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E B  V a n d i v e r

L i m n

I h e y  w e a r  t h e  s a m e  s i ze— t h i s  h a d  c o m e  u p  in t h e  i n t e r v i e w ,  w h e n  

C a r l y  was  s h i v e r i n g  in t h e  a i r  c o n d i t i o n i n g  a n d  Al exi s ,  w i t h o u t  

a w o r d ,  p i c k e d  u p  a c a r d i g a n  f r o m  a c h a i r  a n d  p u t  it a r o u n d  h e r  

s h o u l d e r s .  L i ke  a m o t h e r .  C a r l y  k n e w  t h e n  s h e  h a d  t h e  j ob .  T w o  

w e e k s  l a t e r  C a r l y  wa s  s h e p h e r d i n g  T a t u m  a n d  J a c k  in t h e  R a n g e  

R o v e r  t o  t h e i r  E p i s c o p a l  d a y  s c h o o l  in M a n h a t t a n  a n d  p l a n n i n g  

t h e  f a m i l y  v a c a t i o n  t o  V i r g i n  G o r d a .  B r a d ,  t h e  h u s b a n d ,  wa s  r e 

l i eved;  h e  sa i d  s h e  h a d  s aved  t h e i r  l ives.

vShe w a s n ’t in t h e  h o u s e  l o n g  b e f o r e  s h e  u n d e r s t o o d  a b o u t  

t h e  w e e k l y  s e s s i o n s  w i t h  t h e  m a r r i a g e  c o u n s e l o r :  e v e r y  W e d n e s 

d a y  Br a d  h o m e  e a r l y  f r o m  hi s  l aw f i r m  in t h e  c i t y  so h e  a n d  

Al exi s  c o u l d  d r i v e  o f f  t o g e t h e r  at  3 : 0 0  a n d  r e t u r n  a t  4 : 3 0 ,  Al ex i s  

red  f aced  a n d  p u f f y  in t h e  eyes ,  B r a d  g o i n g  o f f  t o  p o u r  a S c o t c h ,  

s l a m m i n g  t h e  s t u d y  d o o r s .  D i v o r c e  w r i t t e n  all over .

C a r l y  w a n t e d  t h e  k i ds  t o  c o m e  t h r o u g h  it i n t a c t .  S h e  t r i e d  

t o  m o t i v a t e .  S h e  c a l l e d  h e r  m o m .  Y o u ’ve g o t  t o  b o n d ,  h e r  m o m  

sa i d .  W h a t  d o  y o u  m e a n ,  C a r l y  a s k e d .  H e r  m o m  s a i d ,  D o  t h i n g s  

t o g e t h e r .  You u s e d  t o  b a b y s i t  y o u r  n e p h e w .  You k n o w  a b o u t  t h i s .

H e  wa s  six m o n t h s  o l d ,  C a r l y  sa i d .  H e  s l e p t  a n d  h e  p o o p e d .  I h e l d  

h i m  s o m e t i m e s .

S h e  was  h a l f w a y  t h r o u g h  t h e  m a k e - y o u r - o w n - s o c k - p u p p e t  h o w 

t o  f r o m  Al e x i s ’ Child m a g a z i n e  w h e n  s h e  n o t i c e d  T a t u m  a n d  J a c k  

w'ere n o  l o n g e r  at  t h e  k i t c h e n  t a b l e .  I h e y  w e r e  h u d d l i n g  in t h e  

c o r n e r .  “ W h a t ’s w r o n g  w i t h  y o u  guy s ? '  “ You re s c a r i n g  u s . ’ T h i s  

w a s  f r o m  l a t u m ,  w h o  h a d  o n c e  t r i e d  t o  m i c r o w a v e  h e r  h a m s t e r .  

“ C a n  w e  w a t c h  T V ? ” “G e t  o v e r  h e r e , ’’ C a r l y  sa i d .  “A n d  let ' s  d o  

c r a f t s .  I h e n  Al exi s  e m e r g e d  f r o m  h e r  a r t i s t ' s  s t u d i o ,  a b r i g h t  

w h i t e  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  h a d  o n c e  b e e n  a c a r r i a g e  h o u s e ,  a n d  s t r o d e  

a c r o s s  t h e  l a w n  t o w a r d  t h e m  in h e r  c a n v a s  s m o c k .  C a r l y  s c r a p p e d  

t h e  w h o l e  i d ea  a n d  t h r u s t  a b a g  o f  c h o c o l a t e  c h i p s  i n t o  T a t u m ’s 

w a i t i n g  h a n d s .  “ C h e e r  u p , ” C a r l y  sa i d .



Brad c ome s  h o m e  later  a n d  later  each n i gh t .  Alexis f o r ms  a b o o k  
c lub.  At  me e t i ngs  she serves l inger  s a n d wi c h e s  a n d  coffee,  a n d  b e 
cause  t he  ma i d  has w e e k e n d s  off,  Ca r l y  has to c o m e  up  f rom her  
s u b t e r r a n e a n  l iving q u a r t e r s  at  d a wn  to get  s t a r t e d  on  the  p rep  
a n d  s c r ub  o u t  t he  b u r r  gr inder .

