. And as she began to think of him more seriously, to imagine being married to him, she worried about how this work might affect him—and therefore her—over time. How could he do it every day, she’d asked him. Accept the fact that so many of them, these beautiful little children, would die?

At first he had explained his choice to her in ways that seemed simply logical, reasonable. He talked about the children who survived and the extraordinary satisfaction they gave him. And even with the ones who didn’t, he said, there were the rewards of giving the families as much time with their kids as possible.

Only later, when he knew her much better, did he speak of what he saw as the beauty of the whole experience. He said that: beauty. He seemed almost shy, talking about it—big, jovial Pierce. She was touched by that. He spoke of the sense he had of being witness, over and over, to something spiritual in its nature, even when the children died. He said that it seemed to bring forward all that was brave and selfless in everyone involved, even the children themselves. He said he felt privileged to be any part of it.

They had this conversation at his parents’ vacation house in Maine. The two of them had been swimming briefly in the unbearably cold water. They were lying on the warm wooden planks of the dock in their wet suits. Pierce was turned to face her. He was squinting into the sun as he spoke—frowning, searching for words. The dried salt water had whitened in the creases by his eyes. She had never seen him so serious. She hadn’t known that he could be.

And even sometimes now when Pierce irritated her with his jokiness, what seemed his unwillingness to take almost anything seriously, she had only to call up the way he had spoken of his work that day, how he had looked—or to think of the way he was sometimes emptied, silenced for days after a patient’s death—to be reminded of her deepest feelings for him. She’d seen him then as wise, as deep. She’d had a sense of his having a greater understanding of death, of the price of love, particularly parental love, than she had. And of course all that was true of him.

But he was also only Pierce. That was the thing she’d had to learn. He was the person he seemed to be—dismissive, flippant—as well as the person who understood how pain can change you. The surprise of this two-sidedness was something that still, always, had the power to wound her. She guarded herself against it, she supposed, the way she guarded herself against everything difficult or painful—by being loving, by being solicitous.

But how she had counted on him after Gus’s death! To understand her grief, to allow it, to come into it with her. His compassionate, dispassionate sense of the familiarity of what she was going through—in spite of all that was extreme about the circumstances—was what she leaned on. Maybe she had even counted on him to expect her to emerge from it eventually, in the same way he emerged from his sorrow each time one of the children he had come to love died.

As she had. Hadn’t she?

She was sitting on a little banquette against the wall, facing Pierce and the room behind him. While they talked, she’d been watching it slowly fill up, the well-dressed couples being led in, the parties of businessmen, sitting, looking at the menu, chatting.

And all along a group of people was slowly assembling at the large round table directly in back of Pierce, calling greetings to one another as they drifted in by ones and twos, embracing, catching up. As their mass grew, Pierce turned several times in his chair to give them hard looks. He didn’t like it—their noise, their obliviousness of how it might be affecting others.

Even as she and he ordered their meal, as their first course was brought to them, these people were all still standing, moving around their table to talk. Their voices were loud and cheerful.

She leaned toward Pierce and said, “It’s a family reunion, don’t you think?”

“What luck!” he said. Or she thought that’s what he said. It really was quite noisy.

They didn’t try to talk for a while. Gradually the party sorted itself out, sat, and began to quiet down, talking now in twos and threes; and she and Pierce began to talk again too.

But as she had watched the family gather together, laugh together, she was thinking about Pierce, about his family—three older brothers and a younger sister. His parents were still alive, too, as ridiculously lighthearted, as willfully oblivious of difficulty as ever, jolly stereotypes straight out of the sentimental Dickens. The reason Pierce could be so irritated by this family’s noise was that he was just that privileged, too, she thought. Because he had such a family—welcoming, loud, traditional.

Oh, there were wrinkles. His next older brother had had four wives, and one of his divorces was so messy and drawn out that it resulted in his losing almost all contact with his kids until they were grown. And no one was exactly certain of the parentage of either of his sister’s two children—probably including herself, Pierce thought.

But his family’s ease together, their fondness for one another, these were things he took for granted. A big family such as this one next to them—such as Leslie had wanted to make with him—this was not the miracle to him it was to her. It didn’t seem a precious gift to him or seemingly to any of the others in it. They were all, like him, offhanded in their generosity and inclusiveness, so much so that the first time she’d visited, she had trouble sorting out the multiple guests from Pierce’s siblings. And she herself was welcomed just as carelessly and warmly as those guests were. As Gus had been, too, eventually.

Gus. She thought of their own sad growing up—the loneliness, especially for him. The long bitter silences between their parents.

Now Pierce was asking her what she’d read about the play.

“Well, they say it’s not as experimental as her earlier work.”

“Ah,” he said. “Good.”

She waved her hand and pushed her plate slightly away. She’d finished. Or she’d eaten all she could. If they were at home, she would have asked for a doggie bag. Just as well. Pierce made fun of her for that, for her frugality.

“And the story is this terrorism stuff,” he said.

“Right. Actually I tried not to read too much about it. I like a little sense of not knowing what’s coming. Just what I told you—a wife maybe caught in a terrorist attack, and the family sorting out various issues, I guess you’d say”—she made a face—“whatever they might be, while they wait to hear.”

“But it’s not 9/11.”

This was not a question. Pierce already knew this. He’d been careful to establish this when she proposed coming down to see the play and Billy. But she said no. Again. “No, thank goodness. She didn’t write it that close to the bone.”

No. She hadn’t written about Gus.

When they were through, when Pierce had paid, they gathered their coats from the girl in charge of the coat check and went outside. It was raining now, and Pierce raised the umbrella over them. She took his arm. You could see the theater almost as soon as you stepped out of the restaurant. It had a silvery, space-age front, from which an unattractive dark blue marquee projected. In white letters, Billy’s play was announced: THE LAKE SHORE LIMITED. They walked slowly down the wide brick sidewalk toward it.

There were people milling around under the marquee. The glass doors opened and shut, opened and shut, as the couples, the groups, drifted inside. Standing still in the midst of this activity there was a man—no raincoat, no topcoat—a tall man, in a grayish suit, with his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched. From half a block away, holding on to Pierce’s arm, walking carefully so as not to catch her heels between the bricks, Leslie could tell it was him, it was Sam, and she felt the little jolt of pleasure that seeing him always brought her. A frisson, she thought.

There was a time when she’d been half in love with him. She remembered—she often remembered—an afternoon when they’d taken a walk together, when he’d kissed her. The only time he had. They’d been picking blackberries, and he tasted of them. When she’d sat down for dinner that night with Pierce, he’d asked about the long scratches on her arms, scratches from the blackberry canes. She’d lied to him. She said she’d been pruning the roses. She didn’t want him to know about any part of it. It was hers alone. She was almost sad when the scratches healed.

