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      Prologue

       

      The man sits hidden among pines on a bluff overlooking the grid of farms and county roads lying north. It is hot. Several times
         now the man has moved his three-legged camp stool to maintain full shade. That is how long he has been waiting and watching
         and drinking. He watches through a scope, a 3 × 9 × 40 Bushnell, the one he has used in his lifetime for large, wary prey
         — deer, for example, and sometimes antelope.
      

      The first sign of the car is the distant moving cloud of dust that rises behind it. The dust plume is denser than most; the
         car is moving right along. When it slows to take the hard right turn at Bethel Church and its length presents itself, heat
         vapors distort the image — the car seems almost a mirage. But it is yellow. It is definitely yellow. So it is her. It is very
         probably her. A hand takes hold of the man’s heart, and its rhythmic squeeze and release causes tender but actual pain.
      

      The car falls out of view for a time, then turns south, onto the creek road. The man raises himself and lumbers to another
         position. He scales down the scope and follows the glimpses of the yellow car as it passes through the cottonwoods and ash
         that line the road. There are three creeks to ford. This all takes time. Finally the car splashes through the last creek and
         rolls up into the space the man has cleared for that purpose. For several seconds, no one gets out of the yellow car. Then
         the passenger does — a woman, carrying a soft-sided leather bag. She leans into the car to speak to the driver, perhaps to
         satisfy herself on some point or other, then she steps back so the driver can execute a three-point turnaround.
      

      She watches the car go. Her back is to the man in the pines looking down. Finally, when the car is beyond the creek and out
         of view, she turns toward the trail. She does not at once begin to walk. She stands with the slouchy leather bag at her feet,
         looking Prologue up and scanning the hills. For a second or two she seems to look fixedly at the shaded spot where the man sits hidden.
         She cannot see him, the man is sure of it, but he can see her. Through the rifle scope, he can see her clearly. It has been
         a long time since he has seen her, a very long time, but he would have known her in a second. A fraction of a second. For
         a moment he feels he might soon waken from a dream, but for once, at last and after all, it is not a dream.
      

      It’s you. This is what he thinks. It is all he can think. You, you, you, you, you.

   
      
      Part One

      [image: image]

      
   
      
      1

      
      The swerve (to use Judith’s own term) that slipped her outside the customary course of her life derived from one of those offhand
         moments in which odd circumstances and amplified emotions invite an odd and overcolored response. Amusement was the presumed
         objective, whatever the actual result might be.
      

      
      “It was strange,” she said when she spoke of it, which was only once, and much later, to her friend Lucy Meynke. “My life
         had utterly settled into itself and then this little … swerve occurred, or maybe I meant it to occur, maybe I’d actually plotted it out in one of those corners of your brain or heart
         you access only in dreams.” She gave Lucy Meynke a look of actual bafflement. “I really don’t know.”
      

      
      At the time, though, it seemed simple. Judith was renting a storage garage for some old furniture and when, late in the transaction,
         she was asked her name, she gave one that was not her own, a name that in fact she hadn’t thought of in years. A few hours
         later, Judith, who was not a loser of keys, lost a key.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Prior to this so-called swerve, Judith Whitman had reached the age of forty-four without serious casualty or setback. This
         was not mere luck. All her life she’d constructed plans for her life sturdy enough to weather the seasons but skeletal enough
         to allow for necessary modifications. Without seeming to step carefully, she’d stepped carefully. She’d built not just a formidable
         life, but the very one she’d wanted. At the moment she gave a clerk in a mini-storage yard a name not her own, Judith had
         a successful career, a smart, socially capable daughter, and a husband who loved her.
      

      
      She also had two secrets.

      
      Judith held the conviction that above the more routine types of love formed — and, she believed, diluted — by blood ties or
         economic pragmatism or even geographic proximity, there existed the kind of love that, as she once explained it to Lucy Meynke,
         picks you up in Akron, Ohio, and sets you down in Rio de Janeiro. (“The Rio Variation, we’ll call it,” Judith said. Lucy Meynke
         remarked that she herself had most often experienced the kind of love that picked you up in Minneapolis and set you down in
         St. Paul.) Judith believed in the Rio Variation because she had herself experienced it, but only once, and that with a boy
         she’d thereafter abandoned, and yet never quite left behind. This boy was her first secret.
      

      
      They’d become fully acquainted during her senior year in high school in a town of medium size on the high plains, where she
         was living with her father and constructing those plans that would take her first off to college and then to Los Angeles to
         somehow help in the making of movies. The boy was a few years older than Judith, a carpenter whose pale blue eyes and mixed
         scent of sawdust, sweat, and alcohol could exert an insistent pull on her from ten feet, and when at the end of their summer
         together he had suggested marriage, Judith had said, Oh, yes, the answer is yes, definitely yes, she did want to marry him, only later, when she came back from college. But she hadn’t come back from college. She met someone
         else, an older, urbane, tennis-playing boy enrolled in the business school, a genial and impressive boy with whom she slept
         in his slender twin bed, establishing in their sex and their sleep an easy unforced synchronicity that they learned to apply to their daylight dealings as well. Although uncertain how much — or even if — she loved him, it was
         Judith who suggested that someone like him might want to marry someone like her. Malcolm Whitman’s hair was fine and long
         and beautifully groomed, his wrists were thin, his smile small but playful. “Is this a proposal?” he said, and Judith said
         yes, come to think of it, it probably was. Malcolm Whitman said, “Then I accede with enthusiasm.” He gave her a kiss of surprising
         length and intensity, after which he leaned back and became again his Malcolmish self. “Marriage,” he said. “I had no idea
         you were so intrepid.” This was the way Malcolm Whitman spoke, with a quick, slightly distanced wryness that Judith had always
         found attractive, and still did, up to a point.
      