“ We  need a ca t e re r , ” Alexis r ema r ks  af t er  six m o n t h s  o f  
this.  Ca r l y  is l a b o r i ng  over  a c h i c ke n  c u r r y  s an d wi c h .  “ Real ly,” 
Alexis says.  “ N o t  t ha t  y o u ’re n o t  b r i l l i a n t . ”

“ I d o n ’t m i n d . ” C a r l y  waves her  ha n d .
“ I just  never  k n o w  h o w m a n y  are go i ng  to t u r n  u p  f rom 

o n e  m o n t h  to t he  next .  I c ou l d  never  poss ib ly  give a ca te re r  a 
head  c o u n t .  Ha l f  o f  t he  m e m b e r s  cancel  at  t he  last  m i n u t e  for 
s o me  r a n d o m  r ea s on . ”

“ W h y  do  you  always  e n d  up  h o s t i n g ? ” Ca r l y  asks.
“ I ’m a pu s h o v e r , ” Alexis says,  a n d  she smi les .
T h e  g r o u p  reads,  a lways,  a m e m o i r  or  se l f -help  on  t he  t o p 

ic o f  m o t h e r h o o d  or  anx i e t y  or  i nv i g o r a t i n g  t he  mar r i age .  In the  
b o o k  j acket  a u t h o r  p h o t o s  are w o m e n  w h o  l ook  l ike t hey  c ou l d  be 
p e r c h e d  t her e  on  t he  o t t o m a n  next  to Alexis best  f r i end ,  S t e p h a 
nie E m m o n s ,  d r o p p i n g  f i f ty- cent  wo r d s  wi t h  t ha t  s a me  k i nd  of 
ea rnes tnes s .  The key t e r m in all o f  t hese  d i scuss ions ,  o n c e  t hey  
t u r n  f rom the  ac tua l  bo o k ,  is ba lance:  h o w to a t t a i n  it, h o w to 
m a i n t a i n  it, h o w to d e f e n d  it. “ Real ly,” S t e p h a n i e  says.  “ We  owe 
it to ourselves .  We  are t he  C E O s  of  t he  h o u s e h o l d .  N o  o n e  q u e s 
t ions  J o s h ’s r ight  to go l f  on  a S a t u r d a y  a f t e r n o o n .  W h y  s ho u l d  
a n y o n e  q u e s t i on  my  t r ip  to t he  c i ty to hi t  B a r n e y ’s?”

Alexis is q u i e t e r  t ha n  t he  rest ,  m o r e  sol i c i t ous .  She  helps  
Ca r l y  b r i ng  o u t  t he  s a n d wi c h e s  a n d  t he  n a p k i n s .  “Aly,” S t e p h a n i e  
says.  “Sit  d o w n .  Relax.  T h i s  is exact ly  t he  p r o b l e m . ”

Af ter  t he  m e e t i n g  S t e p h a n i e  c o r ne r s  Ca r l y  a nd  makes  
smal l  talk.  “ You know,  a n y t i m e  you  w a n t  to h a n g  o u t  wi t h  us in 
t here  y o u ’re we l c o me  to.  N o  o n e  c ons i de r s  you  t he  help.  We re no t
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f e uda l  l ords .  Pe r i od i ca l l y ,  t h e  t o p i c  is a m b i t i o n .  “ You re s m a r t ,  

Car l y .  H o w  m u c h  l o n g e r  arc  y o u  p l a n n i n g  t o  c h a n g e  d i a p e r s  a n d  

r u n  c a r p o o l s ? ’ S t e p h a n i e  p r o d u c e s  a key,  wi e l d s  it l ike a Hag.  

“ II y o u  eve r  n e e d  a p l ace  t o  he  a l o n e ,  we  h ave  a g u e s t h o u s e ;  i t ’s 

h a r d l y  eve r  used.

C a r l y  t r i es  t o  s mi l e .  “ T h a n k s , ’ s he  says.  S h e  h o p e s  she  
s o u n d s  l ike S t e p h a n i e .  Bo r e d .  D i s mi s s i v e .

O f  t h e  r o t a t i n g  f i f t een  w h o  t u r n  u p  for  t h e  m e e t i n g s ,  o n l y  

Alexi s  has  w h a t  c a n  he  c o n s t r u e d  as a p r o f e s s i o n ,  b u t  s he  n ev e r  

t a lks  a b o u t  it. C a r l y  is w i l l i n g  to  b e t  n o t  o n e  of  t h e  o t h e r s ,  n o t  

even  S t e p h a n i e ,  h a v e  b e e n  in t h e  s t u d i o ,  m u c h  less k n o w  a b o u t  

Alexi s  f e l l o ws h i p s  a n d  M. F . A .  Car l y ,  w h o  is in t h e  h a b i t  o f  v i s i t 

i ng  t h e  s t u d i o  w h e n  t h e  f a mi l y  is o u t ,  t o o k  J a c k  o n c e  w h i l e  Alexi s  

a n d  l a t u m  w e r e  at  a p l a y d a t e  for  t h e  a f t e r n o o n .  W h e n  she  s l i p p e d  

t he  key in t h e  d e a d b o l t  a n d  t u r n e d  s h e d  t a k e n  his  s ma l l  h a n d  to 

h e l p  h i m  w i t h  t h e  h i g h  s t e p  up .  H e  h a d  b e e n  l a t e  t o  wa l k ,  n ea r l y  

e i g h t e e n  m o n t h s ,  a n d  even  a f t e r  all t h e  phy s i ca l  t h e r a p y ,  w o r e  

s h o e  i n s e r t s  a n d  c o u l d n ’t m a n a g e  s t a i r s ,  b u t  in Alexi s  s t u d i o  he 

h a d  n e a r l y  r u n  f r o m  m i r r o r  t o  m i r r o r ,  p r e s s i n g  hi s  n o s e  to t h e  

glass,  l e a v i n g  i m p r i n t s  in t h e  s h a p e  o f  a s n o u t .  D o n ' t ,  C a r l y  said 
s ha r p l y ,  s h e ’ll k n o w  y o u ’ve b e e n  he r e .  l i ny  h a n d p r i n t s  s m u d g e d  

t h e  glass.  Mi r r o r s !  he  sa id ,  a n d  t h e n  m o m m y  a n d  p o i n t e d ,  a n d  