She had met Sam when he and his wife Claire bought twenty acres of farmland in Vermont to build a house on. Leslie sold them the property. She was working as a real estate agent then, one of a variety of jobs she had held over the years.

She’d gotten into this pattern in her midtwenties, early in her marriage—just after they moved to Vermont. Her first job had been running the office of a local small press, but then pretty quickly she was also doing some editing for them. After that she managed a bookstore. For a few years she was a kind of glorified secretary and bookkeeper for a local opera company, then she worked in an art gallery. But what she was really doing all of that time was waiting for the life she’d envisioned for herself to start—a life of motherhood, of family. By the time she’d given up that hope, she seemed to have made a habit of changing her job every four or five years, and she’d decided she liked that. She liked the variety. She thought of it as a way to come to know a good deal about the smallish world immediately around her, to know people in its various corners.

By the early nineties, she’d more or less backed into real estate. A friend of hers who had her own small agency was shorthanded and suggested that Leslie get a license and join her, so she had. This was the way things happened with jobs, with work, for Leslie.

She enjoyed selling real estate, she found. She took pleasure in meeting new people, in helping them. And she discovered that she was curious about houses—how they were built, how they’d been renovated and decorated. Many of the homes that she was dealing with were old, they had interesting histories, colorful past owners. She liked researching this kind of thing, and it made her a good salesperson, not surprisingly.

When Claire called, she asked Leslie about prices, about the differences among the small towns in the area. She and her husband were interested in land, she said, a minimum of ten acres so they wouldn’t have to think about neighbors. Her husband, Sam, was an architect. He would design the house. It would be a large, gracious place, a place to which both of them could bring their almost-adult children from their previous marriages.

They arranged a time to get together a week or so off. This would give Leslie a chance to look around for what they wanted. Claire knew Woodstock, so they agreed to meet there for coffee before they went exploring.

Leslie was sitting on a bench outside the restaurant when they drove up in a pickup truck with a long aluminum stepladder rattling in the back. They both got out at once, swinging themselves down from the high seats.

Claire was so striking, with her white-blond hair pulled cleanly off her face into a bun at the back of her head, that Leslie hardly noticed Sam at first. She was looking at Claire’s high, rounded forehead and strong features. Her face was very lined, but this only accentuated the drama of her sculpted head, her deep-set, almost-hooded eyes. She was arresting, Leslie would have said, describing her to anyone else.

She extended her hand, saying her name, and Leslie took it. Of course, her grip was firm, cool. She turned to introduce Sam, who was standing behind her. When Leslie looked at him, her first thought was that he must be quite a bit younger than Claire. He was tall, a nice-looking man with a long, slightly crooked nose, a narrow face, and floppy brown hair just going gray. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, a scholar’s glasses. She had always considered these an affectation. Later she would learn from him that it was the weightlessness of them he liked. That the pressure of any other kind of glasses on his nose gave him a headache.

He had a lively face. There was something avid in it—eager for life, ready to be amused. He and Claire were dressed alike, as if in a uniform—crisp jeans and light khaki jackets with multiple pockets.

They drank their coffee, and Leslie told them about the properties they would look at. Two were old farms, their fields growing over with pine and maple saplings and thick brush. The third was mostly in woods, which would offer a great view if cleared. “Of course,” she said, “the trees are almost all second growth up here, so even the woods were once somebody’s farm.” She was aware of a kind of pride in talking about this: her world. “In the middle of what seems just forest, there are stone fences crisscrossing everywhere. Somebody’s ancient field, somebody’s property line. Some claim we don’t know anything about anymore.”

“So much for the illusion of ownership,” Sam said.

Leslie laughed. “Well, precisely. But I’m in the business of selling that illusion.”

Leslie paid, though Sam had taken his wallet out. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “This is part of my job.”

Claire came in Leslie’s car—the noise of the ladder had bothered her all the way up, she said—and Sam followed in the truck. While Leslie drove, they talked. Leslie learned a great deal about Claire, about her life. She and Sam had been married for two years. Claire taught some combination of ethics and political science at Harvard; Leslie couldn’t quite figure it out. She talked about her children, about living in Cambridge. Leslie was dismissive about her own life, and Claire didn’t seem inclined to press her for details. In the rearview mirror, Leslie could see the green truck behind them, sometimes dropping back, sometimes pulling closer at turns, at stop signs. Sam’s face retreated, then approached, sober and blankened in his solitude.

At the first farm, they all got out to walk the boundaries. But the ground was muddy—it had rained the night before—and Claire wasn’t wearing boots. They’d only gone a hundred yards or so when she turned back.

Sam and Leslie hiked on together, Leslie going ahead in the wooded parts, pointing out the fallen limbs they’d have to step over, holding back the branches, the thorny whips that might have caught at them. Sam asked questions, mostly about the land—the old farm, its history—but also about her. Leslie found herself talking easily about her life, her “pickup life,” she called it.

When they got back to where they’d parked, in the open field next to the tall stand of lilac bushes that marked the location of the original house, Claire got out of Leslie’s car, where she’d been waiting. Sam went to the truck and got his stepladder out. He told them he’d be a little while; he wanted to check some of the possible sight lines.

They watched as he lurched away, bent a little to the side carrying the ladder. Claire said, “Ah, Sam. This is what he believes in.”

“What?” asked Leslie. She looked over at Claire, at her stern, noble profile. There was a little smile playing on her lips.

“That it actually makes a difference—what you look at, the space you live in, where the windows are.” She said this last with a heavy emphasis, as if Leslie must of course agree with her that it made no difference at all where the windows were.

This was odd, Leslie thought. It made her uncomfortable.

After a few minutes of standing around, shuffling their feet with their hands in their pockets, Leslie suggested they get in the car. She ran the engine for a while every now and then to warm them up. Their conversation seemed suddenly desultory and empty to Leslie. She was struck by how much easier it had been to talk to Sam. They could see him out in the overgrown field from time to time, his head and upper body appearing above the apple trees or the spindly maples, the short scrubby pines. He seemed to have a small camera with him—at any rate, he occasionally lifted his hands in front of his face and turned this way and that, as if to frame a picture or a view. Sometimes he seemed to write something down.

Sam came by himself the next time, to look at the place he’d liked best once more, and then two other new ones she thought he should see. When he and Claire made an offer, Leslie dealt with him exclusively. When they negotiated back and forth a bit, he was the one she called. He came alone to the closing, with a power of attorney to sign Claire’s name. Leslie didn’t see Claire again for a year and a half, until the house was almost finished.