      
      At Judith’s suggestion, the newlyweds moved to Los Angeles, where Malcolm converted his competence and connections to significant
         positions and income, and where Judith eventually found work in movies. She worked first as a personal assistant to an actor-director,
         whose help, over time, afforded her the chance to apprentice in editing, the field that attracted her. She waited nearly eight
         years before bearing a child — a healthy daughter christened Camille — and thereafter avoided pregnancy. She lost none of
         her confidence in shaping her life, but at some point she began to grasp that achieving one’s ends was no guarantee of happiness,
         at least not happiness of the unadulterated variety. Judith didn’t have the appetites that lead to such things as obesity,
         casual infidelity, or credit card problems. She and Malcolm lived in a good neighborhood, they had respectable careers and
         pleasant friends, their daughter was enrolled in the Waterbury School. Judith wrote these and other assets in a long column
         one afternoon in hopes of improving her mood — this was before the swerve — then stared at the list without any feeling whatever.
         On another occasion, while searching for unbruised bananas at Vons, she suddenly stopped and thought, If for one year all the movies were based on lives like mine, the industry’s kaput. This was not a completely random thought. Judith habitually considered her living days in terms of something she privately called My Movie. For example, even as her first editing job was receiving praise from the director, Judith was thinking, Okay, this scene is going into My Movie. More often she thought things like, My Movie should be tossed from the nearest pier. Or, if tired, something simpler, as in, My Movie is crap. Fairly often she wondered whether the chief character in her movie could be considered sympathetic.
      

      
      So she had forgotten the boy in the high-plains state. After meeting Malcolm, she stopped writing letters to the boy and stopped
         answering the telephone. She would later tell herself she’d needed to be cruel. She’d seen that, upon returning from Rio,
         life attached to the boy would not in any way resemble the life she’d planned for herself. She had just one photograph of
         him, and kept it hidden in her wallet between pictures of her daughter. From time to time, Judith took the photograph out
         and stared at it. She had snapped the picture during one of their picnics, and its image of his relaxed attitude was calming,
         and allowed her to imagine his forgiveness.
      

      
      When she’d known the boy, he lived with his parents, and for many years she would dial their telephone number, which she knew
         by heart. The boy (by then factually a man, though she could only vaguely think of him as such) never answered. It was always
         his mother, and often Judith would linger before hanging up so that his mother might say hello again in her gentle voice.
         Judith felt comforted by this. But one night the boy’s father answered her call. He had always seemed to Judith a stony, redoubtable
         man, and so on this day, when a few seconds of silence had passed and the boy’s father said in a small, almost pleading whisper,
         “Is that you, Willy?” Judith, with the phone to her ear, felt as if a hatchway had just been opened into deepest space. She
         put down the receiver as gently as she could. There had been yearning in the father’s whisper, she was sure of it. It seemed clear that something had separated Willy from his parents, some kind of estrangement that his father found regrettable.
         Judith resolved to telephone again, this time identifying herself so that she could inquire about their son and unravel the
         mystery, or at least prize free some useful hints, but by the time she actually did call again, the boy’s parents had acquired
         an answering machine with a leaden message noting that whatever the caller had to say was very important to them, so please
         leave a message. But Judith left no messages. Finally — this was perhaps three years ago — Judith, after dialing, heard a
         recorded voice report that the number was no longer in service.
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      The other of Judith’s important secrets was her fear that she hadn’t properly inhabited her role as a mother. She knew she
         loved her daughter, but it was a love with a strange insulating distance built into it. Judith had delivered Camille without
         so much as a Tylenol. She hadn’t screamed. She’d worried about screaming, and about flatulence or even voiding, and of losing
         her inhibitions and throwing off her clothes, all of the things she’d heard delivering mothers might do, but when the time
         came she’d gone to war. She’d clenched her teeth and grabbed a nurse’s hand with her right hand and Malcolm’s with her left,
         and she had, as she described it afterward only to herself, fucking gone to war. When it was over she turned to the side table
         where the nurse was quickly wiping the bloody little Camille clean while Malcolm (woozy as she was, Judith knew what he was
         up to) discreetly checked for malformation and missing digits, and at the moment the nurse held up for view the cleaned pink
         bawling baby, the thoughts that came unbidden to Judith’s mind were these: Could that possibly have been inside me? And, Could that possibly be mine?

      
      Other mothers seemed to immerse themselves in their mothering lives without a wayward thought, but from the beginning Judith
         had dreams of extrication. She missed only two weeks of work before leaving Camille in the hands of Sunova from Denmark, the first nanny. For a time, Judith dutifully pumped milk
         at work, but she gave up morning-and-evening breast feedings when Camille (whom already they were often calling Milla) cut
         sharp teeth. The child grew and the nannies came and went. It had been true in those early years, as Judith told friends,
         that she never failed to thrill with gladness at seeing Camille’s beaming face when she returned home in the evening, but
         the complementary, unspoken truth was that she never failed to feel relief each morning when she left the child behind. Even
         as Camille’s beauty and precocity took form, when pride alone might have nurtured proprietary feelings, she never seemed quite
         the child Judith was meant to call her own. Malcolm began to care for Camille on weekends, and, over time, more and more became
         the intermediary agent with the nannies and schoolteachers and Brownie troop leaders. Friends would often remark on Camille’s
         physical resemblance to her mother, but in attitude and expression, the girl grew less in Judith’s image than in Malcolm’s.
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      From an early age, Judith heard a number of gloomy aphorisms applied to marriage, nearly all of them by her own mother. All
         marriages come with a pinhole leak, her mother once said. Marriages swallow love and excrete grief. Marriage is a house a
         woman can’t leave and a man merely visits. (Or, as a variant: Marriage is a house with a woman locked inside.)
      

      
      One morning, sitting at the kitchen table — this was after Judith’s father had left them in Vermont to take a teaching position
         in Nebraska — her mother said to Judith, “Our marriage, like all marriages, was happy until it wasn’t.” It was a pronouncement,
         like many of her mother’s, that Judith could neither quite believe nor forget. Later, without really wanting to, she would
         occasionally hold her own marriage up to her mother’s stark vision, but when she did, it was like those x-rays her dentist
         sometimes clipped up to a light panel — she was never quite sure what she was seeing.
      

      
      True, there were whole hours and even days when Judith was visited by a dull ache that in spite of its unspecific origin seemed
         symptomatic of yearning, but there were also whole hours and days of productivity, good cheer, and reasonably warm fellow-feeling
         that she presumed she should, to be fair about it, call happiness, or something within inches of it. She averted her eyes
         from marriages — and they were everywhere — that had lost their fondness, but that wasn’t Judith and Malcolm’s circumstance.
         Their sexual relations were often routine but occasionally weren’t, and they were otherwise at ease with each other — they
         laughed, touched, talked, did all the things couples in good standing do. Once, when all the diners at a small party were
         asked to name the one aspect of their marriage of which they were most proud, Malcolm said, “We can travel significant distances
         together in a car without annoyance.” It was both ironic and true. They rarely argued.
      