C.arly s aw t h e  s h a p e  o f  a w o m a n  s k e t c h e d  o u t  in a c o r n e r  o f  a 

h u g e  s t r e t c h  of  c a n v a s .  I he  w o m a n ' s  face was  b e n t  a wa y  b u t  she  

w o r e  h e r  ha i r  t i ed  l ow w i t h  a scarf ,  l i ke  Alexi s .  O v e r  t h e  nex t  f ew 

we eks ,  w h e n  C a r l y  r e t u r n e d ,  t h e  a b s t r a c t s  g r a d u a l l y  d i s a p p e a r e d ,  

r e p l a c e d  by  s t u d i e s .  S h a p e s — n o t  h u m a n  exact ly ,  b u t  t h e  b e g i n 

n i n g s  of faces ,  a n d  l i m b s — a n d  t h e  c o l o r s  d a r k e n i n g  to  s o m e t h i n g  

m u r k i e r ,  l i ke t h e  c o l o r  of  t h e  p o n d  n e a r  t h e  e d g e  of  t h e  p r o p e r t y  

w h e n  t h e  w a t e r  was  f i l l ed w i t h  leaves .  It was  c o l o r  t h a t  was  t h e  

b e g i n n i n g  of  decay.  “ This  is w h a t  s h e  d o e s , ’ C a r l y  sa id  t o  Jack.  

“ W h e n  I c o m e  t o  get  y o u  u p  f r o m  y o u r  n a p  a n d  y o u  ask f o r  h e r
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i n s t e a d  a n d  y o u  cry,  I w a n t  y o u  to  r e m e m b e r  n e x t  t i m e ,  i n s t e a d  of 
c r y i n g — a ll Qf  t h e s e  p a i n t i n g s  a n d  h e r  p a i n t i n g  t h e m . ” H e  l o o k e d  

at  h e r  s o l e m n l y .  "All r i gh t?  sh e  sa id ,  a n d  he  sa id  yes.

S a t u r d a y  n i g h t s  in t h e  s u m m e r ,  w h e n  h e r  f r i e n d s  are  h o m e  f r o m  

co l l eg e ,  she  d o e s  t h e  r o u n d  o f  p a r t i e s  a t  t h e  lake ,  a n d  it is j u s t  

l ike  s e n i o r  year.  O n e  n i g h t  sh e  e n d s  u p  o n  t h e  d o c k  w i t h  A e r in  

a n d  C h e l s e a  a n d  a b o y  s h e ’s n e v e r  seen  b e f o r e .  T h e  h o u s e  p u l s a t e s  

w i t h  m u s i c ,  s c r e a m i n g ,  l a u g h t e r .  B e n e a t h  t h e m  t h e  lake  m u r m -  

ers a t  t h e  p i l in g s .  C a r l y  lays d o w n  o n  h e r  b a c k  a n d  p u t s  h e r  fee t  

in t h e  w a te r ,  a n d  A e r i n  says , “ S h i t t y  m u c h ? ” S h e  a n d  C h e l s e a  

l a u g h .  “T h i s  is w h a t  y o u  feel l i k e , ” C a r l y  says,  “a f t e r  w o r k i n g  

e i g h t  h o u r s . ” As s o o n  as sh e  says it sh e  r e g re t s  it.  T h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  

ar e  s i l e n t .  “ I h a d  an  i n t e r n s h i p  t h i s  fa l l , ” C h e l s e a  says . “ F u c k i n g  

g r u e l i n g .  A c c o u n t i n g .  I f  it w a s n ’t m y  u n c l e ’s f i r m  I w o u l d  have  

q u i t  t h e  f i rs t  d a y . ” “You h av e  n o  idea  w h a t  y o u  s o u n d  l i k e , ” A e r in  

says.  “A n d  by  t h e  way,  I ha v e  w o r k e d  e i g h t  h o u r s .  In a row.  I he  

b o y  is l i g h t l y  r u b b i n g  A e r i n ’s s h o u l d e r s ,  w o r k i n g  o u t w a r d  in th e  

s h a p e  o f  w i n g s .  H e r  h e a d  d r o p s  f o r w a r d ,  l o l l i n g  s l ight ly .  “A m a z 

i n g . ”
C h e l s e a  l o o k s  d o w n  a t  C a r ly .  “ W h a t  k i n d  o f  w o r k  a re  y o u  

d o i n g  a n y w a y ? ” sh e  asks .