As they were leaving the closing, Sam asked her to have a drink with him to celebrate. She was charmed and agreed, and then was even more charmed that he was talking about a bottle of champagne that he’d brought along with him in a cooler in his truck. They drove to the site, and he opened the bottle and poured them each a glass—he’d brought these along, too, tall, expensive glasses that chimed when they touched them together. They sat in the truck and sipped champagne and talked easily and loosely, jumping from the names of builders Leslie knew of, their strengths and weaknesses, to his neighbors up and down the dirt road, to his kids and Claire’s, to Pierce and his work. They finished the bottle as the sky turned the chilly purple of a quick winter dusk. He took her home as it grew dark—she was too tipsy to want to drive. He stayed for dinner with her and Pierce.

After that, though, when he came up to walk the land, to interview contractors, to supervise the building of the house, Leslie saw him mostly by herself—for lunch, for coffee, for a walk through the house as it took shape. He did come over to her house for a drink or dinner with her and Pierce several times—Pierce enjoyed him, and Leslie would have said they were all becoming good friends. But occasionally she would be aware that she hadn’t mentioned seeing Sam when she could have, perfectly easily. And when Sam told her that he and Claire were going to divorce—this just months after they’d moved their furniture into the finished house—she didn’t tell Pierce about it for several weeks. She held on privately to some sense of excitement, of possibility, in the news, even while she knew nothing would change in her life because of it, or in Pierce’s.

And although that was all in the past now, and probably for Sam nothing memorable—a vague feeling of sweetness and perhaps melancholy to their friendship—Leslie had a sense of renunciation in introducing Sam to Billy, a sense of giving up a thing of private value. She could never have talked about any of this to Pierce, of course. But then she couldn’t have spoken of it clearly to anyone. She herself could barely grasp the conflicts among her own feelings in regard to Sam, or in her impulse to bring him and Billy together.

And in the end, she told herself, it would probably turn out that they’d all spend a pleasant evening together, and that would be that. This notion she had of offering a dear and valuable thing of her own to Billy would turn out to be misplaced. And perhaps Pierce was right—perhaps Billy had already begun again with someone else. Perhaps, as he’d also suggested, more than once. Perhaps there was a lover in her life right now.

But that didn’t matter. It couldn’t hurt anyone. And she wanted to do it. She didn’t know why, exactly, but it was what she wanted.

“Ah!” Sam cried, seeing them. He stepped quickly across the space under the marquee. Before she could lift her arms, he had her face in his hands, he was in charge of it, turning it to plant a kiss very close to her mouth, now on this side, now on that. He smelled of wool, of the wet air, of some complicated gingery men’s cologne or aftershave.

Now he was embracing Pierce, a bit sideways, patting his back as he did so. They were all saying things at the same time: How wonderful, how well each one looked, it had been too long.

As they began to move together toward the glass doors, they were trying to remember exactly how long it had been. Two years? Three? Remember the time he’d stopped by after skiing? Was that it, the last sighting?

Pierce went to get the tickets at the call window, and Leslie and Sam waited, talking. He was asking her about their weather—the dry fall, the lost leaf season. He seemed awkward, a bit shy. Maybe he was feeling something like the sense she had of disjuncture in all this.

When Pierce came back, they went together up the wide carpeted ramp to where there was a bar, people crammed in front of it ordering drinks. Leslie stood leaning her back against the wall while the two men plunged into the crowd. She watched them for a moment and then looked around her. It seemed a younger crowd than typically went to the productions in the larger theater connected with this new, more experimental one. The woman standing next to Leslie, talking with her friends about a concert of some sort, had a little diamond stud in her nose and a bluish tattoo of unidentifiable swirls that climbed down her neck and then into her sweater.

Now Pierce was by her, touching her arm. He handed her the white wine he’d ordered for her, and she sipped at it. It was sharp and cold, unpleasant. She hoped their beers were better.

Sam was saying something to Pierce about his work. Things had dried up a bit with the mortgage crunch. Two of the private houses he’d started on were on hold for now, but there was another larger project he’d gotten that would take their place—a library at a small private college north of Boston. He talked about the way he envisioned it.

Leslie had only a few sips more of her wine. The crowd in front of the bar had thinned. The men finished their glasses of beer and the three of them ambled in and found their seats. Leslie sat between Sam and Pierce. Both of them helped her arrange her coat behind her on her seat. They all began to leaf through their programs.

Leslie was reading a history of the theater’s development when Sam said, “Wait.” She looked up and met his eyes.

“Isn’t the playwright here … wasn’t she your brother’s lover?” he asked. He had the program open to the page where Billy’s bio appeared, hers and the director’s, both with dramatic photos.

Leslie could feel herself flushing. “That’s right,” she said. She leaned over and looked at the photo more closely to give herself time to regain her composure. “She doesn’t really look very much like that, though.”

“I thought I remembered the name.” She could feel his eyes on her. “I think I met her at his service.”

“Yes, that’s right.” She looked at him. “I forgot that. That you might have met her then.”

She turned back to her program and pretended to read on. She was remembering the service, remembering Billy that day, and now Sam.

Just before the lights went down, she thought she saw Billy come in and take a seat on the far aisle, down near the front. But the house went dark then, and she couldn’t be sure. She had changed her hair, if that’s who it was. It was short, sculpted around her head, with thick bangs. It made her look a bit like Louise Brooks.

As the curtain went up and the stage was revealed, the audience let out a little sigh. She’d noticed this before at a play. She thought of it as the noise of the suspension of disbelief: Ah! Here it is, what we’ll give ourselves over to for a few hours.

The set was a living room, its couch facing the audience, the chairs at either end of the couch turned slightly forward, too, like most stage living rooms. As though we were the fireplace, Leslie thought. The fireplace, looking back. It was supposed to be the living room of intellectuals, you could tell by the jammed bookshelves. In places a few books were actually wedged in sideways across the tops of a shelf of vertical ones. Stacks of them sat on the little tables scattered around.

There was a large, high window at the back of the set and a balcony running along the left side of the stage above the living room, a balcony lined with more bookshelves.

And then there was a movement up there, and she focused on him: a man, sitting at a desk on the balcony, bent forward a little, reading or working at something in front of him. He drank some coffee and set the cup down in its saucer, the clink of china on china loud in the silent theater. It seemed a little too long to Leslie, these moments when nothing was happening, but then the phone rang and she jumped, so she supposed it had worked, if that was what was intended.

The man raised his head and took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes. He sat waiting through three rings. A woman’s voice came on, gracious, smooth, and said, “You’ve reached Elizabeth and Gabriel. Leave one or both of us a message.” None of that silly stuff about the beep, Leslie thought. She should do that at home.

Now another woman’s voice, louder than the one they’d just heard, louder and less patrician, younger perhaps, began to speak. “Gabriel, it’s me. Gabriel. Pick up. We have to talk. This is important.”