      
      There were points of disagreement, of course, and the bird’s-eye maple bedroom set, handed down to Judith’s father by his
         grandparents, and by Judith’s father to Judith, and by Judith to Camille, was among them. The three-piece grouping comprised
         a bed with a tall, ornate headboard, a high, narrow chest of drawers that Judith — like her father, grandfather, and great-grandfather
         — called a chiffonier, and a marble-topped washstand that the family had always called a commode. Judith took possession of
         the furniture after her father’s death eleven years before, and shipped it home along with his personal papers. “The venerable
         pater’s venerable papers,” said Malcolm, casting a doubtful eye on the cardboard boxes lining an entire wall of their home
         office. (After two or three stifling conversations, he and Judith’s father had kept their distance. Judith believed this was
         because they both wanted to occupy the same irony-dense space.)
      

      
      Judith loved the look of the bird’s-eye maple furniture, though this feeling might be confused with her pleasure in its family
         history, whereas Malcolm didn’t like the furniture in the slightest (it might, he said once, be coveted in Croatia), and,
         probably as a consequence, neither did Camille. When Camille was nine she glued multicolored sparkles to the veneer (Judith
         spent an entire Sunday cleaning them off ), and then this past year, nearing age sixteen, she began angling for a canopied
         cherrywood bed, which, without Judith’s advance knowledge, arrived one day along with a companion dresser and nightstand.
      

      
      “Where did all this come from?” Judith said. She’d been led to the room by Camille, with Malcolm following behind.

      
      “Thomas Moser!” Camille sang out.

      
      The bed was so tall it came with matching cherry step stools for either side.

      
      Judith turned to Malcolm. He was still an imposingly handsome man, though she’d begun to notice that his clothes and grooming
         were carrying more of the load. His thinning hair and flyaway eyebrows were trimmed weekly, and expensive clothes weren’t
         wasted on him — even now, at the end of a summer’s day, his gray trousers and white shirt were perfectly creased.
      

      
      “A birthday present,” he said. “I let her choose. I said, ‘The bed or a hollow artificial celebration?’ She chose the bedroom
         suite. That’s why the occasion of her birthday will slip by without the usual extravaganza.” He eyed Camille. “Ain’t that
         so, Miss Pie?”
      

      
      As with most bright children, in Judith’s opinion, Camille’s was a calculating nature. By pretending to be so overwhelmed
         by the furniture, she managed to avoid the question of the forgone party. To Judith, who was on to her daughter, this indicated
         that in Camille’s mind it was not quite forgone. The girl — thin, long-limbed, often mistaken for an athlete, which she was
         not — climbed onto the bed and lay there smiling up at the beribboned canopy. She said that the bed was very deluxe, her father’s word, spoken with her father’s ironical inflection.
      

      
      Judith said, “Precious is the word I’d use.”
      

      
      Camille’s expression, already bright, brightened to something like glee, and Judith realized too late that her sour response was exactly what Camille had hoped for.
      

      
      Judith — she knew she shouldn’t — said, “Pity the poor Joe who marries you, Camillikins.”

      
      Camille held her smile even though she hated the term Camillikins. Malcolm slipped Judith a look. He’d brought up this kind of talk when he and Judith had made their single foray into family
         counseling. Malcolm and the counselor agreed that remarks of this type could weaken Camille’s self-esteem. Judith said that
         was fine by her. Camille had oodles of self-esteem. What was in short supply were the odd little commodities like empathy,
         charity, and humility. Malcolm and the counselor had fallen momentarily quiet, then begun to talk as if she weren’t there.
         Judith hadn’t gone back.
      

      
      Camille hugged a pillow to her chest. “This bed is titanic. What if for my birthday I just had two or three friends for a sleepover? We could all sleep sideways on the bed, like we
         did at Lauren Hartman’s.”
      

      
      Malcolm smiled. “Lauren Hartman! Lauren Hartman! Must we always play catch-up with Lauren Hartman?”

      
      “Yes!” Camille said, and dropped ten years from her voice. “Catch-up and mustard, too!”

      
      This was a game they played, an exclusive little tea party of father-daughter silliness (and of denial, too — Camille had
         been wearing bras for four years now, and a few months back Judith had discovered several lacy, vividly colored thongs tucked
         into a deep corner of the bottom drawer of the chiffonier), and Camille and Malcolm laughed easily, lost in each other’s needs,
         hers to acquire, his to provide. It was no surprise when he said, “Okay, then, Miss Pie, but the maximum guest list is two.”
      

      
      Camille’s smile dried up. She seemed capable of crying. “What about Torry?”

      
      The barest moment passed before Malcolm complied. “Okay, three. But that’s it — three, tops.”

      
      Camille plopped back into the fluff of her duvet, thinking.
      

      
      Judith asked something she’d been wondering since entering the room. “So what did you do with the bird’s-eye maple?”

      
      Malcolm nodded toward the window.

      
      Judith pulled back the French lace curtains. Down at the edge of the bricked pool deck, her father’s old furniture stood clustered
         in the glaring sun, the bed’s rails, headboard, and footboard sandwiched between the backsides of the commode and chiffonier.
      

      
      It was not as if something snapped inside Judith. It was more an unfolding, a slow blossoming of resentment. She couldn’t
         have expected more from Camille, Judith understood that, but what about Malcolm? He was a grown-up, wasn’t he? If he needed
         to present this whole deal as a fait accompli, couldn’t he soften the fait a little? The unmatched oak stuff they had in the
         guest room was no better than average, for example — why not put the maple in there and set the oak out to warp and split
         in the freaking sun?
      

      
      Though, when she thought of it, that would’ve annoyed her, too, shunting the maple to the guest room, where every day it would
         be eyed for replacement by Malcolm.
      

      
      Judith took in three short staggered breaths, which, together, deeply filled her lungs. She held the air a moment before slowly
         releasing it, and then she repeated the process. This was the only lesson learned in her Lamaze class that she regarded as
         worthwhile.
      