“ P h o n e  sex ,” C a r l y  says.
P e o p le  are  e m e r g i n g  f r o m  t h e  h o u s e ,  s c a t t e r i n g  o v e r  th e  

l a w n ,  a n d  as t h e  f i rs t  few re ach  t h e  w a t e r ’s e d g e ,  A e r i n  a n d  C h e l 

sea s t a n d ,  s t r i p  d o w n  to  t h e i r  b i k i n i s ,  a n d  d iv e  t o g e t h e r  off  t h e  

e d g e  o f  t h e  d o c k .

“ G o  i n , ” C a r l y  tel l s t h e  hoy.
“ I d o n ’t k n o w  h o w  to  s w i m , ” he  says . H e  lo o k s  at  t h e  b o d 

ies, s i lve ry  as d o l p h i n s  in t h e  m o o n l i g h t ,  p l u n g i n g  a r o u n d  t h e m .  

H e  l o o k s  a t  her .  “ I ’m  R a d a m e s , ” he  says.  “ W h o  ar e  you ? ’

"Are y o u  A e r i n ’s b o y f r i e n d ? ” sh e  says.
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“ S o m e t h i n g  l i ke  t h a t .

“ I ' m  C a r l y ,  s he  says .  “ L e t ’s g o  i n s i d e . ’

I he  h o u s e  is q u i e t  a n d  d i m ,  s t r e w n  w i t h  t r a s h ,  a b a n d o n e d  s h o e s .  

S h e  t a k e s  R a d a m e s ’ h a n d .  In t h e  l i g h t  f r o m  t h e  g r e a t  r o o m  s he  

sees t h a t  h e  has  t h e  face  o f  a B o t t i c e l l i .  B e a u t i f u l ,  pas s i ve ,  b e n i g n .

T h e y  h e a d  d o w n  t h e  h a l l w a y  f r o m  t h e  k i t c h e n .  S h e  o p e n s  

d o o r s  as s h e  goes ,  b u t  all t h e  b e d r o o m s  a r e  o c c u p i e d .  R a d a m e s ’ 

p r e s e n c e  b e h i n d  her ,  d o c i l e  a n d  q u i e t ,  r e m i n d s  h e r  o f  J a c k ,  a n d  

as t h e y  b e g i n  u p  t h e  s t a i r s  t o  t r y  t h e  s e c o n d  f l oor ,  s h e  feel s  h e r  

e n e r g y  Hag.  Say  s o m e t h i n g ,  s h e  w a n t s  t o  say t o  h i m .  N o t h i n g  is 

r i g h t .

T h e y  e n d  u p  in t h e  t r o p h y  r o o m .  T h r e e  wa l l s  o f  a n t l e r s  

a n d  glass  eyes ,  a n d  a p i c t u r e  w i n d o w  s w a t h e d  in t a u p e  ve l ve t  

d r a p e s .  R a d a m e s  k n e e l s  a t  t h e  f i r e p l a c e ,  a r r a n g i n g  k i n d l i n g ,  s t r i k 

i n g  m a t c h e s .

I h e y ’rc all  t h e  s a m e , ” h e  is s a y i n g .  “ T h e s e  o c c a s i o n s .  G e t  

d r u n k ,  j u m p  in t h e  l a k e . ’

“ I t ’s a s o u n d  r i t u a l , ’ C a r l y  says .  “ W h a t ’s w r o n g  w i t h  it? 

“ N o t h i n g ,  h e  says .  “Ar e  y o u  a n g r y  w i t h  m e ? ’

“ N o ,  s h e  says.  “ W h y  w o u l d  I b e  a n g r y ? ’

The f i re b u r s t s  h e a r t i l y  t o  l i fe,  s n a p p i n g  at  t h e  c r o w n  of  

t i n d e r  a n d  n e w s p a p e r  b e f o r e  s e t t l i n g  i n t o  a s t e a d y  b u r n .  As s he  

l e a n s  t o w a r d  it ,  C a r l y  feel s  as i f  s h e  has  b e e n  d i v i d e d  in t w o :  t h e  

h e a t  v i v i d  in h e r  face  a n d  h a n d s ,  t h e  c o l d  l i ke  a wa l l  at  h e r  b a c k .  

“ H o w  c o m e  y o u ’re n o t  in s c h o o l ?  he  says .

“ I d o n ’t k n o w ,  s h e  says.  “ I h a v e  n o  l i fe p l a n .  O b v i o u s l y .  

H e  says ,  “ You a r e  a n g r y  w i t h  m e . ’”

“ W h y  w o u l d  I be  a n g r y  w i t h  y o u ? ’

S h e  g o e s  t o  t h e  w i n d o w ,  t i es  b a c k  t h e  d r a p e s  w i t h  t h e i r  

s i l ky  c o r d s .  B e l o w  t h e  l ake  s t r e t c h e s ,  b r o a d  a n d  b l a c k .  A m i s t i n g  

ra in  is s e t t i n g  in .  P e o p l e  a r e  s c u r r y i n g  in c i r c l es ,  g a t h e r i n g  t h e i r
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c l o t hes ,  t he i r  bee r  bo t t l e s  f r o m  t he  n a r r o w  c r e s c e n t  o f  beach .
I hey shiver ,  s h o u l d e r s  pu l l e d  u p  a r o u n d  t he i r  ears.  T h e  glare  o f  