A pause. The man—Gabriel, it must be—tilted back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling.

“Gabriel? Pick up. Please. Please pick up.”

Gabriel got up and started down the spiral stair that led from the balcony to the living room, holding on to the rail. For a moment he stood motionless at the back of the stage.

“Gabriel?” the woman said. There was a loud sigh, and she hung up.

He came forward to a side table where the phone sat. He pushed a button on the machine, and the message came on again. He stood listening, gazing out over the invisible audience. He was frowning, thoughtful. He was a slender man, perhaps fifty or so. He was dressed the way the owner of all those books would be—baggy corduroy pants, desert boots. An academic, Leslie assumed, though without the requisite tweed jacket. Otherwise he looked just like the Dartmouth professors who meandered the streets of Hanover.

Now he pushed another button on the machine, erasing the woman. As one can in this new world, she thought. Who had it been? A lover? A lover he was done with, maybe.

As he stood there, perhaps thinking about returning the call, there was a knocking. “Dad!” someone called, the voice sounding urgent, a man’s voice. “Dad, are you there?”

Gabriel seemed frozen. He was clearly torn. He started to cross the stage, stopped. But then a look of puzzlement, or curiosity, passed over his face, and he stepped to the right rear of the stage, which Leslie couldn’t quite see from where she sat. Evidently he opened a door there, because suddenly a young man burst into the room, trailed, after a few seconds, by a woman. He was talking loudly as he crossed to the front of the stage. He turned back from there to his father, to Gabriel. He was still talking, question after question. Why hadn’t he answered the phone? He’d called four or five times. What the hell was he doing? Did he have any idea what was going on in the real world?

The woman with him was pretty in a pale, washed-out way: minimal stage makeup, long, straight blond hair, the kind of role Sandy Dennis would have played in Leslie’s youth. She was standing by him now in front of the couch, trying to shush him, to calm him down.

But he wouldn’t be silenced. He turned to her, he yelled at her, too. She stepped back, as though she’d been slapped. She and Gabriel exchanged a look. She was embarrassed by this, by being treated this way in front of anyone else. Leslie had a quick half memory of her parents, her father shouting, her mother silent, shamed.

Gabriel had by now come forward almost to the center of the stage, too, and he stood next to the couch, impassive, waiting, letting his son’s ranting pass over him, as though this behavior was familiar and perhaps tedious to him. Leslie was inclined not to like him, he was so condescending. But then the son himself was overbearing, so maybe it was a natural response. Or a little dance they did together.

“Have you listened to the news?” the son was saying. “Or have you been sealed up here all morning in your … precious cocoon? Do you know what’s going on?”

The woman—the son’s wife, Leslie assumed—had sat on the fat upholstered arm of the chair on the left side of the stage.

Gabriel answered calmly, “I don’t. But you will tell me, no doubt.”

The younger man shook his head in exasperation. He knew this patronizing calm all too well. He had a full head of curly hair, which flopped around with his quick motions. He was darker than his father, and shorter, squatter. It could have been cast better in that regard, she thought. He turned to the woman. “He will never change. Why do I let you persuade me that it’s even worth trying, with him?”

The couple had an exchange, voices lowered, intense, while the father crossed to an arrangement of bottles and glasses on a ledge among the bookshelves and poured himself a drink. Leslie came fully into disbelief here: she knew no one who kept bottles and glasses in the living room. The scene should have happened in the kitchen, she was thinking. Though it would have meant changing some other things.

“Just tell him,” the woman was saying.

The young man turned to his father. He cleared his throat. “If I may interrupt your privacy, then,” he said, a grim, unpleasant smile on his face.

Gabriel had come forward again with his drink. “Please,” he said. “Do.”

And then it came pouring out. The details of a bombing on a train, the Lake Shore Limited, as it pulled into Union Station. Questions, corrections, flew. The young woman was clearer about things than her boyfriend. Or husband? The father came farther forward and sat on the couch, setting his glass down on the coffee table. His face was unreadable as he asked his questions, as he listened. What became clear slowly was that his wife was supposed to have been on the train, returning from a trip. No, he hadn’t heard from her. He looked frightened. Though he hadn’t been picking up calls, and there were a few hang-ups.

Were there survivors? he wanted to know.

Yes, the son said. There were a couple of cars that blew up completely, and most of the train derailed, but people climbed out and some walked away. Many were hurt, some gravely, according to reports. And of course there were many dead.

Gus, Leslie thought. It was about Gus. His face came to her, the face from her dream earlier in the afternoon. She was sitting up very straight now. Pierce’s hand had come over and was resting on hers.

Suddenly the younger man said, “I can’t believe you didn’t go to the station to meet her.”

Gabriel’s hand waved, dismissive: this wasn’t important. “We agreed I wouldn’t.”

“I can’t believe that.”

Gabriel tried to persuade him this was irrelevant. That their concern should be Elizabeth now. He kept asking more questions. What time? How long had it been? Was there anyone to call?

The son explained it all again. Said he had been calling. Leslie’s heart felt heavy in her chest.

Gabriel got up now and went to the back of the stage. With his back to the audience, he poured himself another drink. He asked if either of them wanted one. The wife said she did. He poured another glass and brought it to the front of the stage, to her.

The young man—Alex—was silent, incredulous, watching this. When his father sat down again, he started to talk. He didn’t mean to interrupt this, this party—his voice was laden with sarcasm—but they needed to think about what they were going to do.

Gabriel, the father, looked at him for a long moment.

The son looked back, defiant. “I can’t believe you,” he said again.

“In what sense?”

“Every sense! I can’t believe you didn’t go meet her.”

Gabriel set his drink down. He spoke patiently, as if to a child. “Your mother and I had agreed she would get herself here. This is what we always do. Why should her travels, or mine, for that matter, when I travel, discommode both of us?”

“‘Discommode’?” The younger man was almost shouting. The woman got up, went toward him. A few people in the audience laughed. “‘Discommode’?”

“Alex …,” the woman said. She reached a hand up to his arm.

“No!” He jerked his arm away. “You pretentious fuck,” he said to his father. He turned to his wife. “He’s such a fuck. Such a jerk.”

“Alex,” she said, pleading. “This doesn’t help, it doesn’t help anything.”

“Okay then,” he said more calmly. “Okay, let me just ask. How come you weren’t answering the phone? Huh?”

“I was working,” Gabriel said. “I don’t answer the phone when I’m working.”

“Oh yeah. Work. The thing you do instead of living.”

“It is living.”

“To you, it is. Only to you.”