      
      When finally she spoke, she was surprised at how calm she sounded. “I’m afraid they’ll blister out there,” she said.

      
      “You’re right,” Malcolm said, “they might. I’ll cover them up.” Within the hour — before he set off in his whites to the tennis
         club — he’d neatly wrapped the furniture with old bedsheets and bound them at the base with green gardening twine, tied off
         with a bow knot, a knot that Willy Blunt, long ago, seeing it used by a traveler trying to fasten a tarp, had stepped in to
         replace with something sounder.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Judith’s father had been a quiet man with a great ruddy slablike face. His nose, which Judith as a child had loved to kiss,
         was crooked at the spine and flat at the nostrils — the nose, she would think later, of a brawler, though to her knowledge
         he’d never been in a single fight. He’d been raised by his mother in San Francisco and then, after her death, by his grandparents
         in northwest Nebraska. At Rufus Sage High School, Howard Toomey was reclusive, capable, and stolid, qualities that kept schoolmates
         and even teachers at a respectful distance. He was Howard. No one called him Howie. He read books all the time, even when
         walking. He rarely spoke, but when he did, it was with a deep and resonant voice that attracted the attention of the school’s
         musical director, whose invitations to join the school choral group Howard stiffly dismissed. He didn’t play sports or join
         clubs, and when he won a scholarship to study literature at the University of Chicago, there was almost no one in Rufus Sage,
         other than his grandparents, to whom he was obliged to speak a parting goodbye. While doing graduate work in eighteenth-century
         English literature, he paid his bills by taking assistantships and found he had an aptitude for teaching. In the stillness
         of the classroom he would recite long passages of poetry and prose in a baritone so musical it afforded even listless students
         a glimpse into their own untapped capacities for exaltation. Girls sometimes responded extravagantly; one of them, Judith’s
         mother, married him.
      

      
      When Kathleen Peebles walked into Howard Toomey’s class on “The Age of Johnson,” she was a Delta Gamma girl wearing a long
         pleated plaid dress, white bucks, and a V-neck sweater, with fresh copies of Clarissa and Tom Jones held against her chest. Judith has a black-and-white photograph of her mother six months later, on her wedding day, astride
         a motorcycle behind Judith’s father. He is wearing work boots, dark denim pants, and a plaid flannel shirt over a black turtleneck.
         His flattened nose is seen in profile, but he doesn’t seem to be holding a pose — he’s simply looking forward, in the direction
         the motorcycle will go, and he seems anxious to be done with the silliness. Judith’s mother, however, seems to want to hold
         on to the moment. She stares into the camera from behind dark glasses. She’s wearing a tight light-colored sweater and black
         capris. Her chin tips up; her head is wrapped in a scarf that in the photograph appears merely dark but which Judith, because
         she now owns it, knows to be wine red. Her mother looks so unlike her mother that Judith has always simply taken her identification
         as a matter of faith. “That’s you trying to look like Audrey Hepburn,” she said one night to her mother when, as adults, they
         came upon this picture while going through her father’s boxes of old photographs. Her mother, drinking Pimm’s Cups, said,
         “Unless it’s Audrey Hepburn trying to look like me.”
      

      
      Premaritally the relationship between Judith’s parents had been ardent and turbulent, but the ensuing marriage turned gradually
         sullen. Judith’s father never spoke of its disintegration — it wasn’t his nature — but Judith’s mother, by then already collecting
         grim metaphors for marriage in general, offered various pronouncements specific to her own failed attempt.
      

      
      “Your father seemed happiest living in rooms the rest of us weren’t permitted to enter,” she said.

      
      And: “Your father was a strict monogamist, until the second drink.”

      
      She also said, with an unhappy smile, “Few marriages are presented with an actual crossroads.”
      

      
      She referred to a two-way stop in Dade County, Florida, where Judith and her parents were vacationing one summer with another
         couple. Dale Irwin was a comp. lit. man in Howard Toomey’s department at Middlebury College in Vermont; his wife, Vanessa,
         was a nurse. The Irwins, like the Toomeys, had a single child, a girl less than a year older than Judith, who was then thirteen.
         This was the families’ second shared vacation, and to this point it had been as pleasant as the first. Among the group there
         was an easy compatibility that, for the adults anyhow, took a mildly frisky turn after 5 P.M., when Dale Irwin began blending rum, ice, and fruit nectars in the stainless steel blender he’d packed for just this purpose.
         When he presented his concoctions in tall beading glasses, he used a rough approximation of John Wayne’s voice to say, “Try
         this libation on for size.” He made separate rum-free drinks for the girls, whom he addressed, again John Wayne–style, as
         little ladies.
      

      
      Toward the end of the week, the couples left the girls home with pizza and the motel television so they could have an adults’
         night out. The evening ran late. After dinner at an oceanside restaurant, they took the tip of a busboy and went to a remote
         roadhouse named Lefevre’s. The two couples danced and drank and stayed longer than they intended. As the evening wore on,
         allegiances among the couples blurred. A little before 2 A.M., Howard Toomey was driving them all home along the dark two-lane highway. His wife was on the front seat, leaning against
         her door, staring at him. The Irwins sat in silence at opposite sides of the back seat. An unlighted crossroads presented
         itself. Howard Toomey swung the car abruptly left. In the sweep of their headlights he saw a car bearing down on them with
         its headlights dark. He tried to break off the turn, but the tires struck something and wrenched the steering wheel from his
         hands. The car lurched across the narrow shoulder and down an embankment before a glancing collision with a banyan tree. Some seconds passed. From the back seat, Vanessa Irwin said, “Are we all right?”
         Judith’s mother wanted to say yes, because this was what she wanted to believe, but she couldn’t make a voice. She was also
         surprised that her eyes were closed. It seemed now that she couldn’t open them, no matter what she did, and when finally she
         managed to part them slightly, she saw her husband with his head slammed into the steering wheel, looking as dead as could
         be. Blood slid from his forehead and covered his face. Judith’s mother, pushing herself away from him, spilled out of the
         car and dislocated her shoulder on the hard ground.
      