t he  l i re b e h i n d  C'arly swel ls ,  f i l l i ng t he  l ower  p a ne s  o f  t he  w i n d o w  
w i t h  o r a n g e  l ight .  She  p u t s  he r  p a l m  to t he  glass,  a l m o s t  e x p e c t 
i ng to leel w a r m t h .  D o w n s t a i r s  s o m e o n e  p u t s  on  t he  m u s i c  aga in ,  
t he  r e v e r b e r a t i on  o f  t he  bass l ike a t r e m o r  in t he  f loor .  In the  
w i n d o w s  r e f l ec t i on  she  sees R a d a m e s  f e e d i ng  t he  fire,  s t i r r i n g  it 
wi t h  a k i n d  o f  h o o k ,  a n d  he r  o w n  a r m  i l l u m i n a t e d  f r om wr i s t  to 
s hou l de r ,  t he  rest  of he r  b o d y  d a r k  i ns i de  a we a k  s i l h o u e t t e .  “All 
r i g h t , ” R a d a m e s  says.  “ L e t ’s s t a r t  over,  yes?” B e n e a t h  he r  f inger s  
t he  beach  is e mp t y .  S o m e o n e  o p e n s  t he  d o o r  o f  t he  t r o p h y  r o o m ,  
says oh  t he r e  y o u  are.  R a d a m e s  l aughs ,  a n a r r o w  l i t t l e  l oop  o f  a 
l augh ,  e d g e d  wi t h  i r r i t a t i on .  C o m e  in,  c o m e  in.  She  l ifts he r  h a n d  
f r om t he  glass.

By the  t i m e  she  get s  h o m e  t he  sky is f a d i n g  to grey,  a s t r a t a  o f  
g o l d e n  p i n k  r i s ing f r o m t he  east .  N o  o n e  is up  e xcep t  for  T a t u m ,  
in t he  k i t c h e n  in he r  Supe r g i r l  c o s t u m e ,  w h i s t l i n g  s o m e t h i n g  t ha t  
s o u n d s  l ike Be e t ho v e n ,  t wi s t i n g  t he  legs of  he r  Barbie .

\ o u  re in t r o u b l e , ” l a t u m  says.

C a r l y  o p e n s  a c oke  a n d  d r i n k s  it d o w n  w i t h o u t  s t o p p i n g .  
H e r  h e a d  t h r obs .

“ You were  s u p p o s e d  to w a t c h  us last  n i g h t . ”
“ It was  my  n i g h t  of f . ” She  t h i nks .  “ W a s n ’t i t ?” 

l a t u m  s h rugs .  “She  w o n ’t say a n y t h i n g . ” She  fills an eye 
d r o p p e r  w i t h  p u r p l e  f o o d  c o l o r i n g  a n d  beg i ns  a p p l y i n g  it to t he  
he a d  of t he  Barbie .  “ D i d  you  get  d r u n k ? ”

“O f  c ou r s e  n o t . ”

L e t s  go to t he  p a r k  t oday,  a f t e r  y o u  s leep it of f . ”
C.arly t h i n k s  of  p u s h i n g  Jack  o n  t he  swi ng ,  t he  c r eak  o f  

t he  c ha i ns ,  t he  p o i n t y  l i t t l e s c r e a ms  of  c h i l d r e n  d a r t i n g  over  t he  
p l a y g r o u n d .  I he  pa in  in he r  skul l  t i g h t e n s .  I he re  is a f a i n t  rus-
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t l i n g  u p s t a i r s ,  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  m o v e m e n t .  T h e  s u n  a r cs  t h r o u g h  

t h e  F r e n c h  d o o r s  in a b r o a d  b l a d e  o f  l i gh t .

“ F a n t a s t i c ,  s h e  says .  “ Yes.

b r a d  g o e s  t o  I . .A.  f o r  a d e p o s i t i o n  a n d  Al exi s  says  s h e  i s n ’t s u r e  

w h e n  h e ’ll he  h a c k ;  t h e s e  t h i n g s  c o u l d  go  fo r  a d a y  o r  f o r  we e k s .  

It is a s e r i o u s  c a s e — a c o l l a p s e d  p l a y a r d ,  a s t r a n g l e d  i n f a n t .  T h e r e  

w e r e  a t  l eas t  a d o z e n  cases  b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  c o m p a n y ’s a t t e n t i o n  

b e f o r e  t h i s  o n e ,  s h e  says .  W e ’ve p r e t t y  m u c h  g o t  t h e m  c o r n e r e d .

1 C a r l y  t h i n k s ,  we?  Al exi s  face  is t a u t  t h e  w a y  it a l wa y s  is w h e n  

Br ad  t r ave l s  o n  b u s i n e s s .  S h e  is t a l k i n g  t o o  fast .  S h e  is h a n g i n g  

c u p b o a r d s .

T h e  h o u s e  s e e m s  q u i e t e r  t h a n  u s u a l  w i t h  B r a d  g o n e .  A l e x 

is a n d  l a t u m  a n d  J a c k  h e a d  i n t o  t h e  c i t y  f o r  t h e i r  S u n d a y  m o r n 

i n g  r i t u a l  o f  s c o n e s  a n d  c l o t t e d  c r e a m  at  t h e  Pl aza .

W h e n  C a r l y  o p e n s  t h e  d o o r  t o  t h e  m a s t e r  b e d r o o m  s he  

f i n d s  it,  as ever ,  d u s t l c s s ,  s p o t l e s s ,  t h e  b e d  p e r f e c t l y  m a d e :  a v i r 

t ua l  m u s e u m .  T h e  c l o s e t  d o o r  is s l i g h t l y  a j a r  a n d  t h e  t r a c k  l i g h t 

i n g  is o n ,  a n d  as C a r l y  m o v e s  c l o s e r  s h e  sees  t h e  s h o p p i n g  bags .