The son started to pace, railing against his father—how absent he’d been in the young man’s childhood, in spite of the fact that he was home most of the time. The things he’d missed—performances, recitals, sports events. The Great Pooh-Bah, he called his father. The Wizard of Oz. He stopped behind the couch, bent a little forward, his hands resting on its back. “The nothing behind the screen,” he said bitterly.

Then he stopped. He seemed to gather himself. After a long moment, he came forward and sat down at the other end of the couch from his father. He started to tell a story, a story about how, as a boy, he used to love it when he got a splinter, because he was allowed then to interrupt his father at his desk, and his father would get out his kit, his tweezers and his needle, and hold Alex’s hand, or his foot, and speak to him in a loving voice while he extracted it. He said he sometimes ground a splinter in deeper when he got one, so it would be harder to get out, it would take longer, and he would be able to believe for that much longer that his father actually cared about him, that he loved him.

Leslie remembered this story. This was Billy’s story, Billy’s story about her own father, the academic, the great man. She had called him that same thing once: the Great Pooh-Bah.

Onstage they all sat silent for a moment. Then Gabriel said, “Well, I did, love you.” He sounded sad, as if he were mourning a precious thing lost long ago.

“Bullshit, Dad. I was calling you today, and you were screening my calls.” The son laughed. “Let that be a metaphor. Let that be a metaphor for the way things are between you and I.”

“Me,” Gabriel said, distractedly, almost under his breath.

“What?”

“‘Between you and me.’ Is correct.”

The young man laughed again, bitterly. “Jesus,” he said. He got up, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. “Know what? I’m going to call around some more and see what I can find out. I’ll take it to the bedroom so I don’t bother you.” He exited by the door on the left side of the stage, the one Leslie could see.

Gabriel and the woman sat for a long moment. He finally said, “Want another?” raising his glass.

“No,” she said.

“No, I don’t either,” he said.

“Why isn’t it you? Calling,” she asked after a minute. She had such a small voice. Feathery, slightly nasal.

He shrugged. “Alex will find out what there is to find out. He’s better at that than I am, anyway.”

“But you’re so … detached.”

“No, I’m not,” he said.

“But you seem to be. You seem so …” She was frowning. Her hands rose a little, then dropped. “You know, I’ve always defended you to Alex. Because I felt like I understood you. It seemed to me that you and I were a little bit like each other. Quiet.” She smiled, a wistful, Sandy Dennis smile. “Quieter than Alex and Elizabeth, at least. Though that’s not so hard, I guess.” She gave a quick little laugh. “Less … overtly passionate.” She paused a moment, then went on. “I remember once when we were all in Massachusetts, and they were having one of their long, great intellectual arguments, about …” She waved her hand. “Something. Nothing.” She made a face. “Gender identity. Something like that. Or the Iraq War.” She shook her head. “Something where you’ve heard both sides of the argument so often that it sets your teeth on edge. And of course Alex was being provocative, and Elizabeth was amused and above the fray, both of them loving it, almost … feeding lines to each other. And it just, exhausted me. Their commitment to it. It was so, stupid, really. And I remember going out onto the porch, and you were there, and we sat for a while just watching the water, with their voices rising and falling, and you said to me, just, ‘More of same.’ Do you remember? ‘More of same.’ And we both laughed. It didn’t seem necessary to talk, even.”

It was an offering, Leslie saw. An offering of love to him. The young woman wanted him as her father. Perhaps also, without recognizing it—that would have to be the case—as a kind of lover, too.

“But now I wonder … is it that you don’t care about her?” She was leaning toward him. Her face was earnest, open. “About … anyone?”

“No, that’s not it,” Gabriel said, softly.

“Not what?”

“It’s not the reason I’m so … calm, if you will.”

Now he got up and went to the back of the stage to set his glass down. He turned, faced forward, and started talking. Elizabeth, he said, wasn’t at all sure she wanted to stay married to him. Nor he to her, “in all candor.” He kept talking as he walked slowly forward until he was standing at the back of the couch, speaking to the young woman, but looking over her head, straight at the audience. He talked about their slow withdrawal from each other over the last years, describing scenes of absence, of emptiness. He called up a time at the Massachusetts house when they had guests, and each of them, but particularly Elizabeth, was lively, was charming and talkative; and then the moment the guests’ car was out of sight, they turned silently away from each other. He smiled, a strained smile. “Back to our corners. ‘Show’s over, folks.’”

He said the reason she’d gone off by herself to the summerhouse now was to think about all this. “And my assignment was to think about it also. Which I’ve done.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“And your decision?”

“My decision … doesn’t much matter now, does it?”

“But you must have felt, like, one way or the other.”

He smiled. Laughed. It sounded like Heemp! to Leslie. “As you’ve said, I’m not a decisive man.”

“But this is … your life. You have to know what you want.”

“That’s your take. Your version. In my version, I can do either thing. I can stay with Elizabeth, if that’s what she wants, or I can leave.”

“If that’s what she wants.”

“Yes.”

“But what do you want?” Her arms lifted slightly. She was frustrated. He was irritating in his chilliness. Leslie didn’t get him either.

“I don’t see that it matters, now.”

“God!” She spun away. “I see why Alex gets so infuriated.” She picked up her glass and took a quick swallow.

“Good.”

“Good! Why?”

“Because Alex needs you to see that. He needs you on his side. And I don’t, my dear.”

She was suddenly angry. “No, you don’t need anyone on your side.”

“That’s right.”

“Not even Elizabeth.”

“I would be in trouble if I needed Elizabeth on my side. She’s not. She hasn’t been for a good long while.”

“So it doesn’t matter to you if Elizabeth is dead, it doesn’t matter to you.”

Leslie saw that Alex had come to stand in the doorway to the living room. He stopped there. Neither of the other two had noticed him.

“It would matter enormously to me. Enormously. But it might not change my life—what would have been my life.” He paused for a moment, then said, “It might not change my theoretical life, let’s say.”

Alex stepped forward. “That’s the only kind of life you have, Dad—theoretical.”

Gabriel started, and turned to him. He smiled, sadly this time. “This would be your mother’s perspective, too.”

The younger man snorted, began to talk again, but the woman interrupted, wanted to know what he’d learned.

He turned to her. He said they’d started pulling out the dead and seriously injured, that more people had arrived at hospitals, either in ambulances or on their own, that they weren’t releasing names. They’d set up an information center for the families.

Everyone was silent for a moment. Then Gabriel went to the back of the stage and turned on a small television set wedged into the bookshelves. There was a man talking, interviewing someone you couldn’t see. The voices were speaking of who might have done this. The younger couple moved back and stood watching too. They listened for a few moments to the speculation. There had already been several claims of responsibility.

“Imagine wanting credit for it,” the young woman said. She shook her head. “What a world.”