      
      This, it turned out, would be the most serious injury incurred in the accident. Howard Toomey was not dead, or even seriously
         hurt. Vanessa Irwin expertly stanched the blood while Dale Irwin and Judith’s mother stood a distance apart, watching. Judith’s
         father, dazed but not incoherent, said, “What happened to the other car?” and after the other three exchanged blank looks,
         Vanessa Irwin said, “What other car?” The vertical gash running down the left side of Howard Toomey’s forehead was bloody
         but shallow. At the local emergency room, it was stitched and bandaged. It would knit, the doctor told him, but scarring was
         inevitable.
      

      
      When Judith’s parents returned to the motel, her father’s forehead was bandaged and her mother’s left shoulder, manipulated
         back into place after an injection of Novocain, was supported by a sling. The Irwins were tense but unhurt, which created
         for Judith the sense that there had been a fight, which her parents had lost. This impression was reinforced when the Irwins,
         tight-lipped, hurried their daughter off to their own room, where they packed and departed for Vermont, the early-morning
         hour notwithstanding.
      

      
      “What happened?” Judith said.

      
      Her mother told her to ask her father.

      
      “We had a minor accident,” her father said, and that’s all he would say.

      
      They returned home, but for Judith’s parents, it was as if the accident had caused in their marriage a decisive shift in its
         weights and ballast — it lost its precarious equilibrium. Her father didn’t even look the same. The scar ran vertically from
         his hairline toward his left eye and caused a bald divide in his left eyebrow.
      

      
      One morning after he walked out the door for work, Judith’s mother rinsed out her coffee cup, set it into the drainer, and
         said, “Glenda says she can’t look at his face anymore. She says it’s like a slashed painting.” Glenda lived three doors down
         and was her mother’s afternoon coffee friend.
      

      
      Judith didn’t know what she thought about the scar, except that she’d begun hardly to see it.

      
      Judith’s mother said, “I think Glenda’s wrong, though. She thinks it defaced the picture. I think it just completed it. He
         was always scarred — now it just shows.”
      

      
      “I don’t get it,” Judith said.

      
      Her mother looked out the kitchen window. “No, I suppose not.” Then, after a moment: “You know what marriage is like?”

      
      Judith said nothing — these questions had become as stifling to her as knock-knock jokes — but her mother went on anyway.
         “It’s like picking the place you’re going to live for the next fifty years by using a wall map, a blindfold, and what you
         really, truly, deeply believe is your lucky dart.”
      

      
      Sullenly Judith said, “I don’t believe I have a lucky dart,” and her mother cast an unhappy smile her way and said, “You will,
         though.”
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      Judith’s parents had separated the summer she was fourteen, more or less beginning with the June afternoon her father came
         into the living room, sat down in the overstuffed floral armchair that was his favorite, and said he’d been offered a position
         at a state teachers’ college in Rufus Sage, Nebraska.
      

      
      “Nebraska?” her mother had said.
      

      
      Judith was in the room at the time. Her father had smiled. “It sneaks up on you,” he said, and her mother said, “So do most
         kinds of cancer.”
      

      
      “You’ll like it,” he said. He let his eyes fall on Judith. “We’ll all like it.”

      
      Judith’s mother gazed out the window with what Judith thought of as her Elsewhere Look. Her mother often sang to herself while
         washing or drying dishes. When she stopped singing to stare out the window was when the Elsewhere Look would appear.
      

      
      “Kathleen?”

      
      When Judith’s mother turned and spoke, her voice had a chill in it. “I thought you were just using this interview as a way
         to revisit the cheerless site of your cheerless youth.”
      

      
      “I thought so, too,” her father said.

      
      When he didn’t elaborate, Judith’s mother said, “Does this have anything to do with the house?”

      
      The house was one that his grandparents had owned and, upon their death, left to him. It stood on a good-sized residential
         lot in town. Judith’s mother had never seen the house, but when he inherited it she’d shuffled through a few photographs of
         the property and seen a tallish blockish house painted bright yellow and trimmed in a Kelly green that made her laugh. “Good
         taste takes a holiday,” she’d said good-naturedly. “How soon can you sell?”
      

      
      He hadn’t sold, though. He’d kept and rented it, and now, on this June afternoon, sitting forward in his floral armchair,
         he said, “The renters moved out last month, so yes, that adds an element of convenience, but no, that’s not why we’d be going.”
      

      
      Judith’s mother gave him another severe look and left the room, but a few seconds later she abruptly returned and said, “If
         you take that job, Howard, Judith and I are not going with you.”
      

      
      Before her mother’s sentence was complete, her father’s gaze had begun turning toward Judith. Their eyes met for an instant,
         then his slid beyond her and he did something characteristic. He brought his fingertips together in front of his face, rested
         his chin on the joined thumbs, and set his joined fingers gently against his lips. It was his habitual attitude of contemplation,
         and though to a younger Judith it had suggested silent prayer, she now thought of it as the cage where he kept his thoughts
         locked.
      

      
      And so he had gone to Nebraska, but Judith heard, or overheard, no talk of divorce, and there was no separation of goods (her
         father packed only a few cardboard boxes of clothes and books in the trunk of the Bonneville before leaving). These observations
         allowed Judith to view the change as temporary. Still, it was during these months that she began to plan her own life, how
         it might be constructed, of what kind of job, of what kind of house, and of what kind of husband, if any at all.
      

      
      In her father’s absence, Judith’s daily routine evolved in unsettling ways. Meals were more haphazard; the house was a mess;
         bills lay unopened on bookcases and bathroom cabinets. For fourteen-year-old Judith, that her mother seemed happier didn’t
         count for much. The telephone was intermittently out of service, and if Judith and her friends came to the house after school
         and found that Central Vermont Public Service had cut off the electricity, the only thing more mortifying to Judith than the
         unpaid bill was her mother’s cheerful adaptation to it: as she lighted candles and fixed them in melted wax on pottery saucers,
         she would be chattering on about how, except for washing machines and possibly stereos, we’d all be better off without electricity
         anyway. Her mother was enthusiastically shedding her former life. She took a part-time job waitressing at the Satellite Coffee
         Shop and enrolled in an evening drama class, and when Judith and her friends exchanged their skirt-blouse-and-sweater combinations
         for miniskirts and tights, or T-shirts and thrift-shop Levi’s, her mother began borrowing Judith’s clothes. She let her hair
         grow long and straight as a folksinger’s, and that spring, as the Vermont winter finally gave way, she stopped wearing hose and
         bras.
      