Fler  f i rs t  t h o u g h t  w h e n  s h e  p u l l s  o u t  t h e  c l o t h e s  is t h a t  

t h e r e  has  b e e n  s o m e  k i n d  o f  m i s t a k e .  Al ex i s  o f  t h e  b a b y  c a b l e  k n i t  

s w e a t e r s ,  t h e  p e a c o a t s ,  d o e s  n o t  b e l o n g  t o  t h e  b a g s  t h a t ,  C a r l y  

sees ,  h a v e  b e e n  s t u f f e d ,  a n d  s e e m i n g l y  at  r a n d o m ,  w i t h  p y t h o n  T-  

s t r a p  M a n o l o  B l a h n i k  s a n d a l s ,  a p l e a t  s k i r t  i n h o t  p i n k  s h a n t u n g ,  

a s h e e r  s i lk c h i f f o n  b a b y d o l l  w' i th m a t c h i n g  p a n t i e s ,  a p h e a s a n t  

f e a t h e r  c a p e .  H e r e ,  a p i n a f o r e  d r e s s  w i t h  b a b y  b l u e  s a t i n  s a s h ,  as 

if s h e  w o u l d  be  Al i ce  in W o n d e r l a n d ;  s l o u c h y  s u e d e  b o o t s  w' i th a 

k i t t e n  h e e l ,  a B a l e n c i a g a  b o l e r o  j a ck e t ,  l e a t h e r  c i g a r e t t e  p a n t s  in 

a m i r r o r  f i n i s h .  C a r l y  lays o u t  t h e  c l o t h e s  o n  t h e  R a l p h  L a u r e n  

b e d s p r e a d :  t h e y  s e e m  t o  p o s t u r e ,  as if t h e y  h a v e  t a k e n  o n  a l i fe o f  

t h e i r  o w n .

C a r l v  f i n d s  h e r s e l f  in h e r  u n d e r w e a r ,  h e r  o w n  s h o r t s  a n d

Vandiver



tank  top  d i t ched  on the floor, b u t t o n i n g  hersel f  in to  a tu l le- t iered  
dress tha t  bil lows ou t  beh in d  in a fabulous  train,  bride-l ike .  W h e n  
she drags the whole  ensemble  over to the m ir ro r  it is as if she has 
never seen herself  before,  no t  really. T h e  overpower ing  si lence is 
like a second presence over her  shou lder ,  eva lua ting  her p la in 
ness. W h a t  she has to work  with ,  she adm its  now to herself,  is not  
much ,  even if she does have more color  than  Alexis on accoun t  
o f  those a f te rnoons  chas ing T a tu m  a ro u n d  the pool  while Alexis 
holes up inside c la im ing  she is al lergic to sun;  Alexis is all long 
legs and razor -b lade cheekbones .  At best Car ly  is in the league o f  
tha t  D ir ty  Coeds  porn  she caugh t  Brad check ing  ou t  on l ine  once  
when she walked in to  his s tudy  to ask abou t  her  paycheck.  But 
as she ab an d o n s  the tul le and  cl imbs  in to  the leather  d i rnd l ,  she 
begins to com e a ro u n d ,  rather  as she had in so p h o m o re  bio logy 
lab, d issect ing  tha t  sad-eyed toad she had selected from the batch 
tha t  had com e in dry  ice in S tyrofoam coolers  in the spring.  She 
had com e to lab s tra ight  from A.P. Engl ish,  where in the last 
weeks o f  the semester  they w ou ld  spend  the h o u r  reading  and  re
reading the last pages o f  The Bell Jar  and  she had had the sense 
o f  so m e th in g  always on the verge o f  nam in g  i tself  in her  m ind ,  
the teacher ’s voice ge t t ing  in the way, all those hands  go ing  up,  
arms waving,  tha t  k ind  o f  overeager me me me as if it were fifth 
tirade. And then  there  was the shrill sound  o f  the bell and  it was 
all lost somehow. S tand ing  over the p in n e d  toad,  the polished 
lab table,  su r ro u n d e d  by rows o f  jars of piglet  fetuses f loat ing in 
formaldehyde ,  she had wielded  her  blade for the inc ision ,  and  it 
had nulled tha t  f rus t ra t ion ,  assuaged tha t  namelessness,  and  she 
had felt o rder  again in the universe.

Her  eyes now feel heavy, her fingers fat igued by so m uch  b u t t o n 
ing, u n b u t t o n in g ,  zipping ,  d i sm an t l ing .  She looks at the clo thes 
cast across the floor. In her  skull there  is a faint  h u m m in g ,  not
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a l t o g e t h e r  o m i n o u s .

S h e  d e c i d e s  t o  s p e n d  t h e  rest  o f  t h e  a f t e r n o o n  o n  t h e  p o o l  ch a i s e  

w i t h  a h a r d  l e m o n a d e  a n d  w o r k  o n  h e r  t an .  T h e  m a s t e r  b e d 

r o o m  h a d  b e e n  left  i m m a c u l a t e ,  s he  is sure ,  b u t  as s he  i n f l a t e s  t h e  

cha i s e ,  s he  can ' t  h e l p  l o o k i n g  b a c k  at  t h e  w i n d o w  as if t o  c h e c k  

h e r  w o r k .  Bu t  t h e  d r a p e s  a re  d r a w n ,  as a l ways .