Alex began to talk about their intention, their motivation. Trains, the Midwest: new territory, new methods. “Fuckers,” he said.

“But perhaps this is how it’s going to be,” Gabriel said. He turned the television off. “It will be something that just happens from time to time.” He brought up John Kerry, he said maybe he had been right when he said during his failed campaign that terrorism was like crime, something ineradicable, something to be managed, rather than eliminated. He described being in Paris with Elizabeth the fall after the Metro bombings. “We traveled everywhere together by subway—by Metro.” He paused for a moment, and Leslie thought that he must have been remembering Elizabeth as she was then—perhaps even tenderly, it seemed for a half moment; but then he cleared his throat and went on to say that 9/11 wasn’t different from that, really, except in scale. Alex and he began to talk about it in the abstract, theorizing about the likelihood that these terrorists had actually intended to blow up the station, too, the possibility of their being from Morocco, like the Madrid bombers, and the reasons for that; or Pakistani. Or Al Qaeda. There was something comical in this easy turn to theorizing on the part of the men, and the audience seemed to recognize this—there was mild laughter here and there.

While they were speaking this way, the woman was walking slowly back and forth across the stage, her face full of reaction to each of them, now bitter amusement, now disgust. She sometimes tried to interrupt with a phrase or two, but they paid her no real attention. They had moved to the front of the stage as they talked, facing each other for the most part, and she claimed the back of the stage, watching them. Finally she came to a halt, dead center, in front of the big stage window. “For God’s sake!” she shrilled, hands on her hips. They both fell silent and turned to her. “This is Elizabeth we’re talking about.” Her voice quavered. She dropped her arms.

They were all quiet for a moment. Then she said softly, pleadingly, to Alex, “Your mother.”

He turned a little away from her, almost a flinch.

She looked at Gabriel and said, “Your wife.”

They were frozen in this tableau for a few seconds. Then the doorbell rang. As one, they turned in that direction, then looked back at each other—a kind of wild, frightened expectancy in their faces. The stage blacked out. The curtain fell.

The room filled with applause that ended quickly as the house lights came up.

Leslie bent over to pick up her purse. Over her back, in the sudden hubbub of people talking and getting up, she heard Sam say to Pierce, “Well, quite an ending—for the first act, in any case.”

“Yeah,” Pierce answered. They were all standing now. They moved into the aisle among the others inching back to the lobby. Pierce kept his hand on her elbow—a kind of sympathetic connection, she felt. She was grateful to him, but she was far away. She felt confused. Around her, she could hear others talking, speculating, commenting on the actors, on the arguments.

Some weren’t. Some had shed the play quickly, were on to their own lives. She heard a voice say, “I wish I’d known it was going to rain today. I didn’t bring an umbrella to work.”

In the lobby, Pierce went to get the drinks this time, just for him and Sam. Leslie didn’t want anything. She and Sam stood together.

“Is it hard, watching this?” he asked. His face was kind, concerned.

She dipped her head from side to side, equivocating. Then she said it. “Yes. Yes and no.”

“The yes I get. The no is …?”

She shrugged. “It has its own complexity. Its own … life, I suppose.” She paused. “But of course, it makes me think of Gus. Mostly of that time before we knew for sure that he was on the plane. When we still had hope, even though we pretty much knew.”

“But even then, the husband’s—the father’s—ambivalence is so unlike anything you might have felt.”

“Well, of course.”

“Or the playwright either. Billy, right?”

“Yes. Billy. No, she wouldn’t have felt that either.” But where did it come from, then? This is what Leslie didn’t get. So much in this play, as in the others she’d seen, came from things she knew about Billy, about her life. Why would she have imagined a thing like this? It seemed so ugly, so awful, really.

“Still, it’s well done,” Sam said. And they talked about this for a bit, about the actors, about certain moments they’d liked, others they hadn’t quite believed. Leslie made her point about the liquor, the glasses, and Sam agreed. Pierce came with the drinks, and Sam asked about Pierce’s work, and then hers.

She tried to make a joke about it, about not having work. The truth was, she didn’t want work anymore. She hadn’t wanted it since Gus died. She had been stopped for more than a year after that. All she could manage was to stay at home and grieve. And then, when her grief had eased a bit, she wanted just to concentrate on each day—to see friends and play in the garden and read. To make a kind of closed-in, sheltered life for herself and Pierce.

Oh, she did a kind of work, a little. She filled in from time to time at the real estate office when things were busy—doing a showing, managing a closing. And she’d gone back to doing the other things she’d always done—volunteering at the public school, working on the zoning board in their town, swimming almost every day in the Dartmouth pool. This seemed to be her life. It was just the way it had happened with her, to her. It was what she had chosen because of what had happened. Or it had chosen her.

She and Pierce had talked about it occasionally, about whether this was all right, whether she should be doing more. She was remembering this as the men chatted. Whether she ought to try to get a job, whether she was too young for this kind of life. “Maybe we should buy some old inn and run a B and B,” she had suggested once, only half joking. He had pretended to gag. It was only then that she realized she had been asking him whether he would come with her into what she thought of as this new life—and that he was telling her no. No. He needed work he cared about, he needed to be in the world, to feel his life mattered in that way.

The lights dimmed once, and Pierce and Sam threw their plastic glasses away. They started to walk back into the theater. Sam was telling them about another play he’d seen here earlier in the fall, a one-man show, “Which usually I hate. That it’s done at all is really the point. You know, you’re called upon to find it amazing. But this was different.”

Pierce asked how, and Sam kept talking, but Leslie, who was ahead of both of them, couldn’t hear him. They sat down. She opened her program and was partway through the bio of the actor playing Gabriel, a man named Rafe Donovan, when the lights dimmed.

The curtain went up on the scene exactly as they’d left it, the three actors standing frozen, looking at one another. Then Gabriel broke away to answer the door, and the other two moved closer together, as if to face whomever, whatever it was, as man and wife. As a couple, at least.

It was a woman. She burst in just as Alex had, full of recrimination about Gabriel’s not answering the phone, and then froze, seeing the other two. Leslie recognized the voice—it was the woman who had called and left the message earlier. She was younger than Gabriel by at least a few years, and attractive, if not really pretty. Dramatic in her looks—long thick hair, dark coloring.

Gabriel introduced her as a friend, Anita. There followed a scene of awkwardness and growing embarrassment, of slowly dawning awareness on the part of Alex and his wife that Gabriel was somehow involved with this woman. Again, there was something amusing about this, and laughter here and there in the house.

When Gabriel finally acknowledged the relationship, Alex smiled bitterly and said, “So this part of your life is not so theoretical, right, Dad?”

Then he turned to the other woman, to Anita. He said, “Well, then … Anita, is it?”