      
      Judith had seen boys ogle her mother, and even wait to get one of her tables at the Satellite and leave twenty percent tips,
         and girls with whom Judith wanted to be friends — girls whose elevated status allowed them to look sportively upon girls like
         Judith and their mothers — were happy to report what boys might say about her. Judith laughed and pretended amusement, but
         she fooled no one. The stories kept coming, and her resentment swelled.
      

      
      One day Judith approached a boy named Mack Stanton in the school cafeteria. Her body felt at once burnt and brittle. Mack
         Stanton was sitting among friends when Judith walked up and said, “So, where would your hands have to be at the time?”
      

      
      Mack Stanton was known as a cool customer. He gave her a quizzical look and said, “Hold on, now. Where would what have to
         be when?”
      

      
      Judith said, “You told Marjorie Williams you could get a hard-on just thinking about my mother, and when I heard that, I wondered
         where exactly your hands would have to be at the time.”
      

      
      The other boys at the table were suddenly one in their expectant grins. They looked at Mack Stanton, who tore a ragged section
         from his sandwich and popped it into his mouth. “Look,” he said mildly, “this is the kind of thing that ought to be discussed
         in private, don’t you think? Besides, it was, you know, kind of a compliment. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
      

      
      Judith was unmoved. When Marjorie Williams had told her the tale in the C Wing bathroom, two girls she didn’t know had stopped
         their own conversation and turned to listen, which just about doubled the humiliation factor. “Behind your back?” she said
         now to Mack Stanton. “Could you get a hard-on thinking of my mother with your hands behind your back? How about folded on top of your head? How about with a thumb in each ear, wagging your fingers like a jackass?”
      

      
      Laughter worked the table, with Mack Stanton, red-faced, trying to join in.

      
      “Because if you can get a hard-on thinking of my mom with a thumb in each ear, that would be a prime example of something
         definitely worth demonstrating.”
      

      
      When Mack Stanton didn’t speak, she was satisfied. As she left, the laughter at the table turned raucous. She heard someone
         whoop, “Where would your hands be at the time?” and she understood that without question this would not be the last time these
         words would be flung her way. They would float with her through the school corridors and probably beyond.
      

      
      As she walked, her skin felt like pudding. It was the sweat, she guessed. When she glanced down at her white top, she saw
         that the wetness under her arms had radiated halfway down her rib cage and was tinted a brackish yellow. Oh, she thought.
         Oh, how she hated Marjorie Williams and Mack Stanton and his sniggering friends and what they’d turned her into.
      

      
      It took over an hour to walk home. Her mother sat on the front stoop wearing cut-off Levi’s and a man’s white sleeveless undershirt,
         painting minute blue flowers on her toenails. She sat in dappled sunlight that sifted through the just-leafing elm tree. She
         seemed happy. She looked pretty. She didn’t remark on Judith’s early homecoming. “Hi, princess,” she said, and Judith, with
         just a flick of her eyes, said, “Couldn’t you at least wear a bra when you’re outside where anybody can see you?”
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      To prepare for the jibes and simpering grins she knew she’d be receiving at school, Judith stood before her bureau mirror
         and practiced a drop-dead look while saying things like “Are you a half-wit or just easily amused?” and “If I was the weatherman
         I’d call you a pocket of fog,” phrases she imagined Don Rickles might use, but her heart wasn’t really in it. She sensed something she would later be able to put into words: that her adolescence
         wasn’t meant to play out in the spotlight; it was meant to be quiescent, transitional, pupal. She didn’t want unpaid electric
         bills and she didn’t want boys ogling her mother and she didn’t want friends telling her that her mother had given them cigarettes
         and free fries at the Satellite and she didn’t want boys using her presence as an excuse to ask someone nearby where their
         hands would have to be at the time. She didn’t want attention of any kind. She wanted to lose herself in the book she was
         reading, or in the movie she was watching, or in the plans she was laying for the life she would one day lead.
      

      
      What Judith decided was that her mother needed to start acting like her mother again, and this would occur only if her father
         came back and started acting like her father again. To this end, Judith arranged to spend the summer with her father in order
         to bring him back to Vermont — not that she said so.
      

      
      “Is there some point to this visit?” asked her mother, who knew that with Judith, there was a point to everything.

      
      “I just want to see him, that’s all.”

      
      Her mother studied her a moment, but she was late for her shift at the Satellite. She began looking for her keys, which Judith
         found under a catalogue for summer recreation classes. At the door, her mother looked back. “You can visit if you want, but
         Judy, sweetie, don’t do any plotting on my account.”
      

      
      “I’m not,” Judith said in a peevish tone. She felt her skin flushing. “I just want to see him. Is that so terrible?”

      
      Her mother smiled and said that nobody said it was.
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      The father Judith found in Nebraska was not quite the father she’d had in Vermont. He’d gotten slightly bulkier, for one thing,
         and he’d become a surprisingly good cook. He loved baking bread, especially challah, the braiding of which Judith herself quickly learned to enjoy. He’d taken up photography — black-and-whites of abandoned farmhouses and outbuildings were
         attached with clothespins to a line hung in the basement, where he’d built his makeshift darkroom — and he’d planted a tidy
         garden in the backyard. “You garden?” Judith said when he led her out to it, and he smiled and said, “Yes, well. It surprises
         me, too.”
      

      
      She regarded the house itself. It was her first good look at it — she’d arrived after dark the night before. “I thought it
         was bright yellow with green trim.” The yellow now was pale and the trim was white. The shutters were painted a mossy green
         she found pretty. The work looked fresh.
      

      
      “I only finished yesterday,” he said, and brought the back of his hand close to his nose. “I still smell like turpentine.”
         Then, looking again at the house: “Do you like it?”
      

      
      Judith did, and said so. She also made a mental note to send a picture of it to her mother in Vermont. Her mother would like
         the house better now that it wasn’t those garish colors. Maybe she would want to move here, if Judith’s father couldn’t move
         back home. One element was common to both houses. Here, as in Vermont, her father liked to read in an overstuffed armchair
         covered with red floral fabric. Judith thought he might have bought it because it reminded him of his chair back home, but
         no, he said this chair had belonged to his grandparents and in fact he’d bought the one in Vermont because it had reminded
         him of this one.
      