T h e  c h a i s e  d r i f t s  pa s t  t h e  r o w o f  z e r o - g r a v i t y  r e c l i n c r s  a n d  

i n t o  t h e  r a n g e  o f  t h e  o s c i l l a t i n g  m i s t i n g  fan ,  a n d  she  c l oses  h e r  

eyes ,  n e a r l y  as l eep  w h e n  d i s t a n t l y ,  a ca r  d o o r  s l ams .  S h e  c o n s i d e r s  

g e t t i n g  o u t  of  t h e  p o o l  b u t  t h i s  wi l l  i n v o l v e  e i t h e r  s l i p p i n g  f r o m  

t h e  ch a i s e  i n t o  t h e  d e e p  e n d  w h e r e  s he  is n o w  cas t  a d r i f t ,  o r  else,  

h u m i l i a t i n g l y ,  l o w e r i n g  h e r s e l f  o n t o  h e r  s t o m a c h  o n  t h e  ch a i s e  

a n d  p a d d l i n g  to  t h e  e d g e  w h e r e  she  m i g h t  e d g e  o f f  o n t o  t h e  s t a i r s  

a n d  c l i m b  t o  t h e  d e c k .  At  s o m e  p o i n t  in w o r k i n g  t h i s  all o u t  in 

h e r  h e a d  she  real i zes  Alexi s  is s t a n d i n g  at  t h e  g u t t e r  s t a r i n g  at  h e r  

f r o m  b e h i n d  h e r  Wa y f a r e r s .  C a r l y  s q u i n t s  i n t o  t h e  s u n .  T h e  h o u s e  

l o o m s  b e h i n d  Alexi s ,  a vas t  G o t h i c  a b o m i n a t i o n  o f  a r c h i t e c t u r e .

“C o m e  in t h e  s t u d i o ,  Alexi s  says ,  h e r  v o i ce  v e r y  s mal l .  

“ L e t ’s t a l k . ”

C a r l y  s l ips ,  feet  f i rs t ,  i n t o  t h e  b l ue .  T he c o l d  s wa l l o ws  her ,  

t e n d r i l s  o f  h a i r  s u c k i n g  t o w a r d  t h e  s u r f a c e  as s he  s i nks .  B u b b l e s  

r i p p l e  pas t  h e r  nose .  S h e  cu r l s  h e r  t oes  a g a i n s t  t h e  g r i t t y  c o n 

c r e t e  f l o o r  of  t h e  p o o l ,  h e r  l u n g s ,  e m p t y  now,  b e g i n n i n g  to  s t r a i n .  

W h e n  s he  b r e a k s  t h e  s u r f a c e ,  he r  m o u t h  m a k e s  a h o l l o w’ w h i s t l e ;  

she  pu l l s  d o w n  air,  t r e a d s ,  b r e a t h e s  ag a i n ,  a n d  sees  t h a t  Alexi s  

is s m i l i n g .  C a r l y  fo l ds  i n t o  t h e  f i rst  s t r o k e ,  a s t i t c h  in h e r  s ide ,  

d i s t u r b e d  by  t h a t  g l i mp s e ,  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  Alexi s '  f ace in a s mi l e  

l o o k s  u n n a t u r a l ,  m o r e  l ike an  a n i m a l ,  a d o g ,  b a r i n g  its t e e t h  in 

n e r v o u s n e s s ,  an  a t t e m p t  at  p l a c a t i o n .  C a r l y ’s t e c h n i q u e  is p o o r ;  

w a t e r  swi r l s  b e t w e e n  h e r  f i nge r s .  S h e  s logs  f i na l l y  t o  t h e  s i de  o f  

t h e  p o o l  a n d  g r i p s  t h e  g u t t e r ,  g a s p i n g ,  p u s h i n g  h e r  h a i r  o u t  of  h e r
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eyes w i t h  he r  wr i s t .

“ W h e r e  are t he  k i d s ? ” C a r l y  asks.
“At  a f r i e n d ’s,” Alexis  says.

I he s t u d i o  smel l s  s t r ong l y ,  ne a r l y  c h e m i ca l ,  as i f  Alexis  
has  be e n  b u r n i n g  s o m e t h i n g ,  a n d  w h e n  she  hi t s  t he  l ight s  C a r l y  
can see s h e ’s c h a n g e d  t he  f ix tures  a r o u n d  so t h a t  t he  l a m p s  are 
t r a i n e d  e n t i r e l y  o n  t he  far  wes t  wal l ,  w h e r e  a mass i ve  canvas  leans ,  
he r  b igges t  yet .  Its pl ace  in t he  l i ght s  conve ys  t he  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  a 
s tage.  It s eems  b l a n k  un t i l  C a r l y  wa l ks  to it a n d  sees t he  p e nc i l e d  
s i l h o u e t t e s ,  t he  va gue  f l oa t i ng  f o r ms  t h a t  a p p e a r  to be d r o w n i n g  

in thi s  wh i t e n e s s ,  a r m s  o u t s t r e t c h e d ,  f i nger s  d a n g l i n g  we i gh t l e s s -  
ly as if b u o y e d .  He a d l e s s .  I he  s ke t c he s  are so l i gh t  it is as i f  t hey  
have  been  n o t  d r a w n  b u t  t r aced .