She nodded.

“What have you come calling for, then? At this particular time. On this particular day. Are you here to celebrate with him when he gets the news: he’s free! Or to commiserate with him. ‘Ah shit! She’s alive.’”

Anita looked in confusion from one of them to another. Gabriel lifted his shoulders. He couldn’t help her.

She turned to Alex. “To be with him,” she said. “Whatever the news is, to be with him.”

Her voice was so raw and honest that Alex was silenced for a moment. But then he jerked into motion, picking up his coat, coming around the couch to take the younger woman by the elbow, talking all the while, saying, “Fine, fine, you be with him, someone should be with him, let it be you. For Christ’s sake not me, not me anymore. No matter what happens, not me, ever again.” They were at the back of the stage, by the door. He turned briefly to look at his father, said nothing, and they were gone, the door slamming behind them.

Gabriel and Anita stood looking at each other, a little shamefacedly. Then he came around from behind the couch and sat down on it.

“I’m … I’m sorry,” Anita said. “I shouldn’t have come.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” he said.

She drew her breath in sharply. She was wounded.

“What if Elizabeth had been here?” he asked gently.

“I said I was sorry,” she said.

After a moment, he said, “So, what did you think of my boy Alex?”

She half smiled. “Somebody should have taught him better manners.”

“At the very least,” he said.

She came and sat on the couch, close to him. He turned his body to her, making a distance between them.

He looked at her. “I think you should go,” he said.

“I want to be with you.”

He shook his head, his face hardened. “I can’t have you here with me. I have to do this alone.”

“You don’t. Have to.” This was a plea, Leslie thought. Whining. She didn’t like this woman.

“I want to do this alone, then.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You should.”

She sighed. She looked away. Then back at him. She said, “Just answer me one question.”

He shifted on the couch, impatient, not looking at her.

“Gabriel? Just one.”

“All right,” he said.

“Tell me honestly. When you heard, didn’t you feel any sense of …” She stopped. After a moment, she shook her head. “Forget it.”

“Joy? Possibility? I felt that. A sense of release. Is that what you’re asking?”

She nodded.

“Of course. Of course I did. Instantly. ‘It’s over. She’s gone.’”

He stood up and started walking toward the back of the stage. “‘I’m out of it. I’m out of it without hurting her. I can be bereaved: Oh, it’s so terrible, what happened to Gabriel. Did you hear? Oh, poor Gabriel. Poor man.’ All of that.” He made a fist and struck the frame of the window. Anita started. She looked frightened for a moment.

“While my son was here, telling me what an awful, unfeeling person I am, I was being that person. That unfeeling. No. Worse than unfeeling: that calculating a person. And I’ll have to live with that. That that is what I am, who I am. That I was, at least for a moment, glad that Elizabeth—a person I used to love better than I loved myself, a person I still care for and respect—glad that she wouldn’t be around anymore.” He laughed, horribly. “The first stage of grief: ‘Oh, goody.’”

“Gabriel. It’s only human. To want … to …”

“Anita, please, don’t. Don’t … excuse me. Don’t forgive me. You need to, to want to go on. But that doesn’t help me, don’t you see? It doesn’t matter to me, honestly. Your forgiveness. It’s of a piece with my own greed for … freedom. A new life.”

“It’s not greed, what I feel.”

“It’s what we all feel. We want. Then we want more. It’s the human condition. And when we stop wanting, we feel dead and we want to want again.”

“But that’s what you said you felt with Elizabeth. Dead.”

“Yes.”

“And with me, you felt alive again. You said so.”

“Yes. But it was wanting. Wanting what I didn’t have.”

“Me!” she cried.

He came forward again, not looking at her. She was waiting. Finally he did turn to her. His face was sad, kind. “Ah, well,” he said.

“Me!” she said, with anger this time.

“The idea of you anyway, Anita.” And then, compassionately, “Anita.”

“Don’t say my name! Don’t say my name that way.”

“I can’t help it. It’s the way I feel your name now.”

She sat very still for a long moment. Then she said in a small voice, “You’re letting me go, aren’t you?”

“How can I keep you?” His voice was strained, but gentle.

“Why can’t you keep me?”

“Because I want Elizabeth. I want Elizabeth to be alive.”

“It’s not a deal. An exchange. It doesn’t have to be one or the other.” He didn’t answer. “You said you wanted to end it. You wanted to be free.”

“I can’t be free unless she sets me free.”

“But if she’s dead …”

He moaned, loudly, and turned to face her. “If she’s dead, then I’m Gabriel, the widower. That’s who I am. That’s who I’ll be. I have to … enact that, for her. I have to honor her. I can’t be free. I can’t be glad. She was my wife. She is my wife.”

“And if she’s alive?”

“If she’s alive, I’m glad for her life. I have to be glad for her life. I have to be a person who is glad … that she’s alive. I will be glad she’s alive.” He sat down again, but in one of the chairs this time. Not near her. “I can’t be … that other person. The person Alex thinks I am.”

“This is ridiculous,” she said suddenly, angrily. “This is like fucking Henry James.”

A sad little smile moved on his face. “I don’t think you’d have much of a chance at that.” A few people laughed.

“It’s not funny, Gabriel.”

He looked exhausted all at once. “No. It’s not. Really.”

She watched him. Then she said, “And what about me?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“But you said you loved me.”

“I’m sorry, Anita. I am sorry. But the terms have shifted. You see that, don’t you? Everything has changed. My life. Life itself.”

“But you said you wanted me.”

“I wanted you.”

“In the past.”

“Yes. Past tense.”

She got up and moved around. She looked teary, about to say something. Then, abruptly, she was in motion. She grabbed her bag. She went quickly upstage. She stopped. Slowly she said, “You’re one, stupid, fucking son of a bitch.”

He nodded, over and over.

She left, slamming the door even harder than Alex had.

Gabriel sat motionless for a long moment. He was facing the audience. He was faintly smiling—a sad smile, it seemed to Leslie. But why? She didn’t understand him, what he was feeling. He got up and slowly moved around the room, straightening books on the tables, picking up a glass, that strange half smile still on his face. He carried the glass back to the liquor shelf and set it down. He was frozen for a long moment, standing there, looking down at his hands. He turned and went back to the window. He stood with his back to the audience, looking out.

And then there appeared on the stage, at the back of the stage where the door was—the door that Leslie couldn’t quite see—a gray-haired woman, a woman Gabriel’s age. There were vivid bruises on her face. She was wearing a coat over her shoulders, a coat that she shrugged off onto the nearest chair. Now they could see that her arm was in a cast.

She saw Gabriel and stopped. She spoke his name softly, a question. “Gabriel?”