      
      Judith and her father fell easily into a routine. In the morning, her father sliced fresh bread for cinnamon or French toast,
         and when she saw him pouring cream from a little tin pitcher into his mug of percolated coffee, she wanted that, too, though
         she preferred such a large proportion of cream that it turned the coffee cool and caramel-colored. Her father also consumed
         a small dish of prunes every morning for regularity, which he prized. (Judith said she’d take constipation over prunes any
         day of the week.) Before the morning turned hot, they went out to the garden to pull weeds and hand-pick snails and harvest tomatoes
         and butter lettuce as well as beets, which her father had learned to pickle. They cleaned house together and marketed together
         and for lunch ate bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwiches on toasted bread. Afterward they napped and read for an hour or so.
         Midafternoon, they walked to the pool in War Memorial Park, where Judith swam laps and sunned and covertly watched older boys
         while her father sat in the shade and read, sipping iced coffee, hunching close to his text, making marginal comments in a
         tight, tiny hand. College girls would come to his table, often in wet swimsuits, and Judith would wonder what her father might
         be saying that could make girls who at the other end of the pool seemed to jingle with laughter turn so still.
      

      
      Before Judith had arrived, her father had sought out information about various activities she might be interested in — youth
         programs in dance and gymnastics; a drama camp at Fort Robinson; a three-day teen archeology dig at Toadstool Park — but Judith
         wasn’t interested in mingling, and in fact soon came to rely on her father’s regimen. Monday nights they went to Brun’s Coin
         Laundry (though she didn’t like the commingling of their clothes and having to fold her underthings in public), and because
         Judith loved movies, they went to the Eagle Theater every Wednesday and Sunday night, when the movies changed, unless it was
         something Judith guessed would make her queasy watching with her father (she ruled out Carnal Knowledge, for example). Tuesday nights her father taught a summer course on Jane Austen, during which time Judith read or walked or,
         most often, watched reruns of I Dream of Jeannie, Bewitched, or Truth or Consequences on Channel 11 from Denver. Normally she didn’t answer the telephone, but once or twice, when she did, a girl’s voice would
         register surprise and say, “Oh, I was trying to get Professor Toomey.” Occasionally her father would answer the ringing phone
         and listen a few moments before saying courteously, “Let me give you my office hours. We can discuss it then.” Other evenings he made a single large gin and tonic (usually with
         complaint about the hard-skinned limes available locally), brought it to the living room, and sat in his look-alike chair,
         where he read Pride and Prejudice to her in his low rich baritone. One night, after he finished a chapter and marked his place, Judith said, “Will I ever be
         like Elizabeth Bennet?” and her father released a puff of air through his lips, his version of a laugh. “Once, when you were
         ten or eleven, you asked your mother if you would ever be a bathing beauty.” He let his eyes settle calmly on Judith. “This
         is a much better question.”
      

      
      She was stretched out barefooted on a sofa upholstered with worn green velvet. Dusk had come on during the reading, and the
         room was dim and cool. She said, “Did you used to read to Mom?”
      

      
      He had, he said, before they were married, and afterward, for a while. “But then … things intervened.” He smiled. “Parenting,
         for example.”
      

      
      “I like it when you read,” she said, because she did, but then, with the same innate calculation she would later notice in
         her own daughter, she said, “You know, if we bought a washing machine, we could read Monday nights, too.”
      

      
      Her father smiled and sipped his gin and said maybe he would start watching the classifieds.
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      Judith slept in the large concrete basement of the house, where several rooms, including her father’s darkroom, had been improvised
         through construction of partitioning walls. When Judith arrived, the room allotted her was bare except for a worn Persian
         carpet on the floor and a cot and some old wooden crates, recently cleaned. A promotional calendar from Eitemiller Oil Company
         featuring a hunter and his dog before a local butte hung on one wall above a two-tiered glassed bookcase, its upper shelf half filled with a dozen or so old copies of books acquired secondhand for her by her father — Pride and Prejudice, for example, Anna Karenina, Tess of the D’Urbervilles. After breakfast on Judith’s third or fourth day in the house, her father led her to a lean-to shed built onto the rear of
         the garage. He cleared cobwebs with a broom handle and shined a light inside so that Judith could get her first glimpse of
         the bird’s-eye maple bedroom furniture. Plastic sheeting meant to protect the chest of drawers had yellowed and somehow become
         an encrusted part of the veneer. Elsewhere the layering dust on the furniture’s flat surfaces had darkened to grime and was
         dotted with rodent droppings.
      

      
      Her father said, “Needs some help, doesn’t it?”

      
      Judith said, “What it needs is some blind men to haul it away.” She leaned in and was met by the thick fusty smell of dead
         rodents. “Blind men who are also hard of smelling.”
      

      
      It took them most of two weeks to restore the furniture — filling the scars and tiny holes, sanding, finishing, sanding, finishing,
         sanding again. They drank lemonade. Sometimes they would talk, but often they were quiet. Judith broke one of these silences
         by saying, “You lived in this house when you were in high school?”
      

      
      “Yes.” Her father looked up at the house. “It hasn’t changed that much. The color now is close to what it was then.” His gaze
         shifted toward his garden. “The garden’s right where my grandmother’s used to be.”
      

      
      “Did you like it here?” she said, because she knew he had not.

      
      Her father took a sip of lemonade. “As much as I could’ve liked anywhere I’d been at the time.”

      
      “I thought you hated it.”

      
      He seemed amused by this assertion. “Did I tell you that?” he said, and Judith knew he knew he had not. It had come from her
         mother, as almost all the authoritative assertions did.
      

      
      “A student of mine said it was a sincere house, and that seemed the right word.” He pointed out the foundation and back porch made of red sandstone blocks cut by stonemasons in Hot Springs,
         South Dakota. “You don’t get work like that anymore,” he said. “The rock’s still there, but the stonemasons are gone.”
      

      
      Judith, on the verge of sulking, said nothing. What bothered her was the almost certain fact that the student who’d commented
         on the house was a girl. No boy would call a house sincere.