Alexis  r emove s  he r  sunglas ses ,  d r o p s  t h e m  o n  a d r a f t  t a 
ble.  She  s tares  at  he r  pa l e t t e ,  t he  s t a n d  o f  b r u s h e s  s o a k i n g  in t u r 
p e n t i n e ,  all a r o u n d  her,  as if s h e ’s neve r  seen a n y  o f  it.

“ N o n e  o f  t h e m  have  f aces , ” C a r l y  says.

Alexis  p i cks  up  a penc i l .  “ I m g o i n g  to have  to let  y o u  g o , ” 
she  says.  She  be g i ns  to s k e t c h ,  casual ly,  w i t h  t he  ai r  of  j o t t i n g  a 
no t e .  But  C a r l y  can  see t he  s l i gh t es t  q u i v e r  in t he  arc  o f  t he  l ine  
t h a t  is a s h o u l d e r  on  t he  page .  “ I ’m s u r e  y o u  u n d e r s t a n d , ” Alexis  
says.  “You wer e  carefu l  e n o u g h  p u t t i n g  t he  r o o m  ba c k  t o g e t h e r  
b u t  I c o u l d  see t h a t  y o u ’d b e e n  t h r o u g h  t he  c l o t hes .  You were  t r y 
i ng t h e m  o n ,  w e r e n ’t y o u ? ”

C a r l y  says n o t h i n g ,  t i g h t e n s  t he  be a ch  towel  a r o u n d  h e r 
self. She  is s t a n d i n g ,  by now,  in a smal l  p u d d l e  o f  poo l  w a t e r  t ha t  
has d r i p p e d  f r o m he r  b a t h i n g  su i t  o n t o  t he  f loor .

N o t  to m e n t i o n , ” Alexis  says,  “t h a t  y o u ’ve be e n  in here ,  
m a n y  t imes .  Jack  tel ls me.  N o t  t h a t  I w o u l d  have  m i n d e d ,  she  
says,  h x c e p t  you  neve r  a sked .  A n d  so I have  to w o n d e r ,  w h a t  
else y o u ’re c a p a b l e  o f . ” N o w  C a r l y  can  see t h a t  she  is a l m o s t  ful ly 
f o r m e d  o n  t he  page .  J u s t  a few b r i e f  s t r okes  a n d  she  is t he r e ,  per -
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fectly recognizable .  Gen i us ,  she th inks ,  despi t e  herself.  Alexis sets 
down the pad.

“You’re r ight .
“You mus t  not  t h i nk  muc h  o f  us, ’ Alexis says. “ But  even 

so why would  you bother? Did you t h i nk  I d never  not ice?
“ I don' t  know, '  Car ly  says. She wonder s  if  Alexis will cry, 

like she did when  T a t um cal led her  a bi tch.  But  Alexis only stares 
' at her,  as if Car ly  mus t  be lying,  as if she’s had reasons all along.  

Car ly starts to feel her  skin pucke r i ng  in the cold.  She realizes 
she’s freezing.

“G o  ahead and change , ’ Alexis says, “before you catch 
your  death.

A year later,  af ter  Car ly  gets o f f  her  shift  at the daycare,  she and 
Radames  will drive past  the Webers  on thei r  way to s moke  pot  
in S t ephan ie  E m m o n s ’ gues thouse  whi le  the fami ly s u mme r s  in 
Maine.  He  drives and  she rides s ho t gun ,  and they argue over what  
s tat ion to play on the radio.  Somet i mes  she looks r ight  at the W e 
bers house  and s omet i mes  she doesn' t ,  and ei ther  way it passes 
more  quickly than  she expects.  Somet imes  the  kids have been 
careless,  left ou t  a hula hoop  or  a bicycle ove r t u rne d  on the lawn,  
and there  has been a di f ferent  car in the dr ive for m a ny  mo n t h s  
in place o f  Br ad ’s Mercedes .

Inevi tably she will say to Ra da me s — who  has never  
t hough t  to ask how she got  the key to the E m m o n s  gues thouse ,  
who  drives s teady and slow as a g r a n d m o t h e r — to get on wi th it 
already,  and  they will f ind thei r  wray th r ough  the woods  to the 
d a nk  gues thouse  and make  out .  In the d imness  he is all grasping 
hands ,  a weight  on her  chest .  But  a f te rward,  she feels gen t l e 
ness. He offers her  the m o u t h  o f  the pipe,  pushes  the l ighter  into 
the bowl ,  nur s ing  the f lame unt i l  she is done .  She wonde r s  what  
became o f  that  sketch,  if it ever evolved to s o me t h i n g  more:  a
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po r t r a i t  t ha t  an a c q u a i n t a n c e  m i g h t  l ook at  in a gal l ery a n d  say 
o f  it, Car ly,  or  if  her  b o d y  dr i f t s  on  in t ha t  page,  h a l f  f in i shed,  in 
l i mbo  l ike Alexis'  b o d y  on  the  mura l .  He  asks w h a t  she is t h i n k 
ing a bou t .  She looks  at h i m,  s e a r c h i ng  t he  da r kne s s  for  s ome  
recogni zabl e  l ine o f  his face,  a n d  c a n n o t  t h i n k  w h a t  to answer .
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