He turned quickly, startled. His mouth opened slightly. They were frozen this way for a long moment. Then his head dropped back and his hands rose to his face and covered it. You could hear a ragged intake of breath. Another. Finally, he lowered his hands; they dropped to his sides. His face was twisted. Tears gleamed in his eyes, on his cheeks. “Elizabeth,” he whispered in a choked voice. They stood like that, facing each other. He began to step toward her, his hands rising, just as the curtain fell.

After a beat or two of silence, the applause started.

I should be clapping, too, Leslie thought.

The curtain rose again. There were the actors, in a row onstage. They held hands, they stepped forward. They were smiling, except for the Gabriel figure. The applause roared on, and now Leslie was part of it, though she wasn’t sure what she felt. The actors stepped back, they dropped one another’s hands. The Gabriel figure, Leslie saw, used this moment to wipe his eyes. Then the two men, Gabriel and Alex, stepped forward and bowed, first to the audience, then to each other. They gestured back at the three women, who came forward and bowed with them again.

They all held hands again, they bowed once more in a row and were backing up together as the curtain came down. Just before it touched the floor, you could see their line break up—their legs, their feet, moving away from one another. The applause continued for a few more seconds, and then, when the curtain stayed down, it stopped.

They were silent for a moment. Pierce leaned toward her. “You’re okay?”

“Of course,” she said. “Yes.” But she could feel that her heart was beating heavily. Something in the ending, in Elizabeth’s safe return, or in the way the Gabriel character had said her name, had moved her, she didn’t quite understand why.

But the play had been unsettling to her generally—the complications, the ugliness in it. She didn’t understand what Billy was saying, what she intended. She had been thinking she might say afterward to Pierce and Sam, There was not one person on that stage you could like, until those last moments when she felt sympathy—was it sympathy?—for Gabriel. Or even before, she was thinking now, before, when he tried to explain himself to the woman. Anita. She closed her eyes for a moment. Pierce held her coat up for her, and she turned away from him to put her arms into the sleeves. She was facing Sam. He was looking at her, a worried, kind look. He said, “So, what do you make of the ending?”

She shook her head. She didn’t know. She wasn’t ready to talk about it.

“He stays,” Pierce said, in his big assertive voice. “That’s clear. He’s made his choice.”

“Then why is he weeping?” Sam asked Pierce.

She looked back at Pierce. He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Maybe he doesn’t know,” Sam said.

“Relief, maybe,” Pierce said. “That she’s alive.”

They filed out, Leslie ahead of both of them. She could hear that they were speaking to each other, still about the play, she thought, but she kept her head bowed; she watched her feet make their way up the tilted floor.

As Sam leaned over her to hold open the glass door to the street, the cool, moist air enveloped her. It was still raining. She took a deep breath.

“Where to?” Pierce asked. “This place we’re meeting Billy.”

She pointed out a little corner restaurant about half a block away. Pierce opened the umbrella, and they started in that direction.

After a minute Sam said, “He didn’t look glad. He looked … tormented.”

Back to the ending.

Pierce was looking at her, worried, so she smiled at him. She knew she needed to shake this off, she needed to talk.

“Here’s what it is,” Sam said. He paused, and then said, “‘He asserted modestly.’”

“You can assert immodestly to us all you want,” Pierce said. “For all the good it’ll do you.”

“It’s that he doesn’t know what he wants.”

“Then why is he crying?” Leslie asked. Why was he? But now they had to go single file to get out of the way of a man walking three dogs, and when their line reformed, neither of them took up her question. It seemed to have vanished. Maybe they hadn’t heard her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to listen to them offer their notions about the play anymore anyway. It was something she needed to think through for herself.

They crossed the street to the restaurant. Pierce held the door open for her, and she stepped in, into another world: background music, loud voices. Instantly she was worried about Pierce, his reaction. Was it too loud? Would he be irritated? They had to stay. It was the place Billy had suggested.

A tall blond waitress came, dressed all in black but for a big white apron that fell from her waist to her ankles. She led them to a high table facing out the window toward the dark street and the rain. Pierce and Sam sat at the short ends of the table, and Leslie sat at the long side, looking back the way they’d come, toward the theater. The chair for Billy sat empty next to her. She could see that a few people were still standing under the marquee, waiting for rides, perhaps, or maybe just talking.

The restaurant was small, the walls dark, a warm cave in the rainy night. Around them, the hubbub of talk, of clinking silverware, and under it all a plaintive voice singing to a regular, bluesy beat.

Another waitress came and took their drink order—they served only wine, to Pierce’s annoyance. She left menus for them. Pierce started telling Sam about the erotic Japanese prints. He was funny, describing the Tuesday afternoon art patrons, women mostly, moving decorously around, seeming to consider with equal studiousness the prints of women in elaborate robes moving through formal and stylized gardens or theaters, and the ones that involved people screwing in inventive and unlikely ways, their faces impassive. “There weren’t many,” he said. “Only five or six. But all of them very … convincing, I’d say. Very thorough.” He raised his eyebrows for Sam’s benefit. “And just where everything came together, as it were, there was always just the subtlest drop or two of some clear, shiny substance so carefully painted on.” He grinned, widely. “Hotcha!”

Sam laughed, shaking his head at Pierce, at all that was predictable, she supposed, about his energy, his enthusiasm.

They started to talk about the difference between erotic art and pornography, what the line was. The wine came and they clinked the glasses, To friendship, and drank. They talked about their first experiences of porn, at what age, how it had affected them. Leslie tried to do her part in the conversation, and she was amused by them, and interested, but she still felt far away. She was aware, too, of waiting for Billy, of the usual anxiety about that, mixed with something indefinable left over from the play. Uneasiness, she supposed. That was probably it. What you didn’t understand made you nervous. That was all.

They talked about contemporary movies, how close to porn some were, and yet finally, Sam said, the closer they got without crossing that line, the more dishonest they seemed. She was watching him, his face, the slight squint of his eyes behind his glasses as he thought through his point. She was feeling tender toward him.

And then she saw Billy outside, a small figure all in black, her face a white circle under her umbrella. She stood on the corner opposite, waiting to cross. She had a huge bag slung from her shoulder, big enough to carry her life’s work, it was so enormous. She had cut her hair. Her face shone beneath the straight, thick bangs. A car passed, two, and then she started across the street.

“Here’s Billy,” Leslie said, gesturing at the window. The men turned and just then she remembered: the flowers! She’d forgotten them back in the hotel room when they left, her gift to Billy—she could see them in her mind’s eye, the tight, perfect, fresh bouquet, lying on the bureau.

But then the door opened, and as she got down from her chair to start toward it, Billy saw her and her grave face was suddenly transformed by her open, surprisingly sweet smile.
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