      
      Judith and her father worked on quietly for a quarter-hour, and he said, “Did you know that this furniture has a history?”

      
      Judith’s sourness hadn’t lifted; she gave a bored shrug.

      
      The story, which Judith initially pretended to ignore, was this.

      
      In 1879, the furniture before them had been crated by A. A. Copeland & Sons of Philadelphia and shipped to Rufus Sage by rail.
         Harry Toomey, Judith’s great-great-grandfather and the town surveyor, had hauled the packing crates from the station to a
         farm owned by a friend, where the furniture was stowed in a barn. The furniture was identical to the set his young wife had
         seen while visiting a family friend in Des Moines. She’d gone so far as to write to the company, whose response she had handed
         with trepidation to her husband. He had looked at it long enough to memorize what it said, then folded it and dropped it into
         the fire. He was sorry, he said, but buying furnishings they couldn’t afford wouldn’t give their marriage a good beginning.
         Harry Toomey was an absentminded man. He forgot birth dates, he forgot names, and he was not above playing this forgetfulness
         to his own advantage. When the day came that marked the first anniversary of his marriage to Christianna Gardner, he let most
         of the day pass without notice. Early evening, Christianna carried the Rufus Sage Record and a covered dish to her great-uncle, a widower who lived three doors down the street, something she did every night of
         the week. While there, she visited perfunctorily, straightened the house, and washed the day’s dishes. This generally took thirty to forty minutes. During this time Harry Toomey and two friends set to work. They took away the Toomeys’
         crude bedroom furniture and replaced it with the fine bird’s-eye maple. By the time Christianna returned from her great-uncle’s,
         the bed was made, all of their clothes were neatly folded into the drawers of the chiffonier, and Harry Toomey sat by the
         fire reading, just as he had been when she’d left forty minutes before. Christianna went into the bedroom to put down her
         purse, as he knew she would. He didn’t speak or follow her into the bedroom. She was in the bedroom perhaps five minutes.
         When she came back out, her face was pink and discomposed, as if she’d been crying. She said one sentence: “I knew you wouldn’t
         forget.”
      

      
      When he was done, Judith’s father waited a second or two and said, “Do you like that story?”

      
      “I guess,” Judith said.

      
      Her father made the smallest nod. “I do, too.”

      
      “That man Harry Toomey who bought the furniture for his wife,” Judith said. “Did they stay happy and married?”

      
      Her father shrugged. “I hope so. They stayed married, I know that.”

      
      A breeze stirred. A truck could be heard downshifting on Highway 20, a few blocks north. Judith said, “You haven’t once asked
         how things are at home.”
      

      
      Her father smiled but didn’t look up from his work. “How are things at home?”

      
      Judith didn’t like being made sport of, and it gave her response a sullen edge. “It’s like she wants to be my age.”

      
      In a mild voice her father said, “Whereas Judith wants to be hers.”

      
      Judith didn’t think this was fair at all. “She borrows my clothes,” she said. “She asks my friends to call her Katie. She
         offers them cigarettes. She buys Grand Funk Railroad albums.”
      

      
      Something just short of a chuckle escaped from her father, which incensed Judith. “She doesn’t wear bras. A boy at school told someone he gets a hard-on just looking at her.”
      

      
      “Ah,” her father said, and if he was shocked, as Judith had intended, he didn’t reveal it. He was quiet for a while, and then
         he said, “People separated from their spouses … they’re almost like stroke victims. They have to learn everything over again.”
         He refolded his sandpaper and stared at the wood he was working on. “I can tell you from personal experience that the way
         we get around at the beginning isn’t always pretty.”
      

      
      What was he talking about? What was he saying? “But this is just temporary, isn’t it? You being here and us being there? Either
         you’re going to come back home or Mom and I’ll come out here, isn’t that right?”
      

      
      She was glad he had the sandpaper in one hand so he couldn’t put his fingertips together and make the cage he kept his thoughts
         in, or at least she thought she was glad, but then she wasn’t, because when he couldn’t look into his thoughts, he looked
         instead at Judith, and she saw in his eyes more uncertainty than she had ever seen there before.
      

      
      “Maybe,” he said. “I don’t know.”

      
      “You don’t know? If you don’t know, who does?”

      
      His eyes slid away from hers and he began again to sand. Judith stalked into the house. A half-hour later she peeked out.
         Her father was still seated in the same place, in the same attitude, evenly sanding the bird’s-eye maple.
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      Once they’d refinished the bedroom set, carried it to the basement room, and purchased a mattress from Midwest Furniture,
         Judith and her father began scouring farm auctions for the kind of quilt Judith wanted as a bedspread, and one Saturday morning,
         on a farm southwest of town, they found it, a like-new quilt intricately composed of blues, yellows, and greens in thirties
         prints. Judith had read enough about quilts to know their patterns had names, and when she asked the auction’s cashier about the quilt’s history, she was directed to the widow who
         was selling the house and farm in preparation for a move to the retirement home in Rufus Sage. She was sitting by herself
         at the fringe of the crowd, eating pie from a paper plate.
      

      
      “It’s called Young Man’s Fancy,” the woman told Judith. “I made it for my husband the winter before we were married.” She
         lifted a corner of the quilt and brought it within an inch of her eye for a last inspection. “It’s a nice tight stitch,” she
         said in a whispery voice, “better than six to an inch.” Judith felt a sudden sense of intrusion, and her father seemed to
         feel it, too, because he said, “We’d like for you to keep it,” but the woman quickly dropped the quilt from her hands and
         raised her eyes. She squinted, as if from an unexpected introduction of light. “It turned out my husband didn’t care for the
         quilt — he thought it was too prissy. My husband …” She smiled, shook her head, and stared off, as if trying to compose the
         sentence that might set before them the exact nature of her fifty-three-year marriage. “He was a good provider,” she said,
         then paused again and finally gave up. She said, “I’m glad you’ll have it, missy.”
      

      
      When Judith spread the quilt over the bird’s-eye maple bed, it was so beautiful that as she stepped back to look at it composed
         with the blond furniture and the deep reds and blues of the Persian rug, she began secretly to hope that this was what her
         own honeymoon cottage might someday look like — a notion she revisited throughout the summer, even though she knew the idea
         was embarrassingly conventional.